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Abstract 
 

Supervisory Committee 
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Supervisor 
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Departmental Member 
Dr. Dennis Pilon (Department of Political Science) 
Departmental Member 
 

In this thesis I explore neoliberalism and resistance to neoliberalism by focusing on the relatively 
recent rise of radical, local anti-poverty organizations in Canada, particularly on the Ontario 
Coalition Against Poverty (OCAP) in Toronto. To accomplish this exploration, I present a brief 
history of neoliberalization in two ways: first in theory, exploring the phenomenon in general, and 
then in a more specific context, through the study of neoliberalization in Ontario. Special emphasis 
is given to the ways in which contemporary processes of neoliberalization tend to discourage 
collective action and movement formation, and encourage the ideological, discursive, and practical 
depoliticization of issues and communities. In addition, I suggest that Ontario’s neoliberalization 
has led mainstream left forces to retreat to a more moderate support base in the middle class, 
leaving poor people and anti-poverty activists with little potential for meaningful participation in 
political processes. The lack of avenues for participation, I argue, discourages the development the 
development of a sense of agency for poor people and anti-poverty activists. This agency is framed 
here as political dignity. 

After presenting a history OCAP, I conclude by suggesting that radical, local anti-poverty 
organizations make an important contribution to combating some of the outcomes of 
neoliberalization presented here. By using a broad range of scholarship (including working-class 
focused sociology, post-colonial theory, and others), I argue that OCAP’s key contribution to anti-
neoliberal struggles is the way in which the organization encourages political dignity building 
through engaged, confrontational participation.  
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Introduction 
 

In his popular book, The End of Politics, Carl Boggs wrote that depoliticization “is perhaps 

the dominant motif of our times.”1 Yet, at the same time, ‘our times’ have seen a proliferation 

of some rather unconventional political activity, particularly at a local level. While the protest 

politics of the 1990s and beyond are often identified with the so-called ‘anti-globalization 

movement’, and generally remembered by the massive anti-neoliberal trade protests of Seattle, 

Quebec City, and Genoa, something else was also taking place.2 Even before Seattle revealed 

the potential existence of a broad-based movement that rejected at least some tenets of 

contemporary capitalism, a series of smaller, more localized groups in Canada, often led by 

marginalized communities, were responding to neoliberalism’s day-to-day effects. These local 

movements engaged in smaller-scale protest actions: confronting a single municipal or 

provincial government; occupying local welfare offices; staging raucous political theatre; and 

generally acting in a disruptive way, refusing to accept ‘business as usual’ throughout a rapidly 

neoliberalizing North America.3 And yet, scholars like Boggs and others remain concerned 

about the state of structural depoliticization and the limited possibilities for political 

participation that exist today.4  

The growth of these localized, confrontational movements is not without historical precedent. 

Disruptive action by marginalized communities at a local level has been common for centuries, 

and some historical accounts read like a prescient tactical and philosophical description of these 
                                                
1 Carl Boggs, The End of Politics: Corporate Power and the Decline of the Public Sphere (New York: Guilford Press, 

2000) 1. 
2 Richard J.F. Day, Gramsci is Dead: Anarchist Currents in the Newest Social Movements (Toronto: Between the 

Lines, 2005) 1. 
3 Jonathan Greene, “Visibility, Urgency and Protest: Anti-Poverty Activism in Neoliberal Times,” diss. Queen’s U. 

2006, Chapter 2. 
4 e.g. Miriam Smith, A Civil Society? Collective Actors in Canadian Political Life (Peterborough: Broadview Press, 

2005); Stephen McBride, Paradigm Shift: Globalization and the Canadian State, 4th ed. (Nova Scotia: Fernwood 
Books, 2005). 



 

 

2 
new, local anti-poverty organizations. Accounts of protest behaviour during the Depression, 

for example, tell of unemployed workers occupying relief offices “until their demands were 

met,” echoing a process regularly used by Toronto anti-poverty activists in settling 

contemporary welfare claims.5  

Even further back in history, there are similarities between contemporary anti-poverty 

activity, and the so-called ‘bread riots’ described by E.P. Thompson is his famous article “The 

Moral Economy of the English Crowd in the Eighteenth Century.” Thompson describes 

processes in the 18th century through which communities came together in the face of 

unliveable conditions, asserting their right to ‘set the price’ of important grains.6 This is 

comparable, for example, to the common radical anti-poverty activity of high-profile squats. In 

these squats, activists participate in a process that suggests: if adequate affordable housing does 

not exist, then the community will take it for themselves. Squatting, in effect, parallels 

Thompson’s description of ‘setting the price’ by turning existing infrastructure into living space 

for those unable to afford housing under current conditions. Like Thompson’s ‘bread rioters’, 

squatters are engaging in a process that claims to be upholding a community’s moral norms.7  

Significantly, the conditions that gave rise to these historically comparable movements were 

severe. The eighteenth century England discussed by E.P. Thompson was not renowned for its 

democratic ideals or equitable distribution of wealth. Similarly, North America in the 1930s 

was in the depths of a severe economic downturn, and those who attempted to challenge it 

faced violent oppression. But why have these movements arisen in western liberal democracies, 

                                                
5 Compare Francis Fox Piven and Richard A. Cloward, Poor People’s Movements: How They Succeed and Why 

They Fail (Vintage Books, 1977) 56; and Tim Groves, OCAP Casework Manual (Toronto: OCAP), 
<http://www.ocap.ca/casework/caseworkmanual.doc>. 

6 E.P. Thompson, “The Moral Economy of the English Crown in the Eighteenth Century,” Past and Present 50 (Feb. 
1971). 

7 e.g. OCAP, “Pope Squat,” Briarpatch 31.7 Sep 2002; Sarah Lamble qtd. in PCAP: A Video History, dir. David 
Newberry, DVD, PCAP, 2006. 



 

 

3 
during what seems to be a relative era of global economic growth? The fact that this type of 

behaviour is cropping up again, even on a small scale, indicates that the political, economic, 

and social circumstances that have given rise to this contemporary wave of radical protest 

activity is a subject that deserves urgent study. I attempt here to respond to this need by 

presenting a case study of contemporary political circumstances (referred to here as a process 

of neoliberalization) focusing on Ontario. I also consider one set of political responses to this 

neoliberalization (that of radical anti-poverty activists).  

To date, while there is a body of academic study relating to neoliberalism, very little attention 

has been paid specifically to this upsurge of disruptive anti-poverty behaviour, leaving 

somewhat of a gap in an important and timely subject area.8 That said, there is a small amount 

of literature that does exist relating to Canadian radical anti-poverty organizing, particularly 

focused on one group, the Ontario Coalition Against Poverty (OCAP). For example, Jonathan 

Greene’s recent PhD dissertation – which also studies anti-poverty activism in neoliberal times 

– uses comparative studies that include OCAP and some anti-poverty groups in England to 

determine what sort of factors and stimuli may lead to effective and sustained anti-poverty 

activism.9 The late Professor Norman Feltes sought to understand his own experience with 

OCAP through a Gramscian lens.10 The work, entitled “The New Prince and The New 

Principality: OCAP and Toronto’s Poor,” is highly theoretical, and aims to cast OCAP as the 

newest manifestation of Gramsci’s ‘Prince’. Both of these works are impressive and go a great 

distance toward remedying the lack of academic interest in OCAP and other radial, local anti-

poverty groups. However, my thesis aims to ask a different set of questions, particularly: Given 

                                                
8 Greene, “Boardrooms and Barricades: Anti-Poverty Organizing in Canada,” Groups Politics and Social Movements 

in Canada, ed. Miriam Smith (Peterborough: Broadview Press, 2008) 122; Greene, “’Whatever It Takes’: Poor 
People’s Organizing, OCAP, and Social Struggle,” Studies in Political Economy 75 (Spring 2005) 22-4. 

9 Greene, Boardrooms. 
10 Norman Feltes, "The New Prince in a New Principality: OCAP and the Toronto Poor," Labour/Le Travail Fall 

2001 <http://www.historycooperative.org/journals/llt/48/06feltes.html>. 



 

 

4 
the contemporary state of individualization and depoliticization (which will be discussed in 

detail below), especially ‘on the margins’ of society, how can an anti-neoliberal social 

movement (in particular, a radical anti-poverty movement) go about developing and sustaining 

a sense of agency in difficult political times? This sense of agency, for reasons explained 

below, is referred to here as ‘political dignity’.  

Goals and Method 
Thompson’s ultimate claim was that the so-called ‘bread-riots’ in 18th century England were 

not ‘riots’ at all, but relatively calculated, collective responses to unjust conditions that 

“required a consensus of support in the community, and an inherited pattern of action with its 

own objectives and restraints.”11 Likewise, Francis Fox Piven and Richard A. Cloward, in their 

study of the unemployed workers movements of the 1930s, show the sometimes-high levels of 

established moral and tactical norms along side the conscious determination present in what 

many regarded simply as unruly mobs.12 As Thompson has done with the so-called bread-riots, 

and Piven and Cloward have done with the radical social movements of the Depression, I aim 

to offer an alternative reading of what is often viewed as the senseless disruptive behaviour of 

contemporary radical anti-poverty organizations such as OCAP. This is accomplished by 

highlighting the ways in which OCAP’s disruptive behaviour could act as a dignity building 

process for those involved.13  

I present this argument in three stages with one stage taking shape in each of the following 

chapters. In the first chapter, I attempt to characterize contemporary social, political, and 

                                                
11 Thompson, 76-79, 119. 
12 See Piven and Cloward, Chapter 2. 
13 Examples of characterization of OCAP as senseless and unnecessarily disruptive can be found in: James Cowan, 

“Protesting Too Much,” This Magazine 34.4 Jan/Feb 2002: 8-9; Cassandra Szklarski, “Timing wrong for shutdown 
of Toronto financial district, say critics,” Canadian Press NewsWire 15 Oct 2001; Schuster, Eli, “The gooning of 
Ontario: the left turns increasingly violent in its opposition to the Harris Conservatives,” Report Newsmagazine 
28.14 (9 July 2001) 17. 



 

 

5 
economic circumstances as the product of a problematic process of neoliberalization, with the 

relevant outcomes being rising inequality and a series of systemic barriers to social, collective 

action. To do this, I review, as briefly as possible, the transition from the Keynesian welfareism 

to neoliberalism, paying special attention to some key thinkers involved in the transition, 

including Milton Friedman and Samuel Huntington. However, since the main focus of this 

project is on an anti-poverty movement in Ontario, the bulk of the chapter grounds the more 

theoretical discussion of neoliberalism in the actual process of neoliberalization in Ontario. 

This study of Ontario demonstrates that the province’s neoliberalization began with Bob Rae’s 

New Democratic Party. The analysis of Rae’s government suggests that the NDP’s drift 

towards neoliberal policy choices marks the beginning of a process that saw the mainstream left 

move even further away from the needs and interests of poor individuals and communities, and 

the goals of anti-poverty activists. This abandonment, it is argued, was part of an attempt to 

shore up support from the populous but moderate middle class during what were otherwise 

difficult political times for the left. The chapter goes on to discuss the much more rapid 

neoliberalization that happened under the leadership of Mike Harris and the Ontario 

Progressive Conservative Party, as this is the era in which OCAP became most visible and 

militant in its opposition to neoliberalization. 

The second chapter offers a more in depth history of OCAP, in the form of a case study that 

relies upon Jonathan Greene’s new scholarship, media reports, and movement published 

literature. Also in this chapter, four prominent criticisms of OCAP-style organizing are 

discussed: that OCAP is narrow, divisive, and counter productive; that its style of non-

hierarchical organization is less democratic than it claims to be; that the group is not doing 

enough to combat inherent sexism and white-supremacy; and that its actions help to justify 

intensifying levels of securitization. These criticisms are responded to where it is appropriate, 



 

 

6 
but they are also put forward to demonstrate that OCAP’s style of organization has much 

room for improvement.  

The third and final chapter most thoroughly explores the overall argument of the thesis: that 

OCAP’s actions (as described in chapter two) go some length in addressing the structural 

depoliticization present in neoliberal times (as described in chapter one) for one sector of the 

population. OCAP does this, I argue, through processes of confrontational participation that 

build and reinforce the existence of political dignity. In the course of the chapter, I attempt, in a 

small way, to contribute to the lack of formal research and analysis that exists on contemporary 

radical, local anti-poverty movements by supplementing my analysis with a body of knowledge 

harvested from some relevant areas of study. These areas of study include working class 

sociology and radical indigenous scholarship. 

Politics and Depoliticization 
 Because my main focus in this thesis is on depoliticization and repoliticization, it is 

important to be clear about exactly what I mean when I refer to ‘politics’. It seems appropriate 

to begin this discussion by drawing on the notions of the person who many consider to be the 

first political scientist: Aristotle. Well known for his assertion that “man is a political animal,” 

Aristotle’s discussion in the early sections of The Politics (or ‘The Things Concerning the 

Polis’) offers several insights into how he understands the realm of the political.14  

Aristotle takes it as a given that political community of some form is natural and inevitable, 

since individuals on their own are not generally self-sufficient, but rather, require a social 

network of some sort in order to be collectively more self-reliant. This natural association is 

                                                
14 Derek Heater and others have pointed out that that Aristotle’s intention is more accurately translated as “Man is an 

animal impelled by his nature to live in a polis.’ Derek Heater, A Brief History of Citizenship (New York: New 
York University Press, 2004) 17. 
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what Aristotle believes to be a political community, or polis.15 For Aristotle politics does not 

relate simply to institutions, but also, as Warren Magnusson suggests, to questions of why we 

have these institutions, or deliberations regarding what kind of institutions we should have in 

the first place. In short, politics relates to the ways in which we organize ourselves: how, by 

what rules, and in what ways are our social lives together are governed in any given political 

community.16 Political questions are, in essence, social questions that relate to power.17  

The term depoliticization, on the other hand, will be applied here in two distinct but related 

ways: the depoliticization of issues, and the depoliticization of people or communities. The 

depoliticization of issues is more or less a definitional issue. In this process, political acts or 

events are redefined as private, personal, normalized, necessary realities, or otherwise not 

political, making them appear as natural, normal, depoliticized realities. This type of 

depoliticization will be addressed briefly first.  

The statement by Boggs quoted above about depoliticization as “…the dominant motif of our 

times” is fairly typical.18 But what exactly does Boggs mean by this? While he is lamenting The 

End of Politics, he suggests elsewhere in his book that politics is everywhere, and that it 

necessarily intersects “with every dimension of human life.”19 What appears on the surface to 

be contradictory statements actually point to a useful way of understanding politics and 

depoliticization. Boggs’ seemingly conflicting statements demonstrate that ‘politics’ itself has 

not gone away, but that our understanding of ‘the political’ has simply narrowed, and many 

                                                
15 By polis, Aristotle is referring to the normal mode of political community that existed around him in Greece. Each 

polis would consist of an urban area and the adjacent agricultural land, and is often (somewhat mis-)translated as 
‘city-state’. Heater, Brief History, 17. 

16 Warren Magnusson, The Search for Political Space: Globalization, Social Movements, and the Urban Political 
Experience (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1996) 9. 

17 e.g. Magnusson, Search 33; Boggs 7; David Camfield, “The Working-Class Movement in Canada: An Overview,” 
Groups Politics and Social Movements in Canada, ed. Miriam Smith (Peterborough: Broadview Press, 2008) 62. 

18 Boggs 1. 
19 Boggs ix. 
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political processes have been reified to appear as natural things. Understood this way, when 

one says that something (an issue, a particular social phenomenon, etc.) is ‘depoliticized’, what 

is being suggested is that the dominant definition or conceptualization of politics does an 

inadequate job of understanding or describing the way in which what is actually happening is a 

political process. Political processes are naturalized, and begin to appear as normal and 

apolitical. What is and what is not political can, in this sense, be defined by particular 

discourses or rationalities (e.g. rationality of individual responsibility) or by active truth-

making (e.g. defining poor people as lazy, inefficient, workshy).20 Thus, the first way the term 

‘depoliticization’ is used here is discursive, as it relates to the use of power to render political 

questions of social organization apolitical by definition. Throughout the thesis, this form of 

depoliticization will be evident, particularly as it relates to poverty. It will be shown that, even 

within the mainstream left, poverty has become less of a political issue over time. 

The second way that depoliticization is understood here is as the depoliticization of people or 

communities. This is a much more active process, one that ensures that people do not develop 

impressions of themselves or their communities as interested and potentially effective political 

actors. This could be further divided into two separate discussions. The first is based on the 

distractions from politics that are presented by consumer capitalism. This points to a situation 

in which people do not care about politics, since they are more interested in pursuing the spoils 

and pleasures offered in a capitalist paradise. This is not of primary interest here, because the 

questions addressed in this thesis relate mostly to deprivation and poverty, as opposed to over-

consumption in the legitimate capitalist marketplace. This is not to say that poor individuals 

and communities do not relate to the consumerist playground of capitalist distractions, but that 

                                                
20 Nikolas Rose, Powers of Freedom: Reframing Political Thought (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1999) 18-20, 28-9, 

33, 74-5.  Unless otherwise noted, all further references to ‘Rose’ refer to Powers of Freedom. 
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these distractions are of lesser importance to the discussion to be had here.21 The other, and 

more relevant way that the depoliticization of people and their communities is discussed here 

relates to what I will call political dignity. Political dignity can be defined more or less as a 

belief that one’s self or one’s community is an important actor that both deserves attention and 

can potentially play a role in overarching political processes. The main argument presented 

throughout this thesis is that radical, local anti-poverty organizations have developed a strategy 

of confrontational participation that could potentially help to foster, restore, and sustain a sense 

of political dignity within communities of poor people and anti-poverty activists. It is argued in 

chapter three that the available evidence suggests that these anti-poverty movements are having 

some success. 

It is important to highlight that this ‘political dignity’ does not fit the liberal definition of 

dignity as an intrinsic element that is built within each human being. Instead of liberal intrinsic 

dignity, what is referred to here is a form of ‘extrinsic’ dignity that arises out of a community 

of meaningful political participation, one that rests on a sense of human agency and efficacy. 

Political dignity, I will argue, is more difficult to develop in situations where political 

participation is itself more difficult. Thus, a vicious cycle of depoliticization is created in which 

a lack of political access (understood as a lack of a role in any questions of power and social 

organization) leads to a blockage in the development of political dignity.  

To possess political dignity, then, is to consider one’s self a political actor with the interest 

and agency to attempt change with or within a political community. Bernard Boxill puts 

forward a similar concept when discussing ‘self-respect’, helpfully suggesting, “when an 

                                                
21 For several thorough expositions on the depoliticizing distractions of the marketplace, see Herbert Marcuse, One 

Dimensional Man (Boston: Beacon Press, 1964); Neil Postman, Amusing Ourselves to Death (Penguin, 1985). 
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individual desires to know whether he [sic] has self-respect, what he needs is not evidence of 

his worth in general but evidence of his faith in his worth.”22 

Another comparable concept to ‘political dignity’ was put forward in the 1960s, in Gabriel A. 

Almond and Sidney Verba’s well known text, The Civic Culture. In this book, American 

authors Almond and Verba conducted interviews in five nations, attempting to understand the 

causes and effects of different styles of participation. Throughout the text, the authors discussed 

notions of civic competence, subjective political competence, and political efficacy. In many 

ways, Almond and Verba’s concepts (particularly subjective political competence) are similar 

to the notion of political dignity being discussed here. For example, Almond and Verba 

differentiate between political competence (actual influence) and subjective political 

competence, which they describe as a belief in one’s ability to exert influence.23 To determine 

levels of subjective competence, the authors asked each survey participant to “suppose that his 

[sic] local government or his national legislature was considering a law that he though was very 

unjust and harmful. What did he think he could do about it?”24 Almond and Verba then charted 

what percentage of respondents that felt themselves to be subjectively competent. Their 

concept of subjective political efficacy and civic competence has been picked up and expanded 

by social scientists over time. The growth of these concepts is reflected in Almond and Verba’s 

much more recent edited volume, The Civic Culture Revisited, in which numerous scholars 

revisit the original text, focussing much more on various notions of subjective competence. 

                                                
22 Bernard R. Boxill, “Self Respect and Protest,” Philosophy and Public Affairs 6.1 (Autumn 1976) 66. Emphasis 

added. 
23 Gabriel A. Almond and Sidney Verb, The Civic Culture: Political Attitudes and Democracy in Five Nations. 

(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1963) 181. 
24 Almond and Verba, 184. 
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While Almond and Verba’s concept of competence and political efficacy is in many ways 

similar to the concept of political dignity presented here, there are several differences between 

the two terms. Two of these differences will be briefly discussed here.  

First, Almond and Verba’s method of measuring competence involved asking respondents if 

they could influence local or national policy, whereas the notion of politics and participation 

presented here is much broader. As it was suggested above, political questions are understood 

here to mean much more than policy or regulation. Instead, political questions are considered to 

be all social questions relating to power and organization. While this a small difference, it has 

important implications. Almond and Verba’s focus on policy and regulation means that their 

concept has little to say about the kind of transformative potential that may exist in political 

competence. Political dignity, on the other hand, takes into account the systemic blockages to 

the construction of Almond and Verba’s ‘subjective competence’. It is a concept that sees the 

overcoming of these systemic hindrances as a key step in a cycle of politicization, rather than 

an ideal type of participation that any group of people can be measured against. This is related 

to the second key difference between subjective competence and political dignity: how the two 

concepts are used. Within The Civic Culture, the authors set up a type of ideal participation, 

which they then used to measure levels of political competence in five different countries 

(America, England, Italy, Mexico and Germany). In every category of civic competence, the 

United States ranks at the top of Almond and Verba’s list. Here, the authors have used a 

particular set of questions that idealize one form of participation. In turn, they statistically 

verify their suspicion that their own culture is more empowered and participatory than others. 

