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“Ideology” is a word commonly used in the social sciences to refer to more-
or-less articulate and generally coherent belief systems that are said to 
motivate political action. 
—Canadian Politics, edited by James Bickerton and Alain-G. Gagnon, 2002, 
“Contrasting ideologies in Canada: What’s Left? What’s Right?” Raymond 
Bazowski, p. 79 
 
The current dominant ideology guiding government decision is neo-
liberalism. 
—The Political eZine – Canada, “The Neo-Liberal Dogma & Canada,” 
http://politics.lilithezine.com/The-Neo-Liberal-Dogma-and-Canada.html, 
Laila Abu-Jazar, August 2009 
 
…[Stephen] Harper, the first truly neoliberal Prime Minister… 
—The Harper Record, edited by Teresa Healy, pdf, Canadian Centre for 
Policy Alternatives (CCPA), “Economy, Trade and Investment: Foreign 
Ownership,” Mel Watkins, September 22, 2008,  
p. 102 

 
THE TORIES’ NEOLIBERALISM AND EDUCATION 
 
 The purpose of this essay is to show how education in Canada—and the 

conditions for Canadian students—has eroded under the federal Tories’ neoliberalism. 

The essay is also supposed to show how neoliberalism in general leads to deterioration in 

the quality of education and in the quality of life for students affected by it. 

NEOLIBERALISM AND CANADA 

 The current Canadian government—that is, the federal Tories led by Prime 

Minister Stephen Harper—is neoliberal. What does this mean? 

Canada: The neoliberal program is largely about making the market supreme, 
reducing the size of government, and promoting individualism over social 
decisions. It operates through reducing government revenue through tax cuts, 
particularly for the well-off, and then using the ensuing lower revenue as an 
excuse for cutting services. The market, rather than collective social decisions 



and rights, is seen as the appropriate way to make decisions, particularly 
about resource allocation and, consequently, services. Privatizing is the 
preferred way of providing consumer choice in markets. (my italics) 
—Monitor, “Neoliberal assault on education sparks global resistance,” 
periodical of the CCPA, Larry Kuehn, September 2006, p. 20 
 

 In other essays, attempts were made to relate neoliberalism to fascism. (“The 

Tories’ War on Canada’s Arts,” Rolf Auer; “The Tories and Canada are Incompatible,” 

Rolf Auer) According to the Oxford Dictionary of Current English, 4th edition, 2006, 

fascism is defined, in definition (2), as “extreme right-wing or intolerant views or 

behaviour.” 

 Certainly, members of the current federal government hold views ranging from 

right-wing to the far-right. This can be verified by even a cursory examination of any 

number of its members’ past statements, including those of Harper.  

 In addition to being referred to as neoliberal, the federal government has also 

often been called neoconservative (“neo-cons”). These terms are virtually identical. 

[T]he contemporary practice of treating “neo-conservatism” and “neo-
liberalism” as commensurate terms signals a significant late twentieth-century 
ideological development. Specifically, “neo-conservatism” is a term 
frequently used to describe the American right in the Reagan and post-
Reagan years. 
—Canadian Politics, edited by James Bickerton and Alain-G. Gagnon, 2002, 
“Contrasting ideologies in Canada: What’s Left? What’s Right?” Raymond 
Bazowski, p. 88 
 

 In Canada, however, neoliberalism more accurately reflects the ideology of our 

federal government. (Ibid., p. 89) 

Neo-liberalism is a set of economic policies that have dominated [Canadian] 
politics for the last 25 years. Essentially, neo-liberalism contains many 
elements. The foundation of neo-liberalism is a free-market economy, where 
there is as little government intervention as possible. Secondly, neo-liberals 
aim towards the privatization of public services. They argue that the private 
sector will deliver these services more efficiently. Neo-liberals also advocate 
for less spending on social services in order to minimize government 



intervention. (my italics) Overall, a neo-liberal state is one in which each 
individual competes against every other individual – everyone is out for him 
or herself…. Neo-liberalism is credited with economic growth, but it is also 
blamed for economic and social disasters such as the widening gap between 
the rich and the poor in developed countries, and the current global financial 
meltdown that was created by the deregulation of banks…. In the past 25 
years we have seen leaders implement neoliberal policies such as the 
privatization of Canada’s hospitals, schools, municipal services, community 
centres, social services and utilities. They also promote free trade agreements, 
which have been described as “corporate bill of rights” (Keuhn, 2008:91). It 
also includes the cuts in funding among services that were once funded by the 
government such as education, child care provisions and welfare programs 
(my italics)…. In our contemporary Canadian state, Stephen Harper’s 
government is as neo-liberal as the last. Harper seeks to maximize market 
oriented values. Stephen Harper has decreased taxes for citizens while 
decreasing state funding in programs such as education and health care 
(Brown, 2008:37). (my italics) 
—The Political eZine – Canada, “The Neo-Liberal Dogma & Canada,” 
http://politics.lilithezine.com/The-Neo-Liberal-Dogma-and-Canada.html, 
Laila Abu-Jazar, August 2009 
 
Why has privatization stalled? Public opinion won’t stand for it…. Because 
there is little voter support for privatization, advocates [for privatization] have 
regrouped around a stealth kind of privatization, the public-private 
partnership or P3. A private company builds a school, hospital, highway, 
sewage plant or prison, and the government leases or pays the company a fee 
to run it. The federal [Harper] government is requiring that provinces and 
cities consider [P3s] when they build infrastructure that uses federal 
money….Here are some of the key factors in public support for the public 
values in public services: 

1. Democracy: People are emotionally attached to democracy. 
Privatization is undemocratic. … 

2. Secrecy: Most privatization deals are negotiated and signed in secret. 
… 

3. Quality: Privatizers contend that their involvement in P3 projects 
reduces costs. But the public does not necessarily agree that the low 
bidder should carry out public services. Public values recognize that 
unionized public-owned services are better than non-union, investor-
driven contractors. … 

4. Security: The most admired professions are public employees: 
firefighters, nurses, doctors, teachers and police. What do they have in 
common? Their training and responsibility for security. Adding safety 
to any job makes it