The concept of political dignity, on the other hand, is not used as a measurement of 

comparative competence, but a way of understanding vicious cycles of depoliticization, and 

potentially virtuous cycles of participation building.  
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The relationship between political dignity and politicization will be expanded upon in the 

final chapter. For now, it is sufficient to understand that the second way in which the term 

depoliticization is used refers to the outcomes the processes by which people and communities 

are made to feel that they are not worthy political actors capable of competent participation. 

Thus, attacking or subtly undermining political dignity is a powerful method of 

depoliticization.25  

The last thing to cover before moving onto the first chapter’s discussion of neoliberalization 

is to address the question of why I have chosen to focus on poor individuals and communities 

when discussing – at least on the thesis’ broadest level – resistance to neoliberalism? Why look 

to these ‘dangerous classes’ when, as Karl Marx famously argued, their conditions of life 

prepare them “…far more for the part of a bribed tool of reactionary intrigue,” than for any role 

in progressive social change. My answer is simply this: chapter one argues that the key problem 

of neoliberalization is the way that the process limits – in a number of ways – potential 

participation in formal and informal political processes. This has developed hand in hand with 

increasing inequality. It would seem, then, that one place to start looking for ideas relating to 

combating neoliberalization would be a place where some of the most marginalized people – 

those who have been at the harshest receiving end of attacks on dignity and growing inequality 

– have none the less found a way to encourage and develop participation and political dignity. 

Additionally, as critics of liberal pluralism (and even some savvy pluralists) have long 

pointed out, one’s ability to participate effectively in political processes is greatly affected by 

one’s economic standing.26 Thus, any movement towards new democratic spaces needs to 

address issues of wealth disparity. This is to say that movements against the neoliberal attack 

on participation (i.e. movements for democracy) must address poverty and the difficulties of 
                                                
25 e.g. Richard Sennett and Jonathan Cobb, The Hidden Injuries of Class (Knopf, 1972) 153. 
26 e.g. Harris 4; Piven and Cloward 3; Smith 19-26. 
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participation faced by poor people.27 The evidence presented here suggests that OCAP and 

similar radical anti-poverty groups – despite being minor players in many ways – may be 

addressing some of these issues of participation and dignity, and thus are worthy of further 

attention. 

For now, it is time to begin the presentation of neoliberalism as a dominant and troubling 

paradigm.  

                                                
27 This point draws on Harris 4; Freeman and Lamble. 
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Chapter One: The Road to Neoliberalism 
 

The widespread dominance of neoliberal political discourse and neoliberal social practices, such as 
commodification and consumerism, means that the deck is stacked against collective action as never before. 
Collective struggles are defined as illegitimate by definition. 

         
   Miriam Smith, A Civil Society?28 

 
The widespread acceptance of the benefits to be had from the individualism and freedoms that a free market 
supposedly confers, and the acceptance of personal responsibility for one’s own well being constitute a 
serious ideological barrier to the creation of oppositional solidarities. 
   
   David Harvey, Limits To Capital 2nd Edition.29 

 

Introduction 
David Harvey, in his recent short book A Brief History of Neoliberalism, posits that: 

Neoliberalism is…a theory of political economic practices that proposes that human well-being can best 
be advanced by liberating individual entrepreneurial freedoms and skills within an institutional 
framework characterized by strong private property rights, free markets, and free trade.30 
 

This broad definition captures the fact that the process of neoliberalization is, necessarily, many 

things at once. The present chapter aims to tackle some of these aspects of neoliberal 

development, particularly as it relates to the high level of discursive, ideological, and practical 

depoliticization that has arisen and intensified over the last 40 or so years. The goal is to 

describe, in detail, the circumstances to which the protest group in question (the Ontario 

Coalition Against Poverty) is responding. 

In an article published in 2005, Neil Brenner and Nik Theodore attempt to put forth a 

sophisticated definition of what exactly neoliberalism is. While they come up with a long list of 

identifying characteristics, one of the most important contributions they make is in explaining 

what neoliberalism is not: it is not a process that develops in the same form across time and 

space. Brenner and Theodore assert, among other things, that neoliberalism is an evolving 

                                                
28 Smith 181. Emphasis added. 
29 David Harvey, The Limits To Capital 2nd Edition (London: Verso, 2006) xiii. Emphasis added. 
30 Harvey, Neoliberalism 2. 
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process that develops in contextually specific and path dependent ways.31 Essentially, 

neoliberalization is implemented in a variety of ways, by different people, in different times 

and places, creating somewhat different results. For this reason, it can be difficult to define and 

discuss in any broad manner.32 Still, despite these divergences, there are some very significant 

common trends within global and local political economy that point to the existence of some 

kind of overarching rationality that is driving changes all over the globe. I explore these 

commonalities by presenting, in as brief a manner as possible, the broad characteristics and 

history of neoliberalism in general, situated in the context of the Keynesian welfare state 

system that it displaced. Following this broader explanation, I move to a more geographically 

specific discussion that focuses on the relatively late rise of aggressive neoliberalism in 

Ontario. The goal here is to establish the fact that, while Ontario has its own timeline and 

specific characteristics, the province’s experience offers a fairly typical example of the broader 

neoliberal shift that has taken place internationally since the mid-1970s. This makes Ontario as 

good a place as any to launch a case study of neoliberalization and anti-poverty politics.33 

Two distinct theoretical perspectives intertwine below that highlight neoliberalism’s uniquely 

powerful brand of depoliticization. One seeks to understand the underlying impetus behind 

neoliberalization by utilizing a political economy approach, while the other uses the insights of 

governmentality scholars and a more extra-institutional focus, looking at neoliberalism’s 

tendency to more thoroughly depoliticize issues, individuals, and communities through much 

more diffuse applications of power and governing. Political economy here refers to a method 

                                                
31 Neil Brenner and Nik Theodore, “Neoliberalism and the Urban Condition,” City 9.1 (April 2005) 102-3 
32 e.g. Kirsten Kozolanka, The Power of Persuasion: The Politics of the New Right in Ontario (Black Rose: Montreal, 

2007) 1-3. 
33 Paul Ledug Brown points out that Ontario’s neoliberal experience ‘echoes’ that of the Anglo-American world over 

the past 20 years. Paul Ledug Brown “Déjà Vu: Thatcherism in Ontario,” Mike Harris’ Ontario: Open for 
Business, Closed to People. Ed. Diana Ralph, André Régimbauld and Nérée St-Amand. (Halifax: Fernwood 
Publishing,  1997) 37. 
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for studying political and economic behaviour that tends to emphasize the ways that the two 

fields (politics and economics) influence each other. Governmentality here refers to studies that 

are concerned with attempts at and methods for shaping rational human conduct.34 While these 

two approaches to understanding political phenomena (governmentality vs. political economy) 

are not always completely reconcilable philosophies, each approach excels in its own way by 

seeking to answer a different set of questions that help to paint an overall picture of 

contemporary neoliberalization. Whereas the political economy school tends to focus on 

questions of why phenomenon (such as neoliberalism) happen (the answer, in this case, being a 

restoration of class power), governmentality tends to focus questions of how this is done. This 

is not to say that each fails to answer the other’s question, but that each explanation has 

particular interests and strengths in particular areas.35 Some of the key differences between the 

two approaches are made explicit in a recent exchange between political economist Peter 

Graefe and Foucauldian scholar Karen Bridget Murray in a recent book, Critical Policy 

Studies. The exchange between Graefe and Murray helps explain not only how and why their 

respective approaches differ, but also why both are useful in the discussion that is to take place 

here.  

Graefe suggests in his article that the most important contribution of a political economy 

approach may be to “illustrate and explain the linkages” between over-arching structure and 

“the more immediate realm of policy and policy making.”36 As such, Graefe argues that his 

approach pays special attention to “who benefits” without simply reducing analysis of politics 

to a hopeless contest between capital and labour.37 Further attention, according to Graefe, is 

                                                
34 Mitchell Dean, Governmentality: Power and Rule in Modern Society (London: Sage Publications, 1999) 10-11. 
35 See Harvey, Neoliberalism Chapter 1; Dean 23.   
36 Peter Graefe, “Political Economy and Canadian Public Policy,” Critical Policy Studies. Ed. Michael Orsini and 

Miriam Smith (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2007) 19. 
37 Graefe 19, 25. 
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paid to the role of the state in establishing and protecting social hierarchies through things 

like the protection of private property and dominant modes of production.38 The discussion 

below uses scholars such as David Harvey and Stephen McBride (who both generally fit within 

the political economy paradigm) to explain much of the shift away from semi-socially rooted 

Keynesian welfare arrangements, towards hyper privatized neoliberalism, a process which 

tends to favour powerful class interests, and results in growing inequality.  

Graefe’s ‘opponent’ in the policy studies book, Karen Bridget Murray, argues that her 

approach, which she calls “Foucauldian-inspired studies of governmentality,” is a better 

approach to understanding contemporary politics.39 Murray suggests, via Foucault, that her 

approach is better at understanding the role of rationality and knowledge in processes of 

government.40 It should be noted that the processes of government Murray is concerned with 

refer to the shaping of human conduct. Studies of this form of government look at processes 

well beyond the realm of the state. As such, Murray posits that her analytical lens focuses on a 

broader range of power sources, by not considering the state to be the central locus of power.41 

This is particularly relevant for studying neoliberalization, Murray argues, as processes of 

governing have increasingly shifted to ‘communities’ (in the form of increasing community 

group activity, blurring boundaries between state and society, and the increasing role of 

networks of power that include more diffuse types of authority, including “political authorities, 

experts and citizens.”)42 Foucault-influenced scholars such as Nicholas Rose are used below to 

discuss the more diffuse forms of influencing conduct, discourse, and politics that are present in 

processes of neoliberalization. 

                                                
38 Graefe 22-3, 27-31. 
39 Karen Bridget Murray, “Governmentality and the Shifting Winds of Policy Studies,” Critical Policy Studies. Ed. 

Michael Orsini and Miriam Smith (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2007) 161-2. 
40 Murray 162. 
41 Murray e.g. 168. 
42 Murray 172-3. 
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Both Murray and Graefe express serious reservations about each other’s analytical 

approach. Graefe suggests that “the underlying ontology and epistemology” of the 

governmentality approach “eschews the burdens of explanation and causation…” in favour of 

question of how, which Graefe says is “too steep a price to pay” for political economists.43 

Graefe also argues that scholars of governmentality overplay their hand in ‘decentring the 

state’, downplaying or ignoring the role that the state plays as “an important site of political 

struggle and representation.” This means the state is also lost as a site of “participation, 

mobilization and organization.”44 Murray, predictably, makes the opposite claims, suggesting 

that political economy is an inherently positivist approach that ignores or sidesteps “the 

overlapping relationship of power and knowledge” in favour of emphasizing the relationship 

between politics and economics and focussing too much on the state.45 Murray also feels that 

Graefe’s approach is outdated and tied up in discursive assumptions that end up reinforcing 

some of the power relationships that political economists claim to oppose.46 

Both Graefe and Murray oppose the criticisms that the other throws their way, co-accusing 

each other of reductionism in both their approach and their criticisms. As it can be seen, 

discussions of the differences between the two approaches could (and do) go in circles for some 

time. The exchange between Graefe and Murray helps to illustrate the conflicts and differences 

between the two methods of studying political science. For the more limited purposes of this 

study, however, I will suggest that both approaches have strengths that help us understand the 

ongoing processes of neoliberalization, particularly as it relates to poor people and anti-poverty 

organizing. When studying attacks on political dignity (and processes of restoring that dignity) 

it is useful to take into consideration both notions of causality (like those defended by Graefe) 

                                                
43 Graefe, 24. 
44 Graefe 24-5. 
45 Murray 172. 
46 Murray, 172. 
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alongside discussions of the governing of human conduct (like those presented by Murray). 

With this out of the way, focus will now turn to an exploration of neoliberalization, in its 

broadest, most general terms. 

The first thing that needs to be understood about neoliberalization is the differences between 

it and the system that it sought – quite successfully – to replace: the Keynesian welfare state. 

These dissimilarities are presented not to idealize a golden era of Keynesian influenced policy, 

but in order to show how the context faced by social movement actors today differs from 

previous contexts. This will help to situate the rise of contemporary radical, local anti-poverty 

organizing from the 1990s onward. 

 The Keynesian ‘Compromise’ and the New Left 
The dominant system of economic organization that emerged out of the postwar period is 

generally referred to as the ‘Keynesian welfare state’ (named after the economist most often 

associated with the idea, John Maynard Keynes). The hallmark of this arrangement was the 

subordination of the most harmful aspects of capitalism to some form of ‘common good’.47 As 

such, the Keynesian welfare state is often characterized as a ‘compromise’ between the 

interests of workers and the interests of capital, and as such, led to some level of labour peace 

and relative prosperity. The softening of market dominance was accomplished in large part by 

the creation or strengthening of institutions designed to actively level out the distribution of 

wealth. What developed out of these national processes was a circumstance within which the 

ethics of social citizenship were promoted and to some extent held as positive communal 

values.48 These communal values, however superficial, helped to craft a political and economic 

                                                
47 McBride, Paradigm 58-63. 
48 ‘Citizenship’, in this context refers not to political or economic rights, but instead, to what T.H. Marshall famously 

called ‘social citizenship’ rights. Social rights, by virtue only of membership (rather than disposition, behaviour, or 
employability), entitle the bearers to rights of security, health, education, and “a modicum of economic welfare,” 
that allows people to live their life more or less “according to the standards prevailing in the society.” See T.H. 
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circumstance that was, at least relative to today, profoundly social. This circumstance was 

social in sense that mere citizenship entitled members of the community to some level of 

welfare and protections, which were ensured by modest levels of enforced wealth redistribution 

within the community.49 Thus, one of the rationalities underlying this welfare state system was 

that freedom, if it was to be found at all, would be found in the social realm, achievable only 

through social (i.e. somewhat collective) means.50  

An important by-product of the Keynesian welfare arrangement was the way in which it 

encouraged and fostered some level of participation in political life. Even on the most basic 

level, possibilities for group or individual public participation are greater when participants can, 

for example, spend less time fundraising (many social organizations received funding from 

governments under Keynesian arrangements, subsequently lost under neoliberalism) or 

struggling to make ends meet at home (in Ontario, for example, Mike Harris’ rapid 

neoliberalization of the province cut welfare by 21.6% and removed 585 000 people from the 

welfare rolls in a matter of years).51 The significant levels of social infrastructure that existed 

during the heyday of the Keynesian welfare state seems to have provided at least some access 

to political parties, policy communities and the civil service bureaucracy.52 Even outside of an 

institutional framework, the Keynesian arrangement fostered circumstances that allowed for 

                                                                                                                                                     
Marshall, “Citizenship and Social Class,” Class, Citizenship and Social Development: Essays by T.H. Marshall 
(Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 1976/1964) 72. 

49 McBride, Paradigm 97; Rose 79, 82, 99. 
50 Rose Chapters 2 and 3, especially p. 43; See also Harvey, Neoliberalism 10; Karl Polanyi’s discussion of ‘Freedom 

in a Complex Society’ in The Great Transformation, (Boston: Beacon Press, 2001) Part III, Ch 21, especially p. 
265. 

51 e.g. Greene, Boardrooms 110, 116; Magnusson, Search 137, Ch. 10; John D. McCarthy and Mayer N. Zald, 
“Resource Mobilization and Social Movements a Partial Theory,” American Journal of Sociology 81 (1977) 1212-
1241. 

52 Miriam Smith’s historical institutional analysis, for example, shows that Keynesian welfareism provided some 
formal political access even to those outside of the most privileged groups. Smith 180-181; Further, Peter Clancy 
has used a different set of statistics to demonstrate similar things. For example, within parliament, the percentage of 
politicians with no formal ties to the business community began to climb to new levels in Keynesian era, only to 
fall again with the rise of neoliberalism. See Peter Clancy, “Business Interests and Civil Society in Canada,” 
Groups Politics and Social Movements in Canada, ed. Miriam Smith (Peterborough: Broadview Press, 2008) 
especially p. 47. 
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social movements to develop progressive, proactive characteristics. At the height of 

Keynesian welfarism – a time of relative affluence and decreasing inequality – activists 

(particularly young activists) saw fit to engage in a politics that reached for new kinds of 

freedoms.53 The more conventional edge of these movements fought to extend the reach of the 

welfare state, while the more radical edge tended to highlight the more repressive 

characteristics of Keynesian bureaucracy itself (sexism, racism, heteronormativity, etc.).54 This 

was a climate in which activists were able to be on the offensive, with some level of belief in 

the transformative potential of their participation in both institutional politics and civil society. 

The link between the rise of these movements and Keynesianism is often concrete, as some of 

the organizations that contributed to the broader New Left movement were directly funded by 

the welfare state. For example, the Company of Young Canadians was a state-sponsored 

program designed to provide a living wage to young Canadians who engaged in community 

building ventures, some of which proved to be quite radical.55 The Company of Young 

Canadians was created – following internationally present models in the United States and 

Europe – to provide the material resources needed to combat the fact that “despite great wealth 

and a generally high standard of living in Canada, there are thousands of Canadians who do not 

have an equal opportunity to enjoy a productive and satisfying life.”56 It was a program that 

was to address issues of access and voice, concerned with providing means for both a more 

fulfilling life for “economically and socially deprived people in Canada and overseas,” and a 

means for young people to channel “their idealism, energies, and talents…” to political and 

                                                
53 e.g. Richard Harris, Democracy in Kingston: A Social Movement in Urban Politics (Kingston: McGill-Queens UP, 

1988) 6. 
54 Magnusson, Search 18, 31. 
55 Harris 10-11, 70-2. 
56 Dr. J. Francis Leddy et al, A Report by the Organizing Committee of the Company of Young Canadians to the 

Prime Minister of Canada. (Ottawa: Government of Canada, 1965) 1. 
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social ends.57 As such, the program, at least on paper, was to be unconcerned with the 

economic value of its outcomes.58 The original report on the Company of Young Canadians is 

very clear about the fact that the dominant perception of society at the time was a relatively 

social one, suggesting that all human progress has developed out of “a sense of responsibility 

for one’s fellow man [sic].”59 This was not a program set up to appease moderate, middle class 

voters, but to increase the quality of life for marginalized people, and give young activists a 

sense of dignified participation in political life. Two of the central goals of the program were to 

“seek to help resolve the causes of hardship, inequality and poverty,” and to “give special 

attention to the opportunities for the personal growth and self development” of those who were 

involved.60 While the Company was a relatively short-lived experiment, it nonetheless 

demonstrated a willingness on behalf of progressive institutions to put resources behind 

programs that would address poverty and inequality in ways that the welfare state alone could 

not. Other elements of the politics of the day shared this mindset. In Canada, the New 

Democratic Party of the time was built upon the desire to extend “equality, freedom, a sense of 

human dignity and an opportunity to live a rich and meaningful life…” to all.61 The NDP at the 

time fought for positive government intervention that was focused not just on healthcare and 

education, but also on redistributive programs that benefited poor and low-income people, such 

as increased welfare and unemployment insurance.62 As it will be demonstrated below in the 

case study of Ontario, the welfare state era’s attention to dignity, poverty and anti-poverty 

                                                
57 Leddy et al, 3. 
58 Leddy et al, 1. 
59 Leddy et al, 9. 
60 Leddy et al, 15-17. 
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activism can be held in stark contrast to the behaviour of the mainstream left during and after 

the transition to neoliberalism. 

So, while some observers have correctly pointed out that the welfare state was itself a 

depoliticizing force (through ‘buying off’ the working class, or absorbing radical elements into 

conservative bureaucracy, for example) it could also be suggested that, as a form of social 

organization, Keynesianism opened up new possibilities for participation and movement 

development.  

This is not to say that Keynesianism’s radical critics were wrong. Depoliticization was in fact 

rampant within certain realms, especially organized labour, which was largely bureaucratized 

and de-radicalized by the post-war settlement.63 The formalization of collective bargaining, for 

example, drew a previously confrontational sector of society into a strictly regulated process of 

compromise. These failings remind us that it is important not to romanticize the social 

arrangement of the Keynesian welfare state. Keynesian intervention, after all, was always 

openly advertised as a readjustment to an otherwise ideal and desirable free-market system.64 

The point of highlighting the institutional accessibility and mobilizing capacity of the 

Keynesian welfare era is to demonstrate that differing modes of organization help to define 

what is considered political, producing remarkably different circumstances that shape the ways 

in which political actors tend to respond.  

While the economic benefits of Keynesian arrangements were palpable for some time, a 

variety of factors led to economic and organizational troubles. Proponents of neoliberalism 

suggest that over-intervention in the market caused the simultaneous growth of unemployment 

and inflation.  Defenders of the welfare state, on the other hand, suggest that early shifts 
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towards neoliberal policies predate the economic crises.65 Whatever the cause, various 

indicators in the late 1960s and early 1970s suggested that the policies that had driven the 

economy for the last several decades were no longer working.66 A host of explanations and 

solutions were put forward, and some were experimented with, but the path that eventually 

achieved dominance was the market-oriented path of neoliberalization. Contrary to 

conventional historical accounts, the sense of inevitability typified by neoliberal leaders such as 

Margaret Thatcher (and her claim that ‘there is no alternative’) does not seem to have been a 

universal sentiment. A review of the critical literature produced in the 1980s, for example, 

reveals both a discussion of alternatives and a tone of optimism that does not seem to view the 

development of neoliberalism as unavoidable.67 In the end, the incrementalism of business-

influenced government policy that had been greeted by much of the left as a brief trend – a 

reversible erosion of social rights – turned out to be a more significant and permanent 

dismantling of social networks. By the 1990s it became clear that a new system had moved 

rigidly into place, and critics began to identify the cumulative changes as a fundamentally 

different form of social, political and economic organization.68  

Neoliberalism and the New Common Sense 
It is important to emphasize that neoliberalism is not a ‘thing’ or an actor in and of itself. Nor 

was its development inevitable or accidental. Instead, as scholars such as David Harvey argue, 

neoliberalism is better understood as a process driven by particular interests: a calculated move 

on the part of the corporate community to reassert control over the elements of economic and 
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political life that had been lost during the postwar period of social intervention.69 For this 

reason, neoliberalism is perhaps better understood as an ongoing process of ‘neoliberalization’ 

through which ‘the social’ is being systematically dismantled to serve a set of goals that, if one 

takes a closer look, were made clear from the start, and which tended to favour a particular set 

of powerful class interests.70 This does not mean that day to day practices of neoliberalization 

are still implemented from ‘on high’, but simply that the shift away from Keynesian 

arrangements was an intentional and political one, initiated for particular reasons. 

Credit for the seed of the ideas behind this process of neoliberalization is most often given to 

a loose affiliation of economists, historians and politicians who, spearheaded by Frederich von 

Hayek and popularized by high-profile University of Chicago professor Milton Friedman, 

formed the ‘Mont Pelerin Society’ at a Swiss spa in 1947.71 Lamenting the “decline of belief in 

private property and the competitive market,” the society aimed to wage a battle of ideas in 

favour of a return to neo-classical, non-interventionist, individualist economic and social policy 

that could take hold over the course of a generation.72 The implicit claim was that the socially 

rooted freedom central to the Keynesian welfare state – the freedom that distributed wealth and 

created conditions that were relatively friendly to social movement formation – was in fact not 

freedom at all, but rather, its opposite. 

The suggestions put forward by the men of Mont Pelerin, and later taken up by business 

communities and governments around the world, are summarized by journalist and political 

commentator Naomi Klein as the ‘holy policy trinity’ of neoliberalism: “privatization, 
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government deregulation and deep cuts to social spending.”73 All are phenomena that tend to 

push the concentration of wealth upward. As such, the Mont Pelerin solution offered little that 

was fundamentally new, but rather a return to the neo-classical economics that predated the 

Keynesian arrangements of the post-war period.74 The key difference is the contemporary 

existence of global transportation and communication networks, which make it possible to 

create the appearance of a globalized economic consensus, and allow capital and its purveyors 

to elude national controls.75  

Simultaneous to the economic project associated with Hayek, Friedman, and their Mont 

Pelerin colleagues, another set of well-placed academics was shoring up powerful support for 

neoliberalism’s political project. In 1975 Samuel Huntington, Michel Crozier, and Joji 

Watanuki, working for the Trilateral Commission published a book-lengthed report entitled The 

Crisis of Democracy: Report on the Governability of Democracies.76 Their report was 

startlingly honest, and opines outrightly that “the problems of governance in the United States 

today stem from an excess of democracy… Needed, instead, was a greater degree of 

moderation in democracy.”77 The ‘problems of governance’ that the authors were worried 

about relate to their concerns that a government’s authority, efficiency and efficacy becomes 

                                                
73 Naomi Klein, The Shock Doctrine: The Rise of Disaster Capitalism (Toronto: Knopf, 2007) 10. 
74 McBride, Paradigm 9-11, n11. 
75 While neoliberalism has developed in diverse and contextually specific ways, generating path-dependant and 
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more compromised the more it is forced to consult with its constituents. In essence, the 

authors suggested that democratic systems were being ‘overloaded’ with new participants. The 

excess of democracy was, it seems, caused by the social condition of the Keynesian welfare 

state era as it was described above. To anchor their critique, Huntington and his peers cited the 

examples of the ‘problems of governance’, such as those created by a newly active black 

population active in the American civil rights movement.78 The contemporary neoliberal 

dismantling of the welfare state and closures of institutional access serve as evidence of the 

report’s anti-democratic influence.79 Huntington and his colleagues demonstrated that the 

political project associated with neoliberalization is linked to the economic projects, and that 

both are driven partly by an interest in undoing the politicizing effects of the Keynesian welfare 

state, and crafting an apathetic, economic society.80  

Commenting on the effects of neoliberalization on social movement and protest group 

formation, Miriam Smith shows how this neoliberalization amounts to an “epochal shift in the 

nature of global capitalism,” which significantly alters the way that activists may engage with 

politics, and narrows the potential for any meaningful kind of political engagement with the 

state. This takes place, according to Smith, through the closure of the institutional channels of 

participation that had been opened during the Keynesian welfare era.81 When one looks at these 

institutional closures, it becomes clear that the role of the state has not necessarily been reduced 

during neoliberalization. Instead, which has been reduced is the usefulness of the state as a site 
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of democratic participation for anyone but the most privileged individuals and groups, or for 

seeking anything beyond more complete economic freedoms.82  

Not all explanations of neoliberalism focus so explicitly on the state or on questions of ‘why’ 

neoliberalization is developing the way it is. Instead, governmentality scholars tend to ask 

‘how’ such broad cultural shifts are able to take place. Nikolas Rose, for example, uses a less 

statist and less policy-focused lens to explain the contemporary shift away from socially 

oriented arrangements. Rose suggests that neoliberalism can be identified by its intensification 

of mechanisms for governing humans, mechanisms that operate by informally and formally 

limiting the range of possible thought and action.83 Neoliberalization, Rose and others like him 

contend, has been as much psychological, individual, and diffuse as it has been policy driven.84 

Here, Rose understands processes of government in a broader, extra-institutional sense, 

referring not just to policy creation and implementation, but to “…all endeavours to shape, 

guide, and direct the conduct of others...”85 Politics, in this formulation, is shaped not just by 

policy or corporate behaviour, but by narrowing or widening possibilities of thought.86 In this 

sense, the Mont Pelerin Society (and all like-minded groups and individuals active in the 

cultural shift towards neoliberalism) can be understood not only as lobby groups, but as actors 

engaged in a process of ‘truth-making’, or producing and popularizing new forms of thought 

that shape the way people think and act (i.e. the way we conduct ourselves). As such, the 

contribution of thinkers like Rose to the understanding of neoliberalism has been to highlight 

the role not just of formal government and policy, but also of language, experts, definitions and 
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other forms of power that have densified and intensified over the past several decades.87 

Those in positions of power (whether they be in church, state, business, think-tanks or 

innumerable other areas) all play a role in defining what is and what is not political, as well as 

what qualifies as public and private matters. Those who achieve these positions of power tend 

to be those whose authority has been validated by a market framework.88 Their message is then 

reproduced in a variety of ways, throughout day-to-day life.89 High school guidance counsellors 

might serve as one example of this, training students to orient their learning and creative 

energies around their future market possibilities.90 State-run employment programs serve as 

another example. These are two of many possible examples that show how, from an early age, 

understanding freedom as freedom in the marketplace is made to appear as natural and 

apolitical. These subtle forms of discipline aim to shape the way that people will understand 

and operate in the world, well into the future, reproducing the dominant assumptions 

underlying neoliberalism in everyday life.91 In this case, the understanding is that freedom is 

market based, and those who fail to succeed in the marketplace are deviant from the apolitical 

norm. Two other, broader examples of this form of governing are found in neoliberal 

conceptions of freedom and citizenship. 

As it was suggested above, neoliberal conceptions of ‘freedom’ differ from Keynesian 

conceptions. The social freedoms that marked the welfare state era (including freedom for 

workers to form collective unions, for example) have been severely reduced, and this reduction 

has been justified through privileging the type of freedom associated with free enterprise.92 The 
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result is, as Miriam Smith has pointed out, is that collective struggles for social freedom and 

against neoliberalization are defined out of political existence.93  

Similar claims can be made about neoliberal conceptions of citizenship. Like freedom, 

citizenship is a central element of the contemporary political imagination, and as such, 

conceptions of citizenship can shape the way societies see politics.94 Keynesian welfareism 

held tightly to notions of ‘social’ citizenship, which T.H. Marshall characterized as an 

oppositional force against the individualizing and inequality generating tendencies of 

contemporary capitalism.95 However, the rise of neoliberal citizenship marks a return to the 

18th century notions of citizenship that emphasize more exclusively the idea of personal 

responsibility for one’s own well-being, regardless of systemic conditions.96 As such, 

phenomena like structural unemployment and other social crises (that were at least somewhat 

acknowledged as systemic problems under Keynesian post-war arrangements) have been 

abstracted from their systemic roots in capitalism and attributed to personal shortcomings. 

As the forces encouraging neoliberalization succeed in achieving more and more systemic 

coherence (by changing the ways that we understand things like freedom and citizenship) the 

difficulties involved in forming any kind of oppositional culture increase. Neoliberalism, after 

all, is a project that has been encouraged and taken up not only in the realms of business, 

economics, and formal government, but in virtually all aspects of life, as the virtues of 

individual choice are emphasized over any form of social commitment. In academia, for 

example, most economics departments successfully purged any Keynesian thinkers by the 
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1980s,97 and the neoliberal variant of ‘rational choice theory’ has been growing in influence 

in many of the social sciences.98  

Neoliberalization has also had effects that extend beyond ideology and fields of thought. The 

negative material implications for those outside of the dominant class have been substantial. 

Harvey points out that wages have not kept pace with productivity, that tax-cuts have had a 

massively disproportionate benefit for high-income earners, unions have lost power, and that 

ownership of production has shifted continually upwards, resulting in growing inequality, and 

subsequently an increasing concentration of wealth and power in fewer hands.99  

The summary of neoliberalism offered above has suggested that the key relevant outcomes of 

this ongoing process have been the closure of institutional access, an increased focus on the 

individual, and the growth of inequality. It is important, however, to consider the causes and 

effects of neoliberalism not only in theory, but also in practice, and in location-specific 

contexts. Focus will turn now to a case study of neoliberalization in Ontario since the 1990s. In 

particular, I will focus on the way that the mainstream left responded to the unfavourable 

political circumstances generated by neoliberalization. This will help to build a better 

understanding of the specific circumstances to which OCAP has been reacting in a more 

geographically specific context. 

Neoliberalism in Ontario 
Both neoliberalism and OCAP became most visible in Ontario after 1995, with the election 

of Mike Harris and his revamped Progressive Conservative Party. As this short history will 

reveal, however, neoliberalization had begun much earlier. This back-story (of Ontario’s 

                                                
97 Harvey, Neoliberalism 92; McBride, Paradigm 96. 
98 Rational choice theory emerged in the late early 1970s presenting a take on political activity that ignored group 

solidarities in favour of the rational, self-maximizing individual. See Smith 21. 
99 Harvey, Neoliberalism 15-30. 



 

 

32 
neoliberalization and some early oppositional movements that sprung up) is key in 

understanding the development of anti-poverty politics in Ontario. 

In some ways, Mike Harris’ neoliberal ‘Common Sense Revolution’ may seem surprising in 

Ontario, a province that, for many years, had been considered a stronghold for centrist 

politics.100 However, two main factors foreshadowed the rise of a new brand of politics in 

Ontario: a period of electoral volatility that saw a drift towards neoliberal parties and policy-

making; and general trends in international and national politics that had been developing 

outside of Ontario for some time. Both will be explained now. 

To better understand neoliberalization in Ontario, it is helpful to look at a specific timeline of 

the electoral success of neoliberal parties elsewhere. In the liberal-democratic world, 

neoliberalism is generally understood to have arrived with the election of Margaret Thatcher’s 

Conservative Party of Great Britain in the mid 1970s, spreading to the United States with the 

election of Ronald Reagan’s Republican Party in 1980.101 Even in Canada, the phenomenon 

that arose in Ontario with Mike Harris had been witnessed before. In fact, by the time Mike 

Harris declared Ontario ‘open for business’ in 1995 and began making rapid changes in the 

province’s economic and social structures, a similar government had already come and gone in 

British Columbia, and another was in full swing in Alberta. In BC, the Social Credit 

government of Bill Bennett declared 1983 to be the dawn of a ‘new reality’ in BC and the 

world. Bennett suggested that survival in this reality was contingent upon a politics of 

‘restraint’ involving massive cuts to social programs, healthcare, education, and income 
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assistance.102 In Alberta, the ascension of Ralph Klein to Premier ushered in a similar era of 

deep cuts.103 Federally, the Canadian government had been actively neoliberalizing since the 

election of Brian Mulroney’s Progressive Conservative party in 1984, and this accelerated 

(though sometimes inconspicuously) under the Chrétien/Martin Liberals after their election in 

1993.104 In true neoliberal style, most of these rollbacks of the welfare state were justified by 

claims that spending was out of control, that a crisis was present or imminent, and that 

economic survival was dependent upon massive budget cuts.105 While these developments were 

unfolding across the country, a period of electoral volatility was taking place in Ontario that 

had not been witnessed in more than 40 years. 

From 1943 to 1985, Ontarians kept one party in power. The Progressive Conservative Party 

governed the province uninterrupted through 13 elections and four premiers, operating more or 

less from the political centre, and overseeing a period of relative prosperity.106 In the summer 

of 1985, however, the 42 year dynasty of the so-called “Big Blue Machine” in Ontario came to 

an end, and was followed by a decade that would see every major party rule in turn, each 

unable to hold majority government power for more than a single term.107 The result would 

eventually be the election of Harris’ neoliberal Progressive Conservative party in 1995. While 

the ascension of the Harris government was certainly a ‘coming out’ party for aggressive 

neoliberalism, some clear signs of this drift in policy direction had become visible under the 
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Premiership of Bob Rae and his Ontario New Democratic Party (NDP). The fact that 

Ontario’s neoliberalization was begun by the party most associated with the mainstream left 

tells an important story about the way that progressive forces responded to neoliberalization. 

This response has had significant implications for anti-poverty activists. As the story below will 

reveal, Ontario’s neoliberalization put the NDP and organized labour in a difficult and 

defensive position. After a short but determined attempt to reverse the province’s neoliberal 

turn, Ontario’s mainstream left seemed to take a moderate, cautious approach that focused on 

limiting or slowing neoliberalization, but that nonetheless put neoliberal values ahead of the 

traditional priorities of the social democratic left.108 In the process, anti-poverty politics have 

been pushed even further out of sight.  

Bob Rae and the provincial NDP woke up after election day in 1990 to find themselves in 

charge of a province that, mere weeks before, they had not expected to be governing. Their 

relatively ad-hoc election platform made various promises relating to a social economy, 

including the creation of public auto insurance and a reorienting of the tax-burden towards 

high-income earners and corporations.109 While it seemed at the start, and certainly in their first 

formal budget, that the NDP would hold strong to their social democratic promises, within two 

years the party had abandoned many of its historic roots and campaign promises in favour of a 

policy direction and a language that seemed to embrace fiscal conservatism.110 So, while 

progressive Ontario voters had elected an apparently ‘social democratic’ government in Bob 

Rae’s NDP, it soon became clear that early senses of optimism were not well founded. Through 

the NDP’s time in office and beyond, the party would aim to weather the neoliberal storm by 

retreating to a perceived base of support centred on the moderate middle class. Put crudely, 
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poor and lower-income working class communities were not a priority. For example, the 

NDP government was the first Ontario government in 20 years to not keep welfare rates at least 

on pace with inflation, effectively reducing support payments and helping to lead to the crisis 

of visible poverty that would emerge and accelerate in the near future.111 The Rae government 

– under threat of a declining provincial credit rating and under massive pressure from both 

well-organized business lobbies and ad-hoc private business interest groups – would eventually 

side with private business interests (as opposed to labour interests, anti-poverty priorities, or 

broader social interests) on almost all issues.112 Rae’s government instituted some the largest 

spending cuts in Canadian history, beginning Ontario’s own period of fiscal restraint by 

eliminating $6.4 billion of the deficit in a single year.113 Up to 11 thousand public sector jobs 

were cut, and an across the board 5% wage cut was imposed on all public sector workers 

through the imposition of new contracts on public sector unions.114 And though there were tax 

increases, they primarily targeted personal, rather than corporate, income.115 Rae’s more 

business friendly policies did not go unnoticed by activists and labour organizations, and some 

Ontarians concerned about poverty began to publicly raise concerns.116  

While protest against Rae’s social shortcomings would never galvanize fully, (anti-poverty 

activists, for example, called the existence of an apparently ‘left’ government that failed to 

follow through on its promises a confusing and demoralizing time for many activists)117 some 

signs of opposition to NDP’s early neoliberalization did begin to arise. This is particularly true 

in the case of the imposition of new contracts on public sector workers. This imposition (called 
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‘the social contract’) involved a step that many would consider unthinkable for a social 

democratic government: the forced re-opening of contracts, and imposition of new contracts 

between the government and public sector employees.118 Various studies have revealed that 

public sector unions are often the first targets of neoliberal doctrines, and this certainly seems 

to have been the case in Ontario.119 Union leaders and previous NDP supporters were outraged, 

and the party lost a large amount of public and private support from organized labour, 

previously among their most important and vocal supporters.120 Canadian Auto Workers 

(CAW) president Buzz Hargrove called the social contract process a threat to the principle of 

class interest, the principle upon which unions and collective bargaining were based.121 For a 

time, it seemed as if unions might lead a massive oppositional campaign. There was even some 

talk of a province wide general strike.122  

Significantly, the election of Rae’s NDP came at roughly the same time as the founding of 

OCAP as a new, confrontational protest group with the stated intention of building a province-

wide anti-poverty movement. OCAP will be the focus of the next two chapters, and so will not 

be discussed at length here. However, OCAP organizer John Clarke captures the mood of the 

time when he describes the slow growth of his organization under the Bob Rae government: 

Resources to carry on our work were very hard to come by… We held demonstrations at NDP gatherings 
and gradually, as Rae's measures grew ever more right wing, found a stronger level of support for resisting 
the Government. We worked with the Street Peoples' Organization to put up a tent city of the homeless at 
Queen's Park. We hounded Government Ministers and challenged the freeze they imposed on welfare 
rates…We pressed forward as best we could but it was a tough period to work in.123 

 
The nearly simultaneous rise of a neoliberal NDP and a somewhat formalized anti-poverty 

organization is yet another piece of evidence suggesting that poverty, as a political issue, was 
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more or less abandoned by the mainstream left during neoliberalization. This abandonment 

arguably created the need for a new type of anti-poverty politics.  

Bob Rae made it clear that his party had transformed itself in an attempt to survive Ontario’s 

neoliberal turn when he began boasting that he would be proud to be remembered as the man 

who had first implemented a project of economic restraint in contemporary Ontario.124 His 

boasts, however, were not enough to convince the province’s voters, who elected Mike Harris’ 

Conservative party on a thoroughly pro-business platform that pledged further restraint and 

even deeper cuts to the social safety net.125 

The debate still rages about whether the Rae government sold out its social democratic base 

and catered needlessly to the business class, or whether it did the best it could during a period 

of emerging neoliberal consensus.126 Whichever side one takes, the period of NDP government 

under Bob Rae nonetheless shows us that the seeds for the shift towards neoliberalism, and for 

some organized opposition, had been planted before the election of the shamelessly neoliberal 

government of Mike Harris. Bob Rae’s NDP also serves as a good example of the way that the 

institutional left responded to the difficulties of neoliberalization: by retreating to their 

perceived support base in the populous middle class, leaving poor communities and anti-

poverty activists with few avenues for support or participation. The phenomenon continues to 

this day. The Ontario NDP, for example, have centred their summer 2008 agenda on a promise 

for fairer assessments of property taxes for homeowners.127 Both the Ontario and federal NDP 

generally establish themselves as parties of the left by focusing on more majoritarian, middle 
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class issues such as healthcare and education, with each party placing poverty reduction 

measure quite literally, at the bottom of their priority lists.128 

Even so, the institutional closures and welfare state regressions that took place throughout the 

Rae government’s tenure would be overshadowed in the opening days of Mike Harris’ 

Progressive Conservative party rule. It was during Harris’ project of deep cuts that organized 

labour began its retreat to its middle class support base. After a brief explosion of protest, 

unions would eventually opt for institutional accommodation and support for the newly 

neoliberal NDP over confrontational opposition to Harris’ radical neoliberalization and the 

subsequent cuts that disproportionately affected poor people and communities. 

Harris rode to victory on a textbook neoliberal platform that he called the Common Sense 

Revolution, with policies and campaign strategies that closely resembled Ralph Klein in 

Alberta, and even several American state Republican Parties.129 While the momentum of 

neoliberalism had been building through the Rae government, the speed, range and depth of the 

cuts Harris’ government implemented both immediately and over the two-term life of 

Progressive Conservative rule were unprecedented in Ontario.130 The first year of this 

government alone saw a degradation of workers rights, cuts to training programs, massive 

reductions in health and education spending, hospital closures (along with new rules giving the 

Minister of Health the power to close and restructure hospitals), and cuts to childcare subsidies, 

transit grants and municipal transfers (while at the same time giving municipalities more fiscal 

and administrative responsibilities).131 Of all Harris’ cuts, the swiftest and most severe – at least 
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in relation to poverty – was the immediate 21.6% cut delivered to welfare payments. Over 

one million residents of Ontario woke up with more than one-fifth of their income lost. Because 

no cost of living increase to account for inflation would follow for about a decade, the depth of 

this cut effectively grew each year.  

This process of cutting, however, was rife with tension and contradiction. For example, while 

Harris’ moves were presented as an exit of the state from the lives of citizens, they were 

accompanied by a new intensification of state-driven social governance.132 Welfare fraud 

hotlines were set up; a long dead ‘spouse in the house’ regulation that punished single welfare 

recipients living with anyone that the welfare bureaucracy felt was acting as a supportive 

partner was revived; rules were implemented that required teens on welfare to be in school; 

and, of course, so-called ‘workfare’ was implemented, forcing some welfare recipients to 

perform labour to receive their ‘social’ assistance payments. Other intensifications of governing 

came in the form of more direct securitization. The most marked example of this, in terms of 

formal legislation, was the passing of the Safe Streets Act (SSA) in Ontario in 1999. The act 

ambiguously outlawed ‘aggressive panhandling’ and squeegee-ing on the street, under penalty 

of tickets.133 

The Harris government’s policy implementation processes did away with any level of 

collegiality, favouring a centralized approach that moved away from even token 

consultation.134 Opposition to the Harris Conservative’s neoliberal agenda was usually ignored 

by the government, and ironically cast as the mumblings of ‘special interest groups’ or people 
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with self-serving ‘vested interests’.135 And while the seeds of an organized oppositional 

movement in the public sector had never fully developed during the Bob Rae years, an anti-

neoliberal protest movement momentarily burst onto the scene when Harris was elected. For a 

short time, this opposition was both highly mobilized and highly visible. The series of events 

that characterized this period of opposition to Ontario’s rapid neoliberalization generally 

surrounded two sets of simultaneous actions, including the first ever strike by the Ontario 

Public Service Employee’s Union (OPSEU), and a series of single day targeted general strikes 

referred to as ‘the days of action’ (day-long general strikes). 

The OPSEU strike was significant for a number of reasons, including the fact that the union 

had only achieved the right to strike during the previous government, as well as the fact that 

public sector unions are usually the first target of (and thus one of the first lines of defence 

against) neoliberalization.136 The days of action are notable for their extremely high levels of 

participation, reaching up to the hundreds of thousands. Both are important to understanding 

the rapid growth and relative decline of widespread opposition to neoliberalism in Ontario, and 

the effects this had on anti-poverty organizing. 

In very short form: the OPSEU strike and wider days of action against Harris were 

specifically in response to two bills, though the struggles would become about much more. The 

bills (Bill 7 and Bill 26, from October and November 2006, respectively) rolled back union 

rights, made massive cuts to social spending, and centralized government powers.137 The days 

of action, led by the Ontario Federation of Labour (OFL), began with a mass action in London 

in which 15 000 union members, activists, and other supporters ‘shut down’ the city. The single 

day actions would soon become larger than just OFL, leading to a turnout of 100 000 in 
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Hamilton, and eventually a massive 250 000 person strong gathering in the city of 

Toronto.138 The days of action are particularly significant, David Rapaport suggests, because 

they represent a moment in which organized labour abandoned its responsibility to act in 

accordance with the norms of employer/union relationship (within which, for example, unions 

strike only at the end of a contract).139 This shows that, for a time, unions adopted a strategy of 

disruption, eschewing institutional accommodation and acting in solidarity with those outside 

of formal labour, including many anti-poverty activists. This spirit of confrontational 

opposition, however, would not last. 

The OPSEU strike ended with mixed results. The union was forced to make a significant 

number of concessions (such as unwanted layoffs, salary freezes, restrictions on pension 

collection, and privatization of some public sector work), though the government did budge 

somewhat on a few key issues (such as reduced short-term layoffs, less restrictions on 

department switches for laid-off employees, and some concessions relating to pension 

entitlements).140 As a result, the union could celebrate the fact that, for the first time since being 

elected, Mike Harris’ government was also forced to stray – however narrowly – from its 

staunchly neoliberal path.141 The OFL days of action, on the other hand, eventually gave way 

when a number of unions endorsed a strategy that emphasized supporting the NDP (and even 

the Liberals) in provincial elections, rather than risk offending moderate public opinion with 

further mass actions.142 Thus, in an attempt to salvage what they could in difficult times, labour 

unions joined with the NDP in adopting a strategy of moderation that catered to the middle 

class, essentially sacrificing any support for the goals of the poor and unemployed minority. 
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The effect on poor people and anti-poverty activists, in terms of dignity and participation, is 

substantial. As one Ontario Anti-Poverty activist points out, poor people do not have the 

avenues for participation that unionized workers do (e.g. withdrawing their labour in the form 

of a strike).143 Thus, when the OFL moved from a strategy of mass-strikes to one of active 

support for a party that had proved itself willing to embrace neoliberal policy positions, poor 

people and anti-poverty activists lost a significant avenue for participation that could build 

political dignity. Still, even with the loss of large numbers of activists in the confrontational 

anti-Harris movement, anti-poverty groups such as OCAP did their best to maintain opposition, 

and keep some avenues of participation open. OCAP even opted to hold on to OPSEU’s main 

strike slogan ‘no justice, no peace’, and escalated their own actions by mobilizing their now-

growing constituency.144 As the only protest group that paid substantial attention to extra-

institutional pressures, OCAP was instrumental in the rise of the anti-homeless actions that 

would come to replace the days of action as the main anti-Harris, anti-neoliberal activity in 

Ontario.145 Chapter two will explain this period in a bit more detail. 

Chapter Conclusions 
The 1970s onward saw the rise and entrenchment of a host of neoliberal governments and 

policy directions throughout the world. The main relevant effects (at least for the purposes of 

this study) have been a closure of institutional access for social movements and protest groups, 

a growing level of inequality, and a kind of hyper-individualization that has, through a diffuse 

range of mechanisms, dismantled the ‘social’ view of freedom that had been fostered in the 

post-war era’s welfare state system. The resulting conditions contributed to the tensions and 

paradoxes of the neoliberal condition. While the causes for social movement or protest group 
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development are apparent, growing individualization, stiffening security measures, declining 

institutional access, and the subsequent neoliberalization of the mainstream left make the 

establishment and expansion of any social, oppositional activity, especially anti-poverty 

activity, increasingly more difficult.146 To understand how neoliberalization has changed the 

circumstances faced by protest groups engaging in movement building, a case study of Ontario 

was presented. Ontario, despite its late arrival on the neoliberal playing field, remains a fairly 

typical case. The incremental changes made by Bob Rae and his NDP party set the stage for the 

rapid and open neoliberalization implemented by Mike Harris and his re-worked Ontario 

Conservative party.  

It was further argued that, in response to these political circumstances, the mainstream left 

has generally withdrawn itself from any form of staunchly anti-neoliberal or anti-poverty 

action, opting instead for a program that has attempted to shore up support from a more 

moderate middle class, while ultimately putting neoliberal ideas at the fore.147 In Ontario, this 

was seen in the actions of the NDP and organized labour. Bob Rae’s NDP, for example, 

embraced a language of fiscal conservatism, and failed to keep minimum wage at par with 

inflation, indicative of a policy direction that disproportionately and negatively affected low-

income people. Following Rae’s loss to Mike Harris, organized labour ultimately adopted a 

strategy of supporting the lesser evil NDP, rather than challenging neoliberalism alongside anti-

poverty activists and non-unionized workers as they had during in the short lived Ontario Days 

of Action. Whether or not this was good political strategy, the result was a move away from a 

politics that encouraged support for and participation by low-income and unemployed 

individuals and communities, as well as other anti-poverty activists. 
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This move by the NDP and labour unions is broadly in line with some of the mechanisms 

of neoliberalization discussed above, namely the degradation of social citizenship and collapse 

of social notions of freedom and citizenship.  

So, while neoliberalization, as it was presented above, has resulted in a closure of 

institutional access and depoliticization across the board, it has been especially hard on poor 

and low-income individuals and communities. These already marginalized communities lost 

much of the active support base they may have had in the mainstream left, resulting in a 

circumstance that makes a sense of political dignity even harder to achieve.  

Anti-Poverty Responses 
In the end, this chapter has painted a dismal picture of the condition faced by contemporary 

social movements in the face of powerful discursive, ideological, and practical depoliticization 

ushered in via a process of neoliberalization. This is especially true when it comes to poverty as 

a political issue, which has ultimately lost out to more moderate, middle class issues in the 

transition towards neoliberalism. However, these circumstances are also beginning to attract 

new and innovative oppositional responses. The next step in this analysis, then, is to look at the 

unique social responses that have arisen in opposition to the ‘there is no alternative’ mentality 

found in the economic, social and political conditions described above. The remainder of this 

thesis looks at one group involved a proliferation of local, radical organizations confronting 

neoliberalism. Chapter two will be dedicated to a straightforward case study-style presentation 

of the Ontario Coalition Against Poverty. The aim is to explore, quite simply, what it is that the 

organization does, before moving on, in chapter three, to a deeper discussion of the ways in 

which it is confronting the key relevant characteristics of neoliberalization presented above. 
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Chapter Two: A Case Study of the Ontario Coalition Against 
Poverty 

 

In the autumn of 1990 a protest organization called the Ontario Coalition Against Poverty 

(OCAP) emerged in Ontario, promising to take a different, more confrontational approach to its 

political activity. At its founding conference, under the leadership of unemployed autoworker 

John Clarke, the group committed to “mobilizing poor and homeless people to fight back 

through militant, direct action,” while rejecting any “notions of basing the organization on 

methods of consultation and compromise with those in power.”148  The organization’s original 

stated strategy, according to Clarke, aimed to “engage the enemies” of the poor and 

unemployed, “to disrupt their workings, and in this way, force concessions out of them.”149 In a 

broad sense, OCAP promised to work towards meeting the immediate needs of poor people, 

while attempting to organize and mobilize these same people (and their allies) into a forceful 

protest group and, perhaps eventually, a wider social movement. This organization, and its role 

in the condition of neoliberalism described above, will be the specific focus of this chapter and 

the remainder of the thesis. Attention will be paid, here and in chapter three, to the ways in 

which OCAP provides mechanisms for agency building through participation, especially for 

poor people and their allies. They have provided these mechanisms, I argue, in ways that the 

mainstream left has proven unable to do. 

OCAP is based out of Toronto, and is one of a number of similar radical, local anti-poverty 

groups that have started over the last two decades in Ontario. The term ‘radical’ is used here to 

denote movements, organizations or processes that share two characteristics. First, radical 

groups, at least in part, openly and actively engage in practices of disruption. Following Piven 
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and Cloward, ‘disruption’ indicates practices in which people cease to conform to their 

institutionally assigned roles, thus applying ‘negative sanctions’ of sorts (by withdrawing their 

acquiescence to norms of behaviour).150 Second, a radical movement or group’s diagnosis of 

the problem and proposed solutions must on some level include structural critique and a desire 

for significant social transformation. This means that their answer to the classic social 

movement question ‘what is to be done,’ is to enact transformative or prefigurative change. In 

short, the group must be clear about its desire to not perform the role of a service organization, 

and to radically redefine social, political, and economic relationships both within and beyond 

its constituency. 

By ‘local’ I do not mean that these organizations focus solely on localized issues or issues 

that apply in geographically narrow or municipal contexts. Instead, ‘local’ is meant to refer to 

social movement groups that operate more or less autonomously within a significantly sub-state 

region. These local movements may be, and in fact usually are, a part of broader, non-local 

struggles (such as the Common Front, the social forum movement, or various other provincial, 

national and international anti-poverty or anti-capitalist struggles). In addition, a common 

element in the activity of these movements is often the connection of local injustice, 

oppression, and struggle with broader systemic causes and forces.151  

While the present study will focus primarily on the growth and activity of OCAP, other 

activist organizations that follow a similar model will be discussed when their activities provide 

evidence that supports the arguments presented here. OCAP (as opposed to other similarly local 

groups) is used here as the main example for several reasons. First, it has been around longer 

than most contemporary radical anti-poverty organizations, and has, according to some 
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observers, created the model upon which newer movements have been built in a wide range 

of Canadian and international cities (including movements that do not necessarily deal directly 

with poverty, such as No One Is Illegal).152 Second, the organization has operated under five 

different provincial premiers, several national governments, and a handful of mayors, which is 

different from some similar groups in other parts of the country.153 Finally, OCAP’s age has 

resulted in the creation of a larger body of written records (relatively speaking) than other 

movements of its type, including a larger amount of public criticism, a small amount of 

conventional press, reports in left-wing independent media, movement-produced literature, and 

to a limited extent, academia. These things make OCAP, quite simply, much easier to study 

than the other similar groups that have emerged. To be clear: I am not suggesting that OCAP is 

a good representative for, or the model followed by, all anti-poverty organizations in Canada or 

any movement as a whole. Instead, the claim is that they are a good case study for the particular 

type of movement that was defined above.154 

Origins and Organization 
The responses to the political circumstances of neoliberalism by activists concerned about 

poverty are, of course, quite varied. However, some trends are becoming visible. First, while 

national anti-poverty organizations began to arise in Canada during the early 1980s in response 

to the early-edge of neoliberalization, they were largely unsuccessful at either attaining their 

                                                
152 Day 32; Daniel Bastien qtd. in Direct Action 00:17, dir. S.K. Hussan and Brendan Bailey, DVD, PCAP, 2006. 
153 Vancouver Anti-Poverty committee, for example, arose in response to the current BC Liberals. See their statement 

of principles: The Anti Poverty Committee, The Anti Poverty Committee, accessed 20 Dec 2007, 
<http://www.apc.resist.ca>. 

154 These movements are loosely grouped under the banner of the Common Front, and all are open about their links to 
or organizational overlap with OCAP. Still, each city with a Common Front organization has its own unique 
history of anti-poverty organizing and set of strategies and priorities. The claim here is only that OCAP 
popularized a model that is being used, today, in various cities across the country and, in some cases, 
internationally. Day 32; Bastien qtd. in Hussan and Bailey; Greene, Boardrooms 119; Newberry; Clarke, “Give it 
or guard it,” Briarpatch 31.9 Nov 2002, 13; London Coalition Against Poverty, Who We Are and What We Do, 
Accessed 12 Feb 2008 <http://www.lcap.org.uk>; London Coalition Against Poverty, Edinburgh Coalition Against 
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goals (e.g. preventing the retrenchment of the welfare state, influencing national anti-poverty 

policy) or even in sustaining their existence.155 Where they did manage to survive, these 

national anti-poverty advocates have largely been ignored.156 In this sense, Piven and Cloward 

were both correct and prescient when they observed that poor people’s movements would more 

likely proliferate, survive, and succeed at the local level. This is because, according to Piven 

and Cloward, people’s resistances are shaped by their everyday experiences. It makes sense, 

then, that opposition to poverty has arisen in a stronger way at the local level. “People on 

relief”, Piven and Cloward point out, “experience the shabby waiting rooms, the overseer or the 

case worker, and the dole. They do not experience [national] social welfare policy.”157 The 

suggestion being made here is that, because poverty is a phenomenon that is primarily 

experienced and visible locally, in day-to-day life, poor people’s frustrations are more likely to 

be fixed on local ‘points and targets’. The relationship between policy decisions and their 

effects, for example, is easy to view and grasp at the local level in a way that may not be the 

case for state policy.158 Consequently, this is where the most significant reactions and 

resistances to the causes and effects of poverty will develop.159 So, while large, national 

organizations have had difficulty (or a lack of interest in) creating a venue for the participation 

of poor people and anti-poverty activists, the remainder of this thesis will argue that local, 

radical anti-poverty movements are beginning to succeed. 
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OCAP, as an organization, tends to focus locally, while not forgetting the importance of 

targeting provincial and federal governments.160 Likewise, while the organization sometimes 

operates in a spontaneous, extra-institutional manner, it does not ignore the need to organize 

and have pragmatic interactions with institutional forms.161 While the growth of these 

organizations has been slow and their numbers have fluctuated, the relatively long-term 

existence of OCAP and similar groups seems to demonstrate that they are capable of consistent, 

creative engagement with poverty issues – no small task given the lack of resources associated 

with the cause.162 Yet despite their creativity, perseverance, growth and, in some cases, 

successes, these organizations are generally ignored or demonized by popular media, and 

almost entirely unstudied within contemporary academe.163 Inasmuch, it would seem that 

academia has, along with the mainstream left, moved away from issues relating to poverty and 

anti-poverty activism, contributing to the overall depoliticization of these issues and activities. 

This project aims, in a small way, to contribute to the remedying of the lack of interest in 

radical anti-poverty organizations of the 1990s and beyond. 

As the previous chapter made clear on several occasions, the neoliberalization of Ontario 

took place at the same time as the birth and development of OCAP.164 The concurrent 

development of these two things (neoliberalism and OCAP) is of primary interest in this 

chapter, as it reveals the parallel course of their oppositional development. This is, in and of 

itself, a reason to study OCAP and its role in neoliberalism, as it suggests that this type of anti-

                                                
160 There are plenty of examples of OCAP interacting with provincial and federal governments over provincial and 

national issues. By their own admission, their goal is to take their struggles to ‘all levels of government.” e.g. 
Greene, Boardrooms 107. 

161 e.g. John Clarke and Justin Podur, “When the Class Line Is Drawn Which Side Will You Fall On?” ZMag, 3 May 
2004. Accessed 2 Jan 2008. <http://www.zmag.org/content/showarticle.cfm?ItemID=5456>. 
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164 As OCAP organizer John Clarke points out “OCAP’s roots are in the late 1980s…this was a time when 

neoliberalism was getting going, with Thatcher, Reagan, and Mulroney in power.” Clarke and Podur. 
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poverty organizing could be a direct reaction to the conditions of neoliberalism described in 

chapter one.  

OCAP’s roots can be tied to the welfare reform struggles of some unemployed workers’ 

councils in Ontario in the late 1980s. These councils were small, often disparate groups of 

unemployed workers and welfare recipients in about 20 towns that sought improved conditions 

for unemployed persons.165 As a formalized group, OCAP emerged during the dying days of 

the Ontario Liberal government led by David Peterson and the beginning of Bob Rae’s NDP 

government, as a coalition of groups and individuals dedicated to pressuring the outgoing 

Liberal government and incoming NDP government into increasing social assistance. The 

organization further radicalized towards the end of Bob Rae’s NDP government – in opposition 

to their increasingly neoliberal policies – and then developed into a prominent player in the 

struggle against Mike Harris’ ‘Common Sense’ conservatism after 1995.166  

OCAP has, from the beginning, chosen a less conventional, much more radical route than the 

organized anti-poverty activity of their time, relying not on negotiation and ‘token protest’, but 

rather on direct action, spectacular political theatre, and often-confrontational mobilization, as 

their main sources of political power.167 Their funding comes largely from their members and 

sympathizers. Financial partnerships have existed and (to some extent) continue to exist with 

some labour unions, notably the Canadian Union of Public Employees at York University in 

Toronto, and the Canadian Union of Postal Workers.168 However, regular support from 

organized labour has generally declined over the years. As a result, funding from unions now 
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makes up only a small amount of OCAPs overall operating budget.169 While some of 

OCAP’s early work could be characterized as defensive – resisting the rapid retrenchment of 

the welfare state – the last eight years have seen the group’s tactics become more offensive and 

creative as they adapt their techniques of direct action to the growing problems of poverty in 

Ontario and beyond, and the mainstream left’s declining interest in problems of poverty.170 

The specific event that led to OCAP’s formation was a multi-pronged, province-wide march 

against poverty that took place in 1989. For this event, anti-poverty activists, members of 

unemployed workers councils and labour unions departed from several disparate communities, 

some groups marching for up to a week. These ‘feeder marches’ converged at Queen’s Park, 

aiming to draw attention to the worsening conditions of poverty in the province and their 

respective communities.171 Those who organized and participated in the marches were pleased 

enough with the apparent success of their action – including its large turnout and the Liberal 

government’s decision to raise welfare rates by about 9% – that the choice was made to form a 

broader and more permanent coalition to further mobilize people around issues of poverty.172 

So, OCAP arose out of previously existing formal and informal activist infrastructure. 

The organization’s formal founding meeting took place in November of 1990, and the new 

coalition selected John Clarke as their provincial organizer. Clarke also had roots in 

unemployed workers’ struggles (he had previously been in charge of the London Union of 

Unemployed Workers), and had been one of the key forces behind the coalition efforts.173 

OCAP now has several paid organizers, a small staff, and a structure of governance that allows 
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the participation of the broader membership. Clarke clearly remains the most public face of 

the group, but plays down any notion that he is the group’s sole ‘leader’.174 

OCAP’s dream of a province-wide coalition would never really crystallize. Organizational 

difficulties and the election of a provincial NDP government in 1990 were part of the problem. 

With the NDP in power, as the last chapter touched on, the appearance of a ‘left’ government 

made the need for resistance seem less urgent, making material and immaterial resources 

difficult to come by. Many of OCAP’s original allies in Ontario’s various activist communities 

had become institutionalized through their formal relationship with the governing party.175 At 

the same time, the NDP seemed to adopt a strategy of soft neoliberalization that left anti-

poverty activists with few allies in the mainstream left. A similarly confusing phenomenon was 

taking place at the federal level with Jean Chrétien’s Liberal party, which had been elected on a 

promise to end the fiscally conservative approach of the previous Mulroney. Instead, Chrétien’s 

party took power and, for the first five years of governing, simply continued and quietly 

accelerated the neoliberal project.176 Still, OCAP’s more dedicated members stuck to their 

guns, insisting, as Clarke put it, that “either we are serious about building a better society or our 

strategy is simply to elect someone ‘a bit better’ and go to sleep for four years.”177 To 

consolidate organizationally and conserve its limited resources, the group narrowed its focus 

mainly to Toronto.178 The organization attributes its survival during this period to its presence 
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as the only militant opposition to the business-influenced neoliberalization of the Rae 

government, and the fact that it built strong linkages with other anti-homeless organizations in 

Ontario at the time.179 

Toronto became a good home for the group, as the recession that had hit Ontario around the 

time of OCAP’s origin was particularly visible in the densely populated urban centre. Average 

incomes in Toronto, for example, were not keeping pace with rent increases; the housing 

‘boom’ and construction of luxury apartment and condo units in the city had removed a 

significant percentage of the rental stock from the market; already marginalized constituencies 

such as single mothers were becoming even worse-off; and more people were receiving 

(relatively declining) social assistance or becoming visibly homeless than ever before.180 When 

Mike Harris and his Conservative Party replaced Bob Rae and the NDP, things worsened 

quickly. 

As the previous chapter pointed out, the tentative neoliberalism espoused by the NDP would 

be easily overshadowed by the Harris Conservatives. The new government’s staunchly pro-free 

market approach won enthusiastic endorsements from the Canadian business class.181  

It was during Mike Harris’ early years that OCAP’s membership seems to have reached its 

peak. However, because OCAP does not have formal membership fees, and because anyone 

can participate in most aspects of organizing and planning, it is impossible to know how many 

people are associated with the group. Their own numbers peg their high water mark at around 

200 to 300 ‘core members’, with a mobilizing capacity that was clearly much larger.182  

As an organization, OCAP’s work can be divided into two streams, characterized here as less 

visible vs. highly visible work. The group’s less visible work is typified by its direct action 
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advocacy and casework processes, while its highly visible work is found in its more well 

known behaviour: spectacular protests, public outbursts, mass panhandles, and other 

conspicuous activity. This visible work could be characterized as mobilization aimed at 

increasing movement visibility and support, while fighting for both policy goals and more 

transformative changes. For the purposes of this paper, their highly visible work will be backed 

up by examples that are divided into three types: confrontational protest, political theatre, and 

enacting practical solutions. While there is considerable conceptual overlap between the three 

types, each varies in the level of emphasis or importance that is placed upon visibility/profile 

raising, achieving concrete results, and encouraging participation. 

The less visible, and subsequently much less well-known stream of OCAPs activity is what 

the group calls ‘direct action advocacy’ or casework. This casework is by far the most 

statistically successful activity the group engages in. This process, which began during the Rae 

years, essentially combines traditional advocacy (an OCAP volunteer who understands the 

formal policies and entitlements of, for example, the welfare bureaucracy assisting someone 

who does not) with direct action strategies (such as occupying welfare offices, physically 

preventing hydro cut-offs and evictions, flooding landlords/bosses/politicians with phone calls, 

etc.). OCAP sees its casework as helping someone to acquire relief while “protesting an unjust 

system.”183 As OCAP and its observers have pointed out, the process of meeting the immediate 

needs of Toronto’s poor community has contributed, at least in part, to the construction of a 

broader movement, while winning new allies and even impressing some critics.184 In addition, 

advocacy provides an avenue for engaged, dignity building participation to members who may 

be intimidated by large scale protests or confrontation with police. OCAP’s advocacy ‘clients’ 

include, for the most part, those who have been cut off welfare or disability support; migrants 
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facing deportation, maltreated workers, and tenants facing eviction or dealing with bad 

landlords. A typical case might play out as follows: after receiving a complaint from someone 

who has, for example, had their welfare payments cut or cancelled, OCAP will write a letter on 

behalf of their client to the relevant office. If the matter is not resolved, pressure on the office 

will escalate from there. The original phone call will be followed up with a visit to the office by 

the client and a representative from OCAP. This may be followed by a group-visit, “passive 

intimidation” or “veiled threats”, and finally a mass invasion of the office.185 The general 

pattern followed here, of “upping the ante until it is done,” is highly reminiscent of the activity 

of the unemployed workers movements that existed during the Depression.186 This process is 

well established and easily repeated, yet flexible enough to proceed similarly for grievances 

against a boss who refuses to pay back wages, a landlord who is attempting to illegally evict 

their tenants, or immigration officials attempting to deport migrants. The person with the 

grievance is present at each step of this process, creating the possibility that advocacy is an 

agency building process not just for OCAP’s advocate, but also for the ‘client’. 

One of the key principles of direct action advocacy is forwarding political goals while not 

compromising the interests of the people being represented.187 Explaining this principle in the 

OCAP Casework Manual, author Tim Groves points out that, for OCAP, casework “…is 

extremely effective; but we realize that just doing casework isn’t enough. It only benefits a 

small fraction of those affected by unjust policies. We need to not just fight for those wronged 

by the system but also to fight to change those systems.”188 According to OCAP’s own 

numbers, the group’s success is staggering. Welfare cases have been 90% successful, 
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immigration cases have been 70% successful, and challenges to tickets issued under the Safe 

Streets Act (such as tickets given to ‘squeegee kids’) – with the help of law students and 

sympathetic lawyers – have an astonishing 99% claimed success rate.189 In addition, OCAP 

claims that it has become so well known and undesirable to welfare offices that a letter on 

OCAP letterhead is often enough to change the outcome of a welfare case. The Casework 

Manual also reports that some offices have even written policies in their training manuals 

regarding acquiescence to OCAP’s demands.190 While it would be impossible to verify these 

figures, the numbers nonetheless show that, as an organization providing relief services to 

individuals, some measure of success has been achieved.191 Further, the individual victories of 

advocacy casework provide some positive reinforcement to activists in a field that does not 

generally see a lot of positive results. In advocacy, the value of collective participation in 

political processes is visible.  

Sometimes, advocacy jumps from actions on an individual scale to actions focused on a 

broader community. For example, within one week in March 2006, Common Front groups shut 

down the Ontario Housing Tribunal (a landlord/tenant dispute settling tribunal that, according 

to anti-poverty activists, systemically favours landlords) in Guelph, Belleville, Peterborough 

and Sudbury, effectively delaying the eviction of the tenants present.192 The events at 

provincial housing tribunals provided an excellent venue for anti-poverty organizers to connect 
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directly with tenants facing eviction. As one activist in Peterborough reported, “We met with 

a lot of sympathetic tenants today, and a lot of them are very happy they are not being 

evicted.”193 Similar events have taken place outside of formal government, with disruptive 

visits paid to various downtown ‘merchants associations’, ‘business improvement associations’, 

or ‘residents associations’. It is during these occasions that OCAP (and similar groups) reveal 

the second, more well known aspect of their organizing, and appear in public as a visible 

protest group seeking everything from small-scale social citizenship rights to significant 

structural transformation. 

In this way, the second realm of organizing and activity in which OCAP engages can be 

characterized as visible movement in favour of broader changes (as opposed to simply help 

offered on a person-to-person basis). These activities take many forms, but can typically be 

understood as: confrontational protest; pure awareness-raising spectacle/political theatre; or 

attempting to literally enact solutions. Each of these will be taken up here, and illustrated by an 

example of OCAP’s protest behaviour. 

The clearest example of OCAP’s confrontational protest tactics – and an event that raised the 

group’s profile significantly – is the so-called ‘Queen’s Park Riot’ of 2000. The event is 

significant for several reasons, including its size, level of militancy, and the severity of police 

reaction. Anti-poverty movement scholar Jonathan Greene points out that the event marked the 

peak-mobilization of Ontario’s poor community. Further, Greene notes that the Queen’s Park 

gathering was important because “a group of citizens often considered quiescent and lacking 

mobilizing capacity had successfully staged one of the most militant demonstrations in 

contemporary Canadian history.”194 
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Thanks to several large-scale actions over the years leading up to 2000, OCAP had been 

building momentum and confidence for some years when the province-wide action converged 

on Toronto’s Queen’s Park in June, intent on challenging most of the Harris government’s 

policy directions.195 The crowd of approximately 1500 people was fronted by a delegation of 

poor and homeless people that demanded entry to address the sitting Ontario legislature with a 

list of demands that included repealing the Harris government’s 21.6% cuts to welfare, pro-

landlord laws, and Safe Streets Act.196 These demands were only partly about relief from the 

conditions of neoliberalism. They were also meant as catalysts for the creation of a much 

broader movement against Premier Mike Harris and the politics he represented.197 Some 

protesters had come prepared for a conflict, and the strategy (of ‘absolutely insisting’ on 

sending a delegation inside to address the legislature) had been made public months in 

advance.198 Still, many people were seemingly unprepared for the melee that ensued. When the 

homeless delegation was (predictably) refused entry, OCAP organizer John Clarke announced 

that those who still wished to address the legislature should push past the barricades, while 

those uninterested in conflict should move to the back.199 As the front portions of the crowd 

pushed forward – demanding access to the legislature building – the resulting violent scuffle 

led to dozens of police, police horses, and protesters (including those peacefully at the back of 

the crowd) being injured, some of the protesters quite badly.200 Both media and activist reports 

of the event reveal that there are very different accounts of whether it was the police or the 
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more militant section of protestors that were responsible for the violent escalation.201 Some 

participants and observers felt that Clarke’s instructions to the crowd indicated that the plan to 

‘storm’ the legislature was crafted by the inner circle of OCAP in advance, with very little 

democratic consultation with the crowd.202 And while there were approximately 1500 people at 

the event and 45 minor charges were laid, the only three serious criminal charges that arose 

from the scuffle all landed on high-profile OCAP members. Two such members were charged 

with ‘participating in a riot’ (with a maximum sentence of two years), and OCAP organizer 

John Clarke was charged with ‘counselling to assault police’ as well as ‘counselling to 

participate in a riot’ (maximum sentence five years).203  

When the violent scuffle between police and some protestors happened, the press and some 

highly visible OCAP supporters reacted negatively.204 It seemed that this confrontational event 

would lose OCAP support and cast them as a fringe group of militants, and this type of 

criticism certainly flooded in from all directions.205 However, what developed – at least in time 

– was an opposite reaction. As the trials of the OCAP members dragged on, a larger and larger 

flood of public and private support developed for the members who had been targeted by police 

as responsible for the actions at Queen’s Park. While Ontarians were certainly polarized on the 

issue, new allies arose and some old allies increased their levels of support. Solidarity events 
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were even held or planned not just in Ontario and Canada, but also apparently in several US 

states, South Africa, Korea, Britain and Brazil.206   

Some of the most ironic support came when citizens of Ontario began to sign their $200 tax 

rebate cheques (which had been offered in the recent Conservative budget) over to OCAP, 

including high profile, non-violent activists like Naomi Klein, who encouraged the public to do 

the same in her widely read weekly column.207  

In the years before the events at Queen’s Park, OCAP had erected a high-profile tent city in 

downtown Toronto that successfully operated for several days, and twice brought large 

delegations of poor people and their allies to combatively demonstrate on Parliament Hill, 

enacting their stated goal of bringing their grievances to ‘all levels of government’.208 The 

group has also, over the years, visited Toronto’s wealthiest neighbourhoods with disruptive 

‘snake marches’ that have sometimes simply aimed to draw connections between the poverty 

created by tax-cuts that favour wealthy members of society, and other times specifically 

(though likely sarcastically) gone door-to-door to ask for that money back.209  

On all of these occasions it has been difficult to tell what is gained or lost. As a small group 

representing a very marginalized constituency, OCAP cannot be regarded as a particularly 

significant policy changing force in Toronto, let alone in the province or country. As a result, 

drawing broad conclusions about the group’s direct effect would be difficult and contentious. 

However, as I will argue in chapter three, it is participation – and confrontational protest in 

particular – that represents OCAP’s most significant contribution. The available evidence 

suggests that OCAP’s style of confrontational participation could assist in the development of 
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political dignity, and the fostering of further participation. This is true, I will argue, even 

when this participation cannot necessarily be linked to results. 

Not all of OCAP’s participation-building actions are as confrontational as the ‘Queen’s Park 

Riot’. Some behaviour could be better understood as political theatre. Political theatre can be 

differentiated from the other protest activity described here in that it is less conflictual, and 

generally less associated with concrete demands for transformative or prefigurative change. 

Part of the reason for these actions is, no doubt, to raise public awareness of the issues facing 

those living in poverty, and to cause some level of disruption. In addition, as John Clarke has 

stated, OCAP realizes the importance of enjoyable, uplifting protest that fosters the 

participation of a disenfranchised community.210 Political theatre gives poor people and anti-

poverty activists an opportunity to satirize the politics that they confront. Here, anti-poverty 

groups are providing another vital avenue participation that could lead to the growth of political 

dignity in marginalized communities. OCAP’s political theatre provides avenues for 

participation in ways that the social democratic left has shied away from. Additionally, like 

advocacy, political theatre provides avenues of participation for those who are uninterested in 

protest actions like the one that took place at Queen’s Park. The classic example of OCAP’s 

political theatre came shortly after the Mike Harris government delivered their 21.6% cut to 

welfare payments. The minister responsible for the making the cuts, David Tsubouchi, in the 

rhetoric that came to characterize his neoliberal government, suggested that welfare recipients 

who were having difficulty making ends meet should attempt to individually ‘haggle’ with 

grocery stores. OCAP followed his advice, but made the whole affair a bit more social. The 

group brought almost 100 members to a Loblaws with “Dave’s 21.6% discount” coupons, filled 

their carts, and proceeded to the checkout to start negotiating, using the Minister’s specific 
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instructions to disrupt the flow of business. While some OCAP members were charged with 

trespassing, the charges were dropped when it became clear that Minister Tsubouchi himself 

would have to testify at the trial about whether or not he actually encouraged the activists to do 

what they did.211 Aside from the obvious ironic humour involved in this type of activity, 

elements of contradiction within neoliberal social policy were highlighted and ridiculed for all 

to see. In the case of the visit to the grocery store, Tsubouchi’s degrading comments (telling 

low-income people to haggle at the grocery store simply to survive) were both ‘thrown back in 

his face’ (figuratively and legally) and transformed from an attack on dignity to an opportunity 

for meaningful, dignity building, social participation in critical political processes. Political 

theatre of this type creates the possibilities for engaged participation, and thus the creation of 

political dignity, where it had not existed before. In the case of the Loblaws supermarket event, 

the media coverage that followed presumably raised the profile of the welfare cuts, and 

demonstrated to non-participants that the possibility for confrontational, collective, dignity 

building participation exists.212 

The last stream of OCAP’s action to be discussed here is the often-confrontational enactment 

of solutions, witnessed in radical anti-poverty groups’ fondness for things like squatting.213 

Squatting, or the taking over of empty buildings, can be seen as an attempt to collectively 

reorient the norms of society in a more socially oriented direction. The squats that have taken 

place in recent years have often been enacted by activists who urge marginalized communities 

to open new democratic political spaces (both literally and figuratively) for themselves. These 

spaces, as it will be discussed below, are often intended to serve not just as housing, but as 
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centres of organization that will help foster further community organizing, participation and 

movement building.214 Participants can potentially gain a sense of agency through the 

enactment of solutions, while observers see the effect that engaged, confrontational 

participation has on squatters and the community they represent. Common Front squats are 

often accompanied by broader political ‘demands’, ranging from straight forward requests 

regarding the conversion of the squatted building to cooperatively run social housing, to 

demands for repair-blitzes, promises for more social housing, and rent-control. Some squats 

have also included calls for all-out measures against systemic poverty such as raising the 

minimum wage.215 While squats usually end with police forcefully removing squatters from the 

building, not all of OCAP’s squats have been without measured success. For example, after an 

OCAP squatting campaign that involved occupying a city-owned building at 89-90 Carleton 

Street in Toronto several times, the complex was eventually renovated and converted to 

affordable housing.216 Here, anti-poverty groups challenged the depoliticization and attacks on 

dignity generated by neoliberalism, and they did so by acting in ways that the mainstream left 

is not willing or able to do. 

The proactive and non-violent aspect of squatting (non-violent from the side of the squatters, 

that is) has won Common Front groups some curious allies. In Peterborough, where the 

Peterborough Coalition Against Poverty (PCAP) held an abandoned, city-owned house for two 

weeks, a host of less-confrontational social justice organizations previously unfriendly to PCAP 

became directly and indirectly supportive. Many said, during and after the squat, that PCAP 

had done more in a few weeks to put the housing crisis in the public eye than had been done 
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through years of more conventional, institutional work.217 Even more than confrontational 

protest, it seems that squatting has been able to imbue participants with a sense of 

accomplishment and of proactive, dignified involvement. The ways that confrontational 

participation, including squatting, may encourage the development of political dignity will be 

discussed in much more detail in chapter three. 

Not all OCAP activity fits so neatly into the framework offered here (less visible vs. highly 

visible activities, and confrontational protest, political theatre, and enacting solutions). Some 

activities could in fact easily be understood as operating on all of these levels.  This is certainly 

the case when it comes to OCAP’s Raise the Rates campaigns, especially their ‘Special Diets’ 

hunger clinics. First, these campaigns highlight the fact that OCAP has continued advocating, 

mobilizing and organizing in Toronto and Ontario despite the transition from the hyper-

neoliberal Conservatives to the more centrist, though still neoliberal Liberal Party of Dalton 

McGuinty. In 2005, OCAP – through its relationship with several Toronto nurses – discovered 

a little known provision that allowed welfare recipients to receive up to an extra 250 dollars per 

month, per dependant, if a doctor would formally declare their need for extra money to fund a 

‘special diet’ caused by a medical condition. OCAP immediately seized on the provision, and 

began holding mass ‘hunger clinics’ outside of apartment complexes, in parks, and in various 

cities. At these clinics, sympathetic doctors and nurses rapidly (but legitimately) met with 

welfare recipients en masse and declared hunger to be a medical condition requiring the extra 

funds. Thousands of people were signed up and began receiving the badly needed money, and 

soon other Common Front groups were following OCAP’s lead. Similar clinics were held all 

over the province, and busses were chartered to bring residents from other cities and towns to 
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Toronto hunger clinics.218 Before long, the provincial government tightened the regulations 

relating to the special diet money, in a relatively successful attempt to curb the extra spending 

and organizing potential implicit in OCAP’s special diet campaign. Nevertheless, OCAP 

continues to organize clinics and offer support to welfare recipients, helping as many people as 

possible to attain what is left of this provision.219 Aside from the obvious mass-material 

benefits, things like mass hunger clinics help, on a relatively large scale, to maintain OCAP’s 

visibility, while at the same time publicly undermining the stated intentions of the provincial 

government without breaking any laws. As a result, these clinics allow OCAP to take a 

subversive position without the risk of being vilified as violent or unnecessarily disruptive (a 

criticism they often face in their more confrontational ventures). Hunger clinics are organized 

for and by poor people and anti-poverty activists, and as such, they amount to poor people and 

their allies providing themselves with assistance that has not been provided by existing 

institutional processes, or even by the traditional left. 

Criticisms of Radical Anti-Poverty Movements 
The work of radical anti-poverty activists, especially OCAP, has often drawn comparisons to 

the work described by academics and activists Francis Fox Piven and Richard A. Cloward.220 

Piven and Cloward are the authors of a seminal 1977 case study of anti-poverty movements 

entitled Poor People’s Movements: How They Succeed and Why They Fail. The main argument 
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of the book is that what has been won by poor people’s movements in the past has been won 

by disruption, rather than polite negotiation or thorough organization. The logic behind this 

assertion is that poor people (unemployed persons, precarious workers, etc.) cannot, like their 

unionized counterparts, withdraw their labour as a political power-play, nor can they withdraw 

their investments (as in a ‘capital strike’). Instead, the only negative sanctions that can be 

applied are those that withdraw their conformity to the customs and norms of polite, docile, 

institutionalized behaviour.221 This has been, in part, the reason that radical anti-poverty groups 

have been critical and wary of the effectiveness of any form of institutional accommodation. It 

was also a prescient insight, particularly relevant to the circumstances faced by poor people and 

anti-poverty activists today, who, as it has been discussed repeatedly above, lost many 

traditional allies on the left during the process of neoliberalization. Not everyone, however, is 

happy with this confrontational approach, or convinced that it does any good. 

Criticisms of OCAP and their style of activism have come from across the political spectrum. 

OCAP predictably draws fire from the political right and mainstream media, both of which tend 

to dismiss the group’s activities altogether as juvenile or unworthy of attention.222 More 

important for a study of anti-poverty organizing, however, are criticisms of OCAP’s politics 

coming from critical participants and sympathizers on the political left. The criticisms taken up 

here come from a fairly broad range of political philosophies, but that nonetheless qualify as 

being on the left. The discussions below include relatively conventional social-democratic 

criticism of confrontational politics, as well as labour-grounded critiques of decentralized, non-

hierarchical organization in contemporary social movements, and radical anarcha-feminist 

analysis of OCAP action models. The criticisms presented here can be divided into four 
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categories: arguments that OCAP’s politics are divisive and incapable of building the critical 

mass necessary for a movement; suggestions that OCAP’s organizational style (that of 

supposedly democratic structure and tactics) is in fact heavy handed, hierarchical and 

unaccountable; critiques of OCAP’s inadvertent insensitivity to gender and race; and finally, 

suggestions that OCAP helps justify increasing levels of securitization. In each case, the 

criticisms are carefully considered. When appropriate, a counter-critical response is offered. 

Driving Wedges or Building Bridges? 
Some observers of social movements, such as 1960s radical-turned-professor Todd Gitlin, 

see some of the types of behaviour in which OCAP engages (such as the group’s unwillingness 

to negotiate with institutions and its rejection of “the notion that [they] have any common set of 

interests with those who hold economic and political power”)223 as indicative of a ‘culture of 

defeat’. This alleged defeatist culture, Gitlin suggests, opts for the creation of self-indulgent 

political theatre, rather than aiming to build a viable alternative-voting bloc or widely 

accessible social movement. Here, the localized struggles of OCAP and similar movements 

could be interpreted as divisive indicators of a lack of willingness to build a majoritarian 

movement, or symptoms of a broader culture of self-marginalization that will always be unable 

to counter the concentration of wealth and power found on ‘the right’.224  

Further, critics might say that OCAP makes this movement building difficult with behaviour 

that drives away potential supporters. Progressive city counsellors, provincial/federal 

politicians, or simply political moderates concerned with social justice issues – many of whom 
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could be seen as potential sympathizers – have often commented on being alienated and 

frustrated with OCAP’s impatience and quick-to-confrontation style on difficult issues.225 

This apparent alienation of supporters has led to claims that OCAP is doing more harm than 

good with its ‘in your face’ actions that appear to some as pointless, intimidating “conflict for 

the sake of conflict.”226 For example, one critic suggested that those most harmed by one of 

OCAP’s Mike Harris-era disruptive rallies were not “the fat cats they were gunning for but taxi 

drivers, bike couriers, and other bystanders who may not like the Ontario Tories, but like losing 

their time and wages even less.”227 Another journalist accuses OCAP of turning people off 

issues of poverty all together, as their disreputable actions drive their own causes off of the 

front-page.228  

Also significant is the loss of support from big labour unions that has apparently resulted 

from OCAP’s confrontational actions.229 The infamous Queen’s Park Riots apparently left 

CAW president Buzz Hargrove ‘panic stricken’ and helped lead to his withdrawal of regular 

funding to the organization.230 Labour’s withdrawing of support has particularly serious 

implications, as OCAP supporters, observers, and organizers have been clear about the fact that 

any expanded anti-poverty/anti-neoliberal/anti-capitalist movement would need support from 

organized labour and the broader working class.231 Anti-poverty scholar Jonathan Greene, for 
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example, has suggested that, “in the absence of consistent and reliable support from 

organized labour OCAP’s mobilizing potential has had its limits.”232 

OCAP’s tumultuous relationship with organized labour’s leadership is one example of the 

ways in which its behaviour does, it seems, make coalition building on the left a difficult 

matter. There are three main rebuttals that can be offered to this critique. First, as chapter one’s 

discussion of neoliberalization in Ontario demonstrated, national organizations, left-leaning 

political parties, and organized labour have not necessarily proved particularly interested in 

defending the interests of those affected by poverty. In this way, organized labour’s withdrawal 

of support could be alternatively understood as a further retreat towards moderate issues that 

are more likely to attract support from the middle class, rather than as a reaction to OCAP’s 

confrontational tactics. Additionally, as it was discussed above, OCAP’s most militant 

activities happened only after it became clear that Bob Rae’s NDP and some unions were 

uninterested in paying much attention to the interests and demands of poor communities. In 

essence, the behaviour of the mainstream left in Ontario leaves little reason for OCAP to put its 

limited resources into majoritarian, progressive coalition building. It is helpful here to return to 

Piven and Cloward’s suggestion that, historically, poor people and anti-poverty activists have 

rarely if ever won concessions through coalition building with moderate organizations.233 

The second defence to the suggestion that OCAP’s style of operation is inherently divisive is 

that OCAP does reach out, making a serious effort to build relationships with a range of other 

groups and individuals. While these cross-group relationships are not necessarily creating 

extremely broad, socially acceptable coalitions, they still demonstrate that OCAP is capable of 

and interested in building relationships with a range of activist communities. Several examples 

will be offered below. Finally, OCAP’s ability to foster the development of political dignity – 
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which is a major strength of the organization – is not contingent upon the creation of broad, 

majoritarian coalition building. In this sense, criticizing OCAP for their apparent inability to 

build relationships with the mainstream left, in some ways, is to misrepresent their strategies 

and strengths. This has been discussed throughout the paper, and will be expanded in chapter 

three. For now, it will be sufficient to suggest that what critics may see as the self-indulgent 

posturing of protestors may in fact be an effective method (if not the only remaining visible 

method) for building the political dignity of disenfranchised people in poor communities. Some 

tentative evidence that supports this claim will be presented in chapter three. 

To return to the suggestion that OCAP has demonstrated itself capable of building 

relationships with organizations outside of their own circle, two examples (of many) will be 

offered here that represent the types of links OCAP has built. These types are: relationships 

with other (non-radical) anti-poverty organizations, and relationships with other radical (not 

directly anti-poverty) groups.  

The best example of OCAP’s relationships with other (non-radical) anti-poverty 

organizations is its association with the Toronto Disaster Relief Committee (TDRC). In the 

1990s, during the peak of public fervour relating to Toronto’s visible homelessness crisis, 

OCAP built a strong and lasting relationship with the TDRC. Formed by well known Toronto 

‘street nurse’ Cathy Crowe, the TDRC “is a group of social policy, health care and housing 

experts, academics, business people, community health workers, social workers, AIDS 

activists, anti-poverty activists, people with homelessness experience, and members of the faith 

community.”234 This relationship is beneficial on several fronts. First, it raises the profile of 

issues that are of concern to OCAP, namely homelessness. Second, as a significantly less 

‘militant’ organization, the TDRC has allowed for the more comfortable inclusion of non-
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militant activists (who may be intimidated and/or unsupportive of OCAP’s direct action 

tactics) in the struggle against the ‘disastrous’ levels of structural poverty and homelessness in 

Toronto.235 As with any group-to-group relationship, linkages to the TDRC serve to multiply 

connections between activist communities, as each movement fosters relationships with other 

new groups and activists, multiplying the channels of activity. Connections with groups like the 

TDRC work to deflect, at least to some extent, the criticism that OCAP has little appeal or 

potential to grow beyond their constituency of ‘punks’, students and poor people. The same 

could arguably be said for OCAP’s relationships with local chapters of groups like Homes Not 

Bombs or The National Housing and Homelessness Network.236  

In terms of OCAP’s relationship with other radical (not necessarily anti-poverty) 

communities, the best example may be the cross-cause links between anti-poverty activists in 

Toronto and radical indigenous communities. These relations are difficult, of course, because 

of Canada’s colonial history, which has made the construction of relationships between settler 

and indigenous communities an often-delicate matter. As such, building the relationships has 

not been without its challenges.237 The relations are important, however, because of the often-

transformative goals of many indigenous movements, because of the commonalities between 

many of the struggles, and because of the insights brought to the table by indigenous activists. 

While indigenous struggles are not always specifically anti-poverty oriented, their connection to 

OCAP-like groups is not surprising. As one OCAP member points out, “The Ontario Coalition 

Against Poverty is a social justice organization, and therefore we support indigenous 
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struggles... connecting anti-poverty and Native rights movements is about building 

resistance.”238 Another member is more explicit about the nature and need for the relationships:  

The connection is obvious. Native people live in extreme poverty unknown in many other communities 
across the country. Beyond that, I see the struggle for native sovereignty as a fundamental issue for people 
who want to see radical change in this country; its the bedrock, the first issue… [Successful indigenous 
struggle] would shake the foundations of Canadian identity as a benign power, one that cares for its poor, 
and one that encourages people of all nations and colours to become part of its fabric. Exposing the myths is 
critical for all our various struggles.239  
 

The formal links between OCAP and indigenous activists stretch back to the early days of 

OCAP, when one of the group’s main organizers was Shawn Brant, a Mohawk activist from 

Tyendinaga Mohawk territory. These relationships have developed significantly since then, to 

the point where some lasting associations and strategic partnerships have been built.240 The 

relationships between radical anti-poverty activists and indigenous communities are just one 

way in which OCAP is working to transform struggles of specificity into broader struggles of 

connection that have wider political potential.241 Transforming local struggles into broader 

coalitions multiplies the dignity building potential of OCAP’s brand of radical participation. 

Speaking in a roundtable discussion on the relationship between OCAP and the Six Nations 

people at Caledonia, OCAP member A.J. Withers is explicit about the importance of using each 

particular struggle to building broader and lasting potential for collaboration.242 “We are behind 

the people of Six Nations in this struggle for this land,” he says, referring specifically to the 

ongoing land dispute at Caledonia, “but we also look forward to working in solidarity with 

them for years to come. Part of [OCAP’s involvement in Caledonia] is about building 
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relationships so the respect and trust exists between us to have a meaningful, lasting 

solidarity relationship.”243  

The strength and depth of the critique of neoliberalism and colonialism coming from radical 

indigenous movements makes linkages with these movements essential for any serious anti-

neoliberal struggles. Perhaps for this reason, it is within the realm of indigenous solidarity that 

OCAP is most explicit about the need to turn confined conflicts into opportunities for linkages 

that extend beyond specific issues and struggles, and into a broader movement of resistance. 

OCAP member Josh Zucker summarizes this sentiment by comparing the struggle at Caledonia 

with the nature of the relationship OCAP has built with Shawn Brant and the Mohawk 

community at Tyendinaga: 

Often the best time to get involved in solidarity and foster connections with people in native communities is 
in the midst of high-profile struggles like the one taking place in Six Nations now. But the most important 
time is in between these battles. In OCAP, we’re lucky to have a close relationship with people actively 
involved in fighting for sovereignty up in Tyendinaga where there is a mutual aid sort of thing going on and 
we support each other’s initiatives pretty regularly. That’s a most ideal situation, where you have people in 
the community who you trust and trust you to shoot the shit with about what’s going on, and to share stories 
and exchange advice about all the little battles. If this isn’t there then the solidarity can only go so far when 
the bigger struggles erupt.”244 
 

Here Zucker highlights the fact that struggles of specificity do not necessarily move outward 

into broader connections between activist communities. But he also suggests that when they do, 

the potential for a continual growth of effective movements exists. This type of relationship 

shows that OCAP is, at least on some levels, capable of contributing to coalition building in the 

formation of broader struggles. 

Ultimately, as long-time OCAP member Gaeton Heroux points out, anti-poverty activists 

have much to learn from the motivations, thoughts and tactics of indigenous resistance.245 More 

of the significance of what can be learned through engagement with indigenous struggles will 
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be made clearer below, when the insights of Glen Coulthard and Taiaike Alfred are used to 

further the suggestion that OCAP’s style of engaged, confrontational participation is an 

effective method for fostering political dignity. 

This discussion of OCAP’s relationships with the TDRC and radical indigenous communities 

has only scratched the surface of their cross-group relationship building.  OCAP has involved 

itself in organizing, supporting, or raising awareness of issues faced by a raft of other 

disadvantaged, oppressed, and silenced communities. In addition, they have assisted in the 

establishment of other, OCAP-like groups in communities all over Canada, and recently, 

England and Scotland.246 These additional linkages between potential members of an 

oppositional culture – whether they be directly, indirectly, or only distantly related to poverty 

issues – are bound together on some level by their resistance to some aspect(s) of 

neoliberalism. Some of these past and present associations between OCAP and other struggles 

against various forms of neoliberalization include relationships with high school students 

opposed to standardized testing,247 university students against raising tuition fees,248 tenants 

seeking home heating assistance,249 rent relief,250 doctors and nurses fighting malnutrition,251 

disability activists fighting for access,252 and even academics seeking to practice their 

critiques.253 OCAP has also built relationships with critical faith communities and rank and file 

                                                
246 Day 32; Bastien qtd. in Hussan and Bailey; Greene, Boardrooms 119; Newberry; Clarke, Give it…; London 

Coalition Against Poverty, Who We Are…; London Coalition Against Poverty, Edinburgh Coalition… 
247 Bryan Palmer, “Repression and Dissent: The OCAP Trials,” Canadian Dimension 37.3, May/June 2003, 12. 
248 Canadian Press. 
249 Nancy Blackmon, “Propane Up Slightly,” Andalusia Star-News, 1 Oct 2007. Accessed 15 Jan 2008 

<http://www.andalusiastarnews.com/articles/2007/09/21/news/news02.txt>. 
250 Hussan and Bailey; Newberry. 
251 OCAP, What is OCAP? Accessed 15 May 2007 <http://www.ocap.ca/publications/whatisocap>. 
252 Theresa Boyle, “Anti-Poverty Protestors Make an Election Pitch,” Toronto Star, 27 Sep 2007. Accessed 15 Dec 

2007 <http://www.thestar.com/printArticle/261045>. 
253 See, for example, the story of professor Norm Feltes in John Clarke, “Norman Feltes: An OCAP Appreciation,” 

Canadian Dimension 48, Fall 2001, 19-20. 
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labourers unhappy with their union representation.254 The group extends these linkages 

between potential activist communities by using its substantial network of contacts to cross-

inform their membership of actions. This serves to nurture existing relationships and establish 

further connections. In the last several months alone, OCAP has regularly sent out notices 

supporting events and workshops relating to issues as diverse as racism and immigration, 

unionizing your workforce, accessing dental benefits, community accessibility, OPP 

securitization at Tyendinaga, and free speech. In constructing each of these relationships, 

OCAP is on some level helping a reasonably diverse range of activists create new realms of 

participation where they did not necessarily exist before. 

While it may be true that OCAP is not building a progressive voting majority, their 

experience with ‘progressive’ parties and organized labour in the past has given the 

organization little reason to pursue the formation of such an electoral bloc. OCAP’s emergence 

as a confrontational organization came mostly after left-leaning organizations like the NDP had 

clearly staked out a path towards neoliberalism, a path that did little to provide avenues for the 

participation of poor communities and anti-poverty activists.  

Democracy or Secrecy? 
Proponents of OCAP’s style of grassroots organizing have often argued that their model of 

non-hierarchical operations makes them inherently more democratic than older forms of 

protest-organization building. However, not everyone agrees. This style of organizing in 

general, and OCAP specifically, have been the target of some forceful critiques. While some 

clarifications and defences of OCAP and this style of organizing can, should and will be 

offered, critiques of this nature are extremely important. So, while this section will 

                                                
254 For faith communities see Ted Schmidt, “Five Days In July: Looking Back at WYD,” Catholic New Times 26.13, 

8 Sept 2002; For disgruntled unions see Clark and Podur; Metropolitan Hotel Workers Committee (MHWC), 
Statement From the WHWC and Supporters Committee, with Statement by Emily Tang. 22 Apr 2004. Accessed 
15 Sep 2007. Available at <http://ocap.ca/node/101>. 
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predominantly ‘stick up’ for OCAP and their style of organizing, it should be understood that 

the type of criticism described below should be taken seriously by OCAP and any movement 

claiming to be democratic.  

OCAP’s visibility and popularity seems to have grown and peaked in a manner parallel to the 

growth of the ‘anti-globalization’ movement, with which it had significant parallel goals and 

organizational overlaps (including the organization’s apparent commitment to informal, non-

hierarchical organizing, as well as their commitment to a diversity of tactics that does not 

exclude disruptive violence).255 For this reason, it is relevant to consider, at least briefly, 

popular critiques of some of the modes of organization that OCAP and the anti-globalization 

movement may hold in common.  

The most public face of OCAP, John Clarke, often insists that OCAP is not ‘his’ 

organization, and works hard to point out that they have many organizers and are a leaderless 

group.256 It is these types of claims that are disputed strongly by Stephanie Ross, who argues 

that it is not necessarily hierarchical leadership that is eliminated in these arrangements, but 

rather, the accountability of leadership. Informal modes of organization, she suggests, allow 

natural leaders to govern a group’s activities and members, while lacking the channels of 

accountability that may exist when more formal leadership is in place.257 This develops, Ross 

contends, into a ‘vanguardism by default’.258 

It should be noted that when discussing debates on the left that relate to tactics and modes of 

organization, one is invariably involving themself in a debate that stretches back (at least) to 
                                                
255 Some of the organizational overlaps and parallels between OCAP and the anti-globalization movement prominent 

during the late 1990s and early 2000s are detailed in Thomas Walkom, “Labour Gearing Up for Battle,” Toronto 
Star. 17 June 2001. Reprinted at <http://www.ocap.ca/archive/labour_gearing_up_for_battle.html>; Regarding 
OCAP’s commitment to a diversity of tactics that does not exclude violent confrontation, see the discussion of the 
‘Queen’s Park Riot’ above.  

256 Dunphy. 
257 Stephanie Ross, “Is This What Democracy Looks Like? The politics of the anti-globalization movement in North 

America,” Socialist Register (2003) 292-5. 
258 Ross 296.  



 

 

77 
arguments between Karl Marx and Mikhail Bakunin who, as Ann Robertson notes in her 

article about “The Philosophical Roots of the Marx-Bakunin Conflict,” had sometimes 

tempestuous personal and theoretical differences.259 In a contemporary context, the debate is as 

alive as ever. Some high-profile examples of this continuing argument can be found in the 

conflicts over the role of the state present in the work of Michael Lebowitz and John 

Holloway,260 or debates surrounding appropriate organizational models between Richard Day 

and A.K. Thompson.261 These ongoing debates are obviously too large to take up here. What is 

offered instead is a cursory summary of the debates as they relate to OCAP, along with a few 

qualified defences of OCAP’s particular hybrid model of organization.  

Ross’s article, which is for the most part extremely thorough, nonetheless does not appear to 

give participants in non-hierarchical organizations much credit. Her critique seems to be 

premised on the fact that within situations with no clear leadership, most (or perhaps all) 

participants are unlikely to be able to detect or deflect any unwanted vanguardism that goes on 

behind the scenes. Defenders of OCAP’s style of relatively non-hierarchical organization 

would suggest that Ross’s article sidesteps the fact that it is not leadership or authority per se 

that should not be present in non-hierarchical organizing, but illegitimate leadership that lacks 

continuous and voluntary consent.262 Even where non-hierarchical structures may leave open 

the possibility of a stealth vanguard making group-affecting decisions behind closed doors, 
                                                
259 Ann Robertson summarizes these differences beautifully in “The Philosophical Roots of the Marx-Bakunin 

Conflict,” Dec 2003. Accessed 10 July 2008. <http://www.marxists.org/reference/archive/bakunin/bio/robertson-
ann.htm>. 

260 See Michael Lebowitz, “Socialism Doesn’t Drop from the Sky,” Build It Now: Socialism for the Twenty-First 
Century (New York: Monthly Review Press, 2007) vs. John Holloway, Change the World Without Taking Power, 
New Edition (London: Pluto Press, 2005) esp. the epilogue; Also, a 2005 issue of the Journal Historical 
Materialism (13:4) was entirely dedicated to discussion of Holloway, including critiques from Lebowitz, and 
Holloway’s responses.  

261 Day, Gramsci is Dead vs. A.K. Thompson, “Making Friends With Failure,” Upping the Anti 3 (November 2006) 
77-92. 

262 Recall Bakunin’s musings that “In the matter of boots, I refer to the authority of the bootmaker; concerning 
houses, canals, or railroads, I consult that of the architect or the engineer. For such or such special knowledge I 
apply to such or such a savant.” Mikhail Bakunin, What Is Authority? (1882) Available online at 
<http://www.panarchy.org/bakunin/authority.1871.html>. 
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democratic participation is ensured not by formal structures or future representative 

elections, but by the fact that further deference to that leadership is voluntary. Consent, in these 

circumstances, is detected through levels of participation. The fact that OCAP has existed for 

several decades and helped to spread their model of anti-poverty organizing to other 

communities in Ontario and beyond (via the Common Front) shows that some level of consent 

must be present. Finally, Ross’s intellectual and activist interests seem lie on the side of 

progressive party formation and trade unionism. As such, she would likely advocate alternative 

models that have, as chapter one noted, already staked out paths that fail to address issues of 

participation and political dignity building for poor people. 

Even still, Ross’ critiques are not completely irrelevant, and some of her criticisms could be, 

and have been, taken up in an OCAP specific context by OCAP participants. For example, 

some point to the events at Queen’s Park in June of 2000 as an example of this vanguard-in-

hiding. The event was described above, but the moment that most concerns critics happened 

when organizer John Clarke suggested, using a megaphone, that it was time for interested 

militant protestors to forcefully enter the legislature building. As one participant, Caitlin 

Hewitt-White (whose specific critiques are taken up more in-depth below) reported: 

…my anti-authoritarian sensibility kicked in as John Clarke gave directions over the megaphone to storm 
the building. This made it indubitably clear that plans which had been decided upon by OCAP beforehand 
were being presented as incontrovertible…263 

 
Hewitt-White notes that the action of confrontational protestors “ultimately influenced how 

every confrontational and non-confrontational protestor was to be treated by police.”264 Hewitt-

White and Ross are making the claim that the acceptance of confrontational behaviour (under 

the popular activist rubric of ‘diversity of tactics’) in fact narrows the scope of acceptable 

action, as the actions of militant members of a group or demonstration will determine how the 

                                                
263 Hewitt-White 190. 
264 Hewitt-White 187; Ross 297. 
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whole is treated.265 Despite these critiques, even Hewitt-White points out that OCAP’s 

strategy for Queen’s Park (of ‘absolutely insisting’ on sending a delegation inside to address 

the legislature) was made public months in advance.266 Further, announcements were made at 

the protest clearly stating that those who wished to avoid conflict should move to the back of 

the crowd.267 As a result, it seems somewhat dubious to blame a small group of confrontational 

protestors – however militant they may have been – for the brutal police treatment of those who 

gathered peacefully.268 Additionally, to suggest that OCAP does not supply room for non-

confrontational participation is to ignore the great majority of its work (including a number of 

largely peaceful marches, political theatre, artistic critique, awareness raising, and of course, 

the advocacy processes described above). 

Finally, Ross’s critiques are directed mainly at groups with decentralized, autonomous 

structures that downplay the role of organization. And while it was suggested above that the 

work of OCAP draws comparisons to the anti-organization, pro-spontaneity political 

philosophy of Frances Fox Piven and Richard A. Cloward, the parallels between Piven and 

Cloward’s philosophy and OCAP’s organization are not absolute. In fact, John Clarke is quick 

to point out that Piven and Cloward are “unduly dismissive of long-term organizing and 

overstate the power of spontaneity.”269 OCAP itself has a relatively formalized structure with 

several paid organizers who are clearly more visible than other members, semi-regular paid 

staff, open bi-weekly organizational meetings, an executive, and some formal decision making 

processes. In addition, the group has held several office spaces over the years, and as it has 

                                                
265 Ross 296-8. 
266 Hewitt-White 186; Clarke qtd. in Koch, History of OCAP. 
267 Hewitt-White 186; Koch, History of OCAP. 
268 Claims of police violence are not limited to OCAP members. David Rapaport collects stories from non-OCAP 

members that detail police brutality in the peaceful sections of the crowd. Rapaport 3-13. 
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been noted previously, some of its squats were designed to create new centres of 

organization for the future.270 

These responses to Ross’ critiques are not meant to say that OCAP and its style of organizing 

is completely democratic, organizationally sound, and not worthy of critique. In fact, Hewitt-

White, has delivered some stinging criticisms of the way OCAP inadvertently limits certain 

kinds of participation through its structures and actions. 

Who Participates? 
Hewitt-White’s feminist analysis centres on the ‘Queen’s Park Riot’ in June of 2000, and her 

critique needs to be taken very seriously, given that it is delivered by an OCAP supporter with 

first hand knowledge of the event and of OCAP’s organizational model. Her review of the 

events at Queen’s Park emphasizes that the entire process of planning and execution of the 

event may have unfolded in a way that inherently privileged the participation of white males. 

This, Hewitt-White suggests, made participation by women and visible minorities dangerous 

and difficult.  

Hewitt-White is quick to point out that the crowd at Queen’s park was very diverse 

(including a more or less equal male to female ratio and a broader range of representation 

across class and ethnocultural lines than comparable protest events).271 Still, she highlights the 

fact that when the action became violent, it was almost exclusively white-male participants who 

were involved in the confrontational front-portions of the crowd.272 Hewitt-White points to 

several key problems with this confrontational form of protest, mainly relating to the different 

                                                
270 e.g. Greene, Visibility, 91-97; OCAP, Pope Squat. 
271 Hewitt-White 188. 
272 Hewitt-White 187. Hewitt-White adds an important caveat to her observations at the protest: “At least this is how 

it looked from my line of vision – which was limited and chaotic as it would be or anyone being chased by club-
wielding police on horses.” 
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ways in which women and people of colour experience violence and police brutality.273 

People of colour in a largely white crowd, for example, who are engaging in confrontational 

acts, are less likely to be able to ‘blend in’ to the crowd and thus become much easier ‘targets’ 

for police.274 Hewitt-White’s overall message is that direct-action protest, if not developed, 

organized and enacted with a careful eye to race, class and gender privilege, is at risk of 

becoming an activity that subtly works to uphold damaging power dynamics.275 Her analysis is 

thorough and grounded in her own actual experience.  

That said, Hewitt-White also points out that some (albeit white male) participants at the 

Queen’s Park riot did not see the events unfolding in such a racialized, gendered manner, 

instead reporting quite the opposite.276 Additionally, Hewitt-White lauds some steps that OCAP 

has made towards breaking down the barriers for participation (including the facilitation of 

transportation and provision of child-care for planning meetings, and the completion of work 

that is traditionally gendered-female by paid staff).277 Finally, while Hewitt-White does provide 

some suggestions for improvement (essentially extending the flexibility and decentralized 

nature of organization at the protest through spontaneous, consensus-based spokes-councils) 

her solutions are not detailed enough to be convincingly applicable in practice. In particular, 

Hewitt-White says nothing about how her model could be practical in a crowded, loud, high-

tension situation where the police had already shown themselves to be impatient and 

aggressive.278 

                                                
273 Hewitt-White 188-9. 
274 Hewitt-White 189. 
275 Hewitt-White 189. 
276 Hewitt-White 187. 
277 “It is rare and refreshing,” says Hewitt-White, “to see any organization willingly assume part of the 

responsibilities traditionally designated for women in order to promote their participation at least on an 
organizational level.” Hewitt-White 188. 
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Despite these defences, it is extremely important for any supposedly democratic 

organization or movement to constantly be aware of a range of power-dynamics. Hewitt-White 

and Ross’s reflections on OCAP are an important contribution to this discussion. OCAP (along 

with all other social movement organizations) would do well to pay attention to participant-

critiques like those outlined here. 

Securing Securitization 
Finally, and briefly, some critics have pointed out that OCAP’s high profile militancy and the 

resulting police backlash helps to justify the growing levels of securitization present in a ‘post 

9/11’, neoliberal society. Even the usually sympathetic Naomi Klein has criticized OCAP’s use 

of language as being too easily relatable to terrorism by casual observers.279 OCAP has, after 

all, been cast as the stimulus and justification for the some of the contemporary shift to a 

language of ‘good and evil’ that fits within a broader anti-terror discourse of intensified 

securitization. Ontario’s crown attorney, for example, has openly referred to some OCAP 

actions as ‘terrorism’ and Toronto’s former police chief Julian Fantino was able to invoke 

similar language as a result of OCAP’s attempts at disruptive protest. In reference to some of 

OCAP’s campaigns of economic disruption, Fantino once said that “OCAP failed miserably, 

and the forces of good won today.”280 Like the critiques presented above, the claim that OCAP 

helps to justify the increasing discourses and practices of securitization may have some merit. 

However, given the proliferation of activity and discourse relating to the security and the 

securitization of everyday life, it seems doubtful that the behaviour of one group in one location 

could be the cause for a drift towards securitization that has been taking place on a much 

broader scale.  

                                                
279 Klein, “Rethinking…” 18. 
280 Qtd. in Jim Rankin, “Poverty and Protest Snarls Traffic,” Toronto Star 17 Oct 2001. 
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For their part, OCAP admits to having made mistakes along the way, while nevertheless 

dismissing much of the criticisms as “the indignation of the comfortably irrelevant.”281 The 

critiques offered here – that the type of politics in which OCAP engages eschews the possibility 

of building a progressive majority; that claims to anarchist democracy are not well founded; 

and that the group’s activities are still bound up in a white-supremacist patriarchy – each 

highlight important points of consideration and demonstrate that there is no consensus on how 

to build a local anti-poverty struggle, let alone a broad anti-neoliberal movement. While I have 

offered some defence of OCAP against these claims, each criticism has important lessons that 

need to be seriously taken into consideration by any emerging movement. As Hewitt-White 

points out in her article critiquing OCAP’s activities at Queen’s Park, members of any 

particular movement are not always well placed to be their own critics. Critical participants, 

observers, and thinkers, Hewitt-White says, need to hold all liberatory practices up to close 

scrutiny in order to ensure their ongoing efficacy and accessibility.282  

Chapter Conclusions 
This chapter has aimed to offer a comprehensive study of the emergence, development, and 

activity of the Ontario Coalition Against Poverty. I began by telling of the group’s inception 

during the final days of David Peterson’s Liberal government in Ontario, and touched on the 

confusing and often demoralizing Bob Rae/NDP years. The discussion of the Rae era again 

brought to light the fact that, in a rapidly neoliberalizing political climate, it seems that 

traditional social democratic forces opted for a path that catered to the moderate middle class, 

further closing avenues of participation for poor people and anti-poverty activists. The chapter 

then turned to OCAP’s rapid growth during the tenure of Mike Harris and the Ontario 

Conservatives. It is from this era that many of the examples of OCAP’s protest activities were 
                                                
281 Clarke, Fight to Win. 
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drawn. In order to summarize their organization, goals, and practices, I divided OCAP’s 

actions into two streams: less visible activity (including advocacy) and highly visible activity 

(including confrontational protest, political theatre, and enacting solutions), with examples 

given for each. These diverse forms of protest, I suggested, each contribute in their own way to 

the creation of opportunities for dignity building participation, where such possibilities did not 

previously exist.  

The last section of the chapter focused on the fact that OCAP is not flawless. Some key 

critiques from the political left were put forward, including suggestions that OCAP is divisive 

and hinders broad coalition building, that the group’s style of non-hierarchical organization is 

in fact a vanguard-in-hiding, and that its direct action tactics are not responsive enough to 

dynamics of race and gender. I suggested that while OCAP has some qualities to defend itself 

against these critiques, and has taken some initiatives to address the criticisms, that there are 

still significant organizational imperfections that should be seriously addressed by the group. 

To some extent, these criticisms will be further addressed (although indirectly) in chapter 

three, when the argument is put forward that OCAP may be best understood as an organization 

whose strong point is its confrontational tactics of agency building participation. In this sense, I 

am engaging in a debate about what constitutes ‘effective’ politics, and offering an answer that 

will implicitly differ from the positions of the critics discussed above. 

While this chapter has intentionally painted OCAP in a positive light, its actual role in 

combating poverty is surely limited. Even though the organization has, by most accounts, been 

a very successful relief organization, it still reaches a limited number of poverty-affected 

people in Toronto. For the most part, OCAP has failed to rebuild and maintain the large 

mobilizing potential that they demonstrated during the Harris years (with a few exceptions, 

such as the large show of support surrounding the pope-squat). Nor has the group demonstrated 
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a convincing ability to regularly achieve any measurable amount of policy successes (again, 

with some notable exceptions, like the successful squat-conversion at 89-90 Carlton Street in 

Toronto). On the other hand, OCAP’s public presence has, on some occasions, propelled the 

organization and its issues into public view. Though the media and word of mouth, OCAP’s 

visible behaviour has made the group and its constituency into members of the public sphere.  

Still, it is important to ask what makes OCAP and similar groups important players in 

neoliberal times? This is the question that is to be addressed in the third and final chapter. 
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Chapter 3: Participation, Politicization and Political Dignity 
 

Jonathan Greene, in his recent PhD dissertation, has already done an excellent job of using 

comparative studies that included OCAP to determine what sort of factors and stimuli may lead 

to effective and sustained anti-poverty movements.283 However, in the present section of this 

thesis I will address the question of movement formation, sustenance and efficacy from a 

slightly different angle, asking not: what factors make a movement possible at any given time? 

But rather: what convinces individuals and communities that they are competent actors entitled 

to a voice in social, political and economic processes? Put another way: How can an anti-

neoliberal social movement (in particular, a radical anti-poverty movement) go about 

developing and sustaining a sense of agency during difficult and depoliticizing political times? 

To answer this question, I will proceed with a discussion of politicization through participation, 

and the creation of political dignity through confrontational resistance. Arguments of this 

nature have been present throughout the thesis. However, this chapter will concentrate 

specifically on these dignity building processes, providing some tentative evidence that 

OCAP’s tactics and activities hold the potential to instil participants with a sense of political 

dignity, even in the face of the powerful attacks on agency-building present in neoliberal times. 

Given that little formal academic research has focused on the field of radical anti-poverty 

organizing – especially in Canada – other academic fields and geographic areas must be tapped 

to assist with the present analysis. Two types of scholarly research in particular prove to be 

useful in discussing the ways that direct and confrontational participation can potentially help 

the development of dignified political actors. First, some post-colonial and radical indigenous 

scholars have been addressing the psychological impacts of skewed power relations for some 
                                                
283 Greene, Boardrooms. 
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time. Incorporating this branch of scholarship proves to be very helpful in understanding the 

processes and conflicts at play in anti-poverty activism.284 Of primary interest here is the recent 

work of Glen Coulthard, which relies heavily on post-colonial psychologist and activist, Franz 

Fanon. The second branch of work used here is the sociological study of class relations as they 

play out in day-to-day life.285 For the present purposes, the working-class focused sociology of 

Richard Sennett (and his co-author Jonathan Cobb) is particularly useful.286 Several other 

scholars who may not fit so neatly into these two categories will also be utilized. All of this 

academic work will be employed to make one over-arching point: that the tactics of 

politicization being engaged in by radical anti-poverty movements are tactics that rely on the 

development of political dignity formed through direct confrontational participation. As it was 

defined in the introduction, political dignity refers to a belief that one’s self and one’s 

community are important actors that both deserve attention and have a place (or are at least 

entitled to have a place) in overarching political processes. 

It may be helpful to first recap and expand upon the most prominent effects of the 

neoliberalization present in chapter one, particularly as they relate to political dignity. 

Understanding Depoliticization: ‘Injured’ Subjectivities and the Vicious Cycle 
Discussing post-colonial theorist Franz Fanon in a recently published article, Glen Coulthard 

points out that: 
                                                
284 While colonial domination and systems of class inequality are in many ways quite different, the theorists to be 

discussed here put forward useful frameworks for understanding the shaping of all oppressed subjectivities 
(through the internalization of uneven power dynamics). In addition, poverty in Canada is widely understood to be 
a racialized phenomenon, which increased the applicability of this type of scholarship. For this, see Michael 
Ornstein, “Ethno-Racial Groups in Toronto, 1971-2001: A Demographic and Socio-Economic Profile,” (Toronto: 
York University Institute for Social Research, 2006). 

285 Much like the relationship between anti-colonial and anti-poverty struggles, the study of relationships between 
working class and capitalist class is not always directly applicable to the study of the poor-peoples social 
movements being studied here. As with anti-colonial theory, however, the fact remains that the study of the effects 
of long term power-inequalities within social relationships are useful in understanding the contemporary radical 
movements discussed here. 

286 While the book in question, The Hidden Injuries of Class, is credited to and was researched by both Richard 
Sennett and Jonathan Cobb, much of the analysis and all of the writing was completed by Sennett. For this reason, 
ideas put forward here from Sennett and Cobb’s book are credited to Sennett alone. Sennett and Cobb, Foreword. 
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In effect, Fanon revealed how, over time, colonized populations tend to internalize the derogatory 
images imposed on them by their colonial ‘masters’, and how as a result of this process, these images, along 
with the structural relations with which they are entwined, come to be recognized (or at least endured) as 
more or less natural.287 
  

Here, Coulthard uses Fanon to point out that entrenched colonial or imperial rule can lead to 

colonial subjects internalizing forms of racist misrecognition and hierarchical relationships that 

rely on damaging power relationships. Part of what Coulthard, and by extension Fanon, is 

discussing here could be understood as the internalization of an attack on political dignity, as 

colonized subjects accept their subservient role in unequal political relationships as ‘more or 

less natural’. The individuals in the marginalized group are, in a sense, governed into 

submission through the calculated administration of perceptions of shame and subordinance.288 

It is a process similar to the one Nicholas Rose describes, in which people are defined as 

deviant, and incapable of looking after themselves.289 These attacks on political dignity 

essentially limit the range of capacities that the marginalized or oppressed constituency may 

have.290 

Similarly, Richard Sennett and Jonathan Cobb highlight the ways that social inequality is 

normalized – particularly to those who are negatively affected – in their 1977 interview-based 

work The Hidden Injuries of Class.291 As Sennett and Cobb demonstrate (and as Marxists such 

as Althusser have discussed for some time), capitalism’s ideological dominance can cause 

disadvantaged and/or oppressed people to internalize and normalize the damaging aspects of 

class dynamics.292 When these dynamics become internal and appear as normal, their socially 
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constructed nature is hidden, making them appear as apolitical, and discouraging any form of 

public intervention or action.  

Over and over again, Sennett points out his interviewees’ lack of belief in their own agency. 

To make his point, Sennett highlights a cycle of injury in which two distinct but related attacks 

on dignity (and agency) are orchestrated by contemporary forms of social organization: the first 

attack is the construction of an intensified ethic of individual responsibility. This is, of course, a 

keystone of neoliberalization, and has only intensified since Sennett wrote in 1977. What 

Sennett uncovered in his subjects was the idea that one’s economic, social or political standing 

is an outcome solely of their ability, rather than structural or systemic causes. In other words, 

one’s dignity is derived solely from their achievements, while the ability to make these 

achievements is made extremely difficult by structural constraints. Here, the second portion of 

Sennett’s cycle of injury is revealed: the creation of apparent dignity building processes that do 

not work, resulting in a vicious cycle that seems to reinforce the neoliberal construction of 

success as an exclusive outcome of ability. In summary, the onus is placed on disadvantaged 

individuals and communities to “develop themselves for their dignity,” yet the “notions of 

development are always new and out of reach.”293 As a result, any lack of success in the life of 

marginalized individuals and communities appears as if it is caused by personal failure, even 

when this failure is virtually guaranteed by structural constraints. As Sennett suggests, society 

constructs “actions to be taken by people…to validate their dignity – legitimizations of self 

which do not, cannot work and so reinforce the original anxiety.”294 Self-doubt, in this sense, 

eclipses one’s belief in their own agency.295 While Sennett’s discussion relates mostly to 

success and dignity in and at work, it transfers easily to discussions of political dignity. This is 
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because it is not necessarily ‘work’ that Sennett blames for the problems he diagnoses, but 

hierarchical social structures and uneven power relations themselves. “When power becomes 

legitimate,” Sennett opines, “whatever dignity a man [sic] accords his ruler, he must necessarily 

deny himself.”296 These hierarchies that Sennett describes inside the workplace also exist 

outside of it, in everyday life, which has important implications. As Sennett concludes from his 

interviews, the lower one defines themselves in relationship to their superiors on a social 

hierarchy, the more their existence at the bottom of that hierarchy appears to be their own 

fault.297 Pierre Bourdieu agrees, and provides further evidence of self-perpetuating hierarchies 

from educational settings, where “…the further you go down the social scale the more 

[students] believe in natural talent or gifts – the more they believe that those who are successful 

are naturally endowed with intellectual capacities. And the more they accept their own 

exclusion.”298 Those at the bottom of the spectrum learn to understand their condition as 

natural, and behave in a manner that is appropriate for their perceived place in society. 

These scholars help to demonstrate that sustained constraints on participation (whether they 

are caused by narrowing institutional access, by the shifting priorities of popular political 

projects, by the sustained application of stigmas, by discursive limits on the possibility of 

political thought, or by any number of other factors) make it appear to actors that their input is 

neither desired nor effectual, and that this is a natural condition resulting from their own 

inadequacy and the inadequacy of their community. Using the logic introduced here through 

Fanon (via Coulthard), Sennett, and Bourdieu, we can safely assume that this sense of 

unimportance and inefficacy can be internalized in a way that would discourage a sense of 

political efficacy, and contribute to broader depoliticization and declining political dignity. 
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These scholars can also help us to understand that the problems faced by oppressed 

communities cannot be solved simply through structural change or material redistribution 

alone. There must also be a change in the subjectivities of the oppressed.299 As Rose points out, 

the subtle disciplines faced by individuals and communities have shaped the way that they 

conduct themselves.300 In the case of marginalized communities, people have internalized this 

discipline, which has placed them at the bottom of a scale of political importance, resulting in 

constrained political dignity. These internalized disciplinary structures need to be shed if the 

affected communities are to combat their naturalized subordinate position. Put more simply, 

injured communities and individuals need to re-envision their role and self-impression within 

the broader social organization. The question, of course, is how these self-impressions can be 

improved. 

Undoing the Injury: The Virtuous Cycle 
I will argue, using the work of Sennett, Coulthard, and Bernard Boxill, combined with the 

actual experience of OCAP and affiliated activists, that some evidence suggests that the 

approach being taken by OCAP politicizes participants. This is accomplished, I suggest, 

through the development or restoration of political dignity. Specifically, I will suggest that 

OCAP’s tactics could successfully restore political dignity via active, engaged, and 

confrontational participation.  

It can be inferred from the discussion above that if depoliticization is achieved through a 

sustained attack on political dignity, than some method of dignity building will be required for 

any process of politicization (or repoliticization) to take place. As Sennett points out, “the 

injuries of class ensure [that] people must fight self-doubt before they can fight the system.”301 
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Coulthard draws a similar conclusion, and moves one step further. Coulthard’s claim, 

ultimately a less necessarily violent re-reading of Fanon, is that communities with oppressed 

subjectivities must be active participants in the transformation (or at least attempted 

transformation) of the broader social structures that have caused the injustice and oppression in 

the first place.302 This participation, which Coulthard calls transformative praxis, helps lead to 

the development of individuals and communities that have forged their own, presumably 

dignified subjectivities. Likewise, Taiaike Alfred emphasizes that while ‘soft’ education is an 

important aspect of any type of transformation: 

…to move people from one level of understanding to another requires the stimulus of direct action in the 
political, economic, and social spheres to generate both the attention and reflection needed to force a 
furtherance of self-awareness and critical thinking… Education is both words and action.303 
 

Further theoretical evidence regarding the relationship between participation and a belief in 

one’s political dignity can be culled from the interpretation of W.E.B. Dubois found in Bernard 

R. Boxill’s 1976 article “Self-Respect and Protest.”304 Boxill’s article takes up some of the key 

debates present in the civil-rights movement of the 1960s (the same civil-rights movement that 

so worried Huntington and the Trilateral Commission)305 in order to discuss the profound 

impact that provocative protest can have on the individuals and communities that participate.306 

In a tone that more or less mirrors Coulthard and Alfred, Boxill suggests that, “if a person 

failed to express openly his [sic] outrage at injustice, however assiduously he worked against it, 

he would in the long run lose his self respect.”307 It is not even particularly clear, Boxill asserts, 

that those engaging in provocative protest are doing so in an effort to make other people agree, 

                                                
302 Coulthard, especially 449, 453-4, 456. 
303 Alfred 64. 
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negotiate, or even reconcile with them. Rather, the provocateurs could be understood as 

affirming their self-respect, their desire to participate and stand with their community, and their 

belief that the injuries they face are avoidable.308 Even when confrontation with established 

power structures may not be an effective tool in earning respect from established power or 

gaining concessions, Boxill says that, “it may [still] be an excellent way of confirming that one 

has faith in one’s worth.”309 Of course, this is not to say that the challenge to established order 

is not present, or unimportant. In fact, Boxill points out, the restoration of self-respect (or 

political dignity, or uninjured subjectivities) is in and of itself a challenge to the structures and 

forces that cause injury in the first place.310 

The point that Boxill is making is roughly the same one that Coulthard makes in reference to 

indigenous struggles, and that Sennett makes to some extent regarding working class struggle: 

that those who are on the receiving end of damaging, unequal power relationships must first 

and foremost regain their own dignity – in this case through provocative participation – before 

any new, less oppressive relationships can be crafted. 

The international study of civic culture by Gabriel A. Almond and Sidney Verba that was 

referenced in the introduction to this thesis also provides some evidence of this virtuous cycle: 

“…there is some evidnence,” Almond and Verba suggest, “that the subjective estimate of one’s 

propensity to act in this challenging political situation is closely related to actual attempts to 

influence government.”311 In short, the majority of people who feel that they have a significant 
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role in political questions have, at some point in their lives, had experience in attempting to 

exert influence.312 

To recap: Sennett, Coulthard and Boxill contribute to making the case that the depoliticizing 

injuries which develop out of sustained marginalization can, and to some extent must be 

remedied through active participation that confronts the structures of oppression. This way, the 

actors involved not only hold the potential of remedying the structural problems, but also of 

developing or restoring their individual and collective political dignity. This restored dignity 

opens up the possibility for the creation of new subjectivities that remedy the internalized 

injuries of long periods of marginalization and oppression. The creation or restoration of 

political dignity is important because of the link between faith in the political dignity of self 

and community, and the possibilities for collective action. As Boxill points out, “when an 

individual desires to know whether he [sic] has self-respect, what he needs is not evidence of 

his worth in general but evidence of his faith in his worth.”313 As chapter one discussed, 

neoliberalization has resulted in a circumstance in which little evidence of this type can be 

found through institutional channels. Chapter one also discussed the fact that few steps have 

been taken to remedy the lack of self-worth building mechanisms in poor communities by left-

leaning political parties or labour unions. However, there is some evidence that suggests radical 

anti-poverty organizations are creating the space for the necessary type of participation. 

To summarize, where neoliberalization creates a vicious cycle in which oppression and a 

systematic delegitimization of collective action creates injuries to political dignity, participation 

of the type encouraged by radical anti-poverty movements can create a virtuous cycle wherein 

social participation could breed political dignity, which in turn could lead to more action and 
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new actors. Here, the virtuous cycle could repeat, encouraging the oppositional movement – 

or at least the previously non-existent potential for opposition – to grow. Several examples of 

anti-poverty activity that seem to corroborate the discussion presented above can be found. If – 

as the evidence provided below tentatively seems to suggest – OCAP’s strategies have led to 

the development of political dignity, than a compelling case can be made that the anti-poverty 

group should be understood and analyzed on the grounds of agency building. This would go 

some distance in countering many of OCAP’s critics, who – as the previous chapter made clear 

– tend to concentrate on other areas (such as whether or not OCAP is divisive, or directly 

responsible for policy changes), while ignoring OCAP’s important role in the construction of 

political dignity. 

One example of OCAP’s efficacy in confrontational agency-building is found in the 

statement of a participant in the oft-cited ‘Queen’s Park Riots’. After being charged for their 

involvement in the scuffle, the activist stated, “When I look back now, if I am a criminal for 

being a voice of poor people, then I am proud to be this criminal.” 314 This statement points to 

the ways that personal self worth (here characterized as pride) was transformed through 

confrontational participation. 

Another, clearer example of the above process at work is told by Sarah Lamble, one of the 

squatters involved in a Peterborough, Ontario squat led by the Peterborough Coalition Against 

Poverty (PCAP). Lamble recalls the impact that the squat had on one of its participants: 

There was a woman who had been homeless for many years and she said… ‘when I was on welfare, I was 
just treated with such disrespect, and felt like nobody cared about me. When I came and lived in the squat, I 
felt like I had community, and I felt like I had dignity and respect. So, even though I only lived in the squat 
for two weeks before we were evicted, those two weeks were really important to me in terms of my sense of 
dignity.’315  
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Through their collective organization of the squat, PCAP not only overcame the structural 

barriers to social participation, but did so in a way that apparently instilled a sense of dignity 

(political and otherwise) within participants.  

Squatting is just one activity that radical, local anti-poverty movements have used to 

facilitate political dignity building participation. Providing transportation to and from events 

that poor people could not otherwise attend is another.316 Advocacy provides an avenue for less 

intimidating participatory experience for both the advocate (who is able to work to improve the 

material well-being of others in their community) and the individual receiving assistance (who 

is empowered by gaining assistance, but also knowledge and experience in confronting their 

situation, rather than simply having someone act entirely on their behalf).317 Advocacy’s 

specific role in this dignity building process is discussed further below. Whatever the method, 

the social facilitation of otherwise difficult participation is, like the squatter suggested above, 

an effective method for the creation or restoration of political dignity. 

OCAP organizer John Clarke seems to indicate that his organization understands this dignity 

building dynamic when he discusses ‘Mulroneyville’ (a short-lived tent city in downtown 

Toronto). In reference to the shutting down of the tent city by police, Clarke opines that actions 

do not have to have empirically verifiable policy gains in order to help movements consolidate 

and grow.318 This is of course not to say that Clarke and the movement he works with don’t feel 

that results are important, but that other priorities also play a role in movement activity. 

“Mobilization shouldn’t be frivolous,” Clarke says elsewhere, “but I think it’s good if people 

enjoy this kind of activity. It’s very uplifting.”319 Statements of this type seem to indicate that 
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radical anti-poverty organizations understand and develop the relationship between 

participation and dignity-oriented politicization processes.  

Many people are critical of OCAP-style confrontational behaviour, suggesting that a less 

provocative approach would do more good for the anti-poverty cause. However, as Piven and 

Cloward have shown, the existing evidence suggests that this is not the case. Where poor 

people have won concessions, they have done so through disruption.320 Further, the dignity 

building channels that are present for middle-class people are not always there for poor 

communities. The reality is that poor people, at this time, cannot form a voting majority, cannot 

go on strike, and have had more and more trouble attracting the attention of the mainstream 

left. Thus, the channels that remain for political dignity building participation are narrow. The 

evidence presented here suggests that OCAP may have found one way to foster and sustain 

political dignity for poor communities and anti-poverty activists.  

OCAP’s focus on the creation of space for active participation can be seen in several ways. 

The way participation is discussed by Clarke, for example, says a lot about the movement’s 

approach. “People learn relatively little by getting kicked in the face,” he says, “and a great 

deal more by fighting back.”321 Clarke and OCAP seem set on making this participation visible, 

as a way of drawing in more participants and sympathizers. OCAP attempts to accomplish this, 

in part, by engaging in the political theatre described in chapter two. When OCAP’s critics 

point to the fact that public spectacle and media stunts lack focus and rarely produce policy 

outcomes, Clarke responds by suggesting that the point is not simply to win policy concessions, 

but also to bring in new participants.322 These participants can then potentially be drawn into 

the virtuous cycle of political dignity building. From passers by who enjoy the irony of good 
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artistic critique, to working people who realize their inherent power in the labour process, to 

completely disenfranchised poor individuals and communities, some element of movement 

building can potentially take place as OCAP visibly enacts their dignity building participation 

processes in very public ways. Even those unwilling to engage in public spectacle of this sort, 

or people unable to risk arrest, are able to experience the participatory process. Advocacy 

casework, for example, creates room for a less confrontational brand of direct participation that 

regularly produces concrete results.323 OCAP characterizes its direct action casework as a 

process that serves to empower those involved by showing that poor people and anti-poverty 

activists, when acting collectively and confrontationally, can participate in the amelioration of 

both their own specific hardships and the systemic circumstances that cause these hardships.324 

The process encourages participation where it may not have existed before, potentially 

encouraging entry into the virtuous cycle of political dignity building. 

While conclusions cannot be drawn simply from statements by high-profile organizers like 

Clarke, it is nonetheless true that OCAP’s actions have, on occasion, clearly instilled a sense of 

political efficacy not just within the ranks of the poor and unemployed, but also within 

communities that have not traditionally been its support base. For example, the anti-Mike 

Harris actions that took place in the late 1990s at the now infamous ‘Queen’s Park Riots’ 

described in chapter two eventually led to a strong showing up support. The show of solidarity 

that arose around the charges faced by high-profile OCAP members demonstrates that some 

level of support exists for confrontational, engaged participation, and that this type of action 

can bring new participants, supporters and observers into the dignity building fold. 
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Overcoming Barriers to Participation 

The structural barriers faced by poor people’s movements are not small. As Bourdieu points 

out (while discussing unemployed workers movements in France) a key victory of poor 

people’s movements is their very existence in the face of neoliberalism’s challenge to their 

formation.325 Here, Bourdieu alludes to the fact that the very existence of OCAP (and other 

confrontational anti-poverty groups engaged in dignity building) is in and of itself a mechanism 

for the creation of political dignity. Chapter one discussed the significant closure of avenues for 

participation within neoliberalism, even within the mainstream left. The chapter also pointed to 

the proliferation of governing rationalities that discourage collective action. Combined with the 

internalization of injury discussed above, the roadblocks to the participation of poor people and 

anti-poverty activists can appear insurmountable. Those who are combating poverty, then, are 

not only combating inequality, but also structural barriers to movement building, and 

widespread indifference to their cause, even within progressive communities. As John Clarke 

himself observed in 1992, organizing poor communities is extremely difficult because, “there is 

a stigmatization that (and this is no accident) discourages collective action.”326  

OCAP’s commitment to creating processes through which disadvantaged individuals and 

communities can participate in confrontational action (whether that be in the OCAP office or 

on the street) seems to be one way that the structural barriers can begin to be overcome. By 

demonstrating that it is possible to believe in the political dignity of one’s self and one’s 

community, and by establishing connections with other movements doing the same thing, 

OCAP becomes a body with the potential to build political dignity on a wider scale.  

This focus on participation is not meant to underplay the role of ‘soft’ educational processes 

and the importance of analysis in creating on-the-ground action. However, as Himani Bannerji 
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recently stated: “People start with some sensitization, but doing is the best teacher you can 

have.”327 OCAP’s commitment to embodying Bannerji’s claim – understanding and acting 

upon the relationship between participation and political dignity – is captured succinctly by 

long time member Stephen Pilipa when he comments that “vigorous, combative, disruptive and 

direct forms of protest action are the leading edges of maintaining any meaningful dissent in a 

democratic society.”328 

Individual Responsibility vs. Autonomy and Self Determination 
It might be argued that by adopting a language of dignity, autonomous efficacy, and self-

transformation, that anti-poverty organizers are simply helping to ‘re-inscribe’ a central tenet of 

neoliberalism: individualism. For example, Nicholas Rose warns that to “…live as an 

autonomous individual” is to simply have learned to enforce neoliberal doctrine on yourself.329 

Indeed, OCAP seems to adopt a language of individual responsibility on multiple occasions, 

suggesting that if the state will not provide for them, they will find ways of acting by 

themselves, for themselves.330 While the differences between neoliberalism’s focus on 

individual responsibility and anti-poverty movements’ interest in what could be called 

autonomous self-determination may seem subtle, they are extremely important.331 Without 

spending too much time delving into the intricacies, some differences are worth pointing out.332 

First and foremost, OCAP’s encouragement of autonomy is not separated from a systemic 
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critique of capitalism. The individuality pushed in neoliberalization, on the other hand, is 

quite removed from this critique.333 Another important way that differences are made visible is 

by looking at the highly divergent beliefs that each approach (neoliberalism vs. radical anti-

poverty) holds about the definition of freedom.  

As Wendy Brown points out, the hegemonic (neoliberal) notion of freedom today is highly 

individualistic, built upon an individual’s freedom to act within the marketplace.334 It is a 

freedom that frees individuals from responsibility to their community.335 As such, this freedom 

could be characterized as anti-social. This brand of freedom is theoretically instilled upon each 

individual to act, in the marketplace, with less and less constraint. This includes, as it was 

suggested in chapter one, the freedom to exploit one’s peers, to keep useful technology from 

the community for the purpose of personal benefits, and the freedom to profit from tragedy.336 

As such, this freedom has helped, quite intentionally, to build and restore the class power that 

was lost in more social, Keynesian times.337 

In contrast, the view of freedom found in the call for a ‘basic right of self-determination’ that 

underlies the activity of radical anti-poverty organizations is one that is inherently more social.  

There is an implicit and explicit recognition that neoliberal, capitalist, individual freedom 

puts structures in place that serve to benefit some more than others, and that these structures 

need to be overcome through social means. This includes both institutionally social means (as 

in social services, as seen in OCAP’s advocacy work, or the group’s hunger clinics and broader 

campaigns to ‘raise the rates’ for recipients of welfare and disability support) as well as more 
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liberatory practices (as in collective action, struggle, and direct, confrontational 

participation with transformative goals).  

Even where the language of neoliberalism is visible (such as it commonly is during squat 

actions when participants claim to be making up for the lack of institutional social support by 

solving the problems “for our selves, by ourselves”) the social aspects and rejection of the 

neoliberal variant of individual freedom are clear. This is visible in the fact that the pope-squat, 

for example, was intended not only to make up for the social shortcomings of a neoliberal 

government, but also act as a community centre that focused on networking and organizing 

activists as a part of a broader social movement.338 In fact, OCAP and affiliated movements 

have always been clear that they intend their squats to be a part of a larger movement to create 

networks of non-market, sometimes activist-run housing that allows people to develop freely in 

a setting that is achieved and maintained in a social fashion.339  

In the end, while the language is similar, neoliberal freedom and individual responsibility 

relate to one’s ability to operate freely in the marketplace with little or no responsibility to the 

well being of others. Conversely, the socially rooted autonomy and self-determination of anti-

poverty movements refers to a rejection of modes of formal and informal governing that uphold 

structural barriers and unequal power relations. 

Chapter Conclusions 
As the discussion above suggests, neoliberalism makes the fostering of collective action 

extremely difficult, especially within communities that have faced prolonged periods of 

marginalization and oppression.340 This is especially true when the change that is being sought 

lies outside of the interests of established power, and thus outside of paradigmatic restrictions 
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of neoliberal thought and action. These restrictions are amplified by the fact that the 

consensus surrounding neoliberalization seems to have achieved unprecedented levels of 

systemic coherence that has spread, it seems, even to the mainstream left.341 This coherence 

inherently discourages social, collective action.342 Within this coherence lies a vicious cycle of 

injury that systematically attacks the political dignity of marginalized individuals and 

communities. This vicious cycle works because the emphasis that neoliberal forms of 

organization put on personal responsibility hides the systemic causes of injury. This makes 

undoing the injury extremely difficult, given the fact that the required action (success) is 

inherently placed out of reach. 

The present chapter, however, has suggested that OCAP and other radical anti-poverty 

groups have found one potential way to circumvent the vicious cycle of injury, by constructing 

a virtuous cycle of confrontational participation. This cycle was presented in theory using the 

insights of scholars like Glen Coulthard (and his work on Franz Fanon), Taiaike Alfred, 

Richard Sennett, Bernard Boxill (and his work on W.E.B. Dubois) and Pierre Bourdieu. These 

processes, as the evidence presented here suggests, could go some distance in repairing the 

injuries of long-term oppression and thorough depoliticization experienced by poor 

communities under neoliberalism. At the very least, the discussions above show that 

considerations of the efficacy of radical anti-poverty groups should take their tactics of 

confrontational political dignity building into account.  
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Conclusions 
 

In this thesis I have made the argument that the ideological and discursive dominance 

achieved through processes of neoliberalization has led to widespread depoliticization. In 

particular, I have focused on the ways in which the intentional proliferation of marketization 

and individualism has led to the creation of systemic barriers to the formation of collective 

action. Additionally, the argument was made that the unfavourable political conditions created 

by neoliberalization have led the mainstream left to move in a direction that caters to the 

moderate middle class. This, in turn, has meant that poor people and anti-poverty activists have 

faced even more daunting barriers to political participation. 

These phenomena were demonstrated by comparing and contrasting neoliberalism with the 

Keynesian welfare state that it replaced, both in a theoretical sense and via a case study of 

Ontario. Here, it was found that the possibilities for institutional participation under 

Keynesianism somewhat encouraged the development of social behaviour, and that the 

necessary political space for collective action was, relative to today, rather plentiful. The 

institutional closures and inequality generated by neoliberalization, however, was not an 

accidental phenomenon, but a calculated political and economic project (backed up 

intellectually by academics like Milton Friedman and Samuel Huntington) that resulted in a 

reversal of the relative distribution of wealth and power that had taken place during the 

Keynesian era. 

 Following this discussion of neoliberalization in general and in Ontario, my focus turned to a 

group that has been targeting some of neoliberalism’s effects for several decades: the Ontario 

Coalition Against Poverty. OCAP was presented as one example of a broader type of protest 
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group that has proliferated since the 1990s, one that focuses on both highly visible direct-

action strategies, as well as on less visible processes of institutional advocacy. 

In the final chapter, I concluded that OCAP and similar groups have an important 

contribution to make to a conversation about resisting the harshest effects of neoliberalism. 

Instead of judging radical anti-poverty organizations on their policy successes or skills as 

coalition builders, I put forward the argument that OCAP’s tactics represent a seemingly 

successful attempt to build meaningful political dignity within a constituency that has been 

disproportionately disempowered by neoliberalization. 

Relying on a broad range of theoretical insights including working-class focused sociology, 

post-colonial theory, and others, I suggested that their process of encouraging politicization in a 

thoroughly depoliticized environment – a process that relies heavily on political-dignity 

building through engaged, confrontational participation – makes the organization worthy of 

attention from the broader anti-neoliberal community. While the evidence put forward is not 

conclusive, it is enough to suggest that further study of radical, local anti-poverty organizations 

like OCAP should take these insights into consideration.  

This thesis has presented radical, local anti-poverty organizations in a relatively positive 

light. However, their existence is not necessarily a cause for celebration. As I suggested in the 

introduction, historically comparable movements have arisen mostly under disastrous 

economic, political and social conditions. The growth of OCAP and similar movements could 

be read as a warning sign that our political, economic, and social circumstances are more tragic 

than many may think.  

The intent here has been on one hand to highlight the dismal political realities that are present 

under today’s condition neoliberalism, while on the other hand to suggest that some creative 

and exciting oppositional organizations do exist. I also argued that these movements do not 
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necessarily need to be judged on their policy successes or their popularity, but by their 

potential ability to instil political dignity in thoroughly depoliticized times. These movements 

are important for a host of reasons, not the least of which is their success as relief 

organizations.343 They are also important, to borrow a phrase from Pierre Bourdieu, in the way 

that they break “the appearance of unanimity which is the greater part of the symbolic force of 

dominant discourse.”344  

I am not suggesting that it is time to celebrate OCAP as the ultimate model of anti-neoliberal 

behaviour. Still, as I have argued in this thesis, there are some vitally important lessons to be 

learned from this type of protest activity. These lessons are lost, of course, if organizations like 

OCAP are simply cast-aside or written off in the press, public, or academia as senseless 

agitators.  

David Harvey has suggested that neoliberalism in North America arose and was ‘tested out’ 

on a local, urban scale, specifically, in New York City the 1970s.345 This makes it conceivable 

that some form of oppositional movements to neoliberalism could also arise from and be ‘tested 

out’ within local, urban settings. The movements discussed here operate on such a level, and I 

have argued here that it is time to give more attention to the way that these radical anti-poverty 

groups encourage participation in such an unfriendly political climate. If – as I suggested above 

– neoliberalization results in growing inequality, intensified individualization and decreasing 

avenues for political participation, than those wishing to stand in opposition to this 

neoliberalization may do well to look at any collection of actors who are fighting inequality by 

socially encouraging the development of participants with a robust sense of political dignity. 

 

                                                
343 e.g. Greene, Visibility 95. 
344 Pierre Bourdieu, “Introduction,” Acts of Resistance: Against The Tyranny of the Market (France, The New Press, 

1999) vii. 
345 Harvey, Neoliberalism Chapter 2; Harvey, Limits xxii. 
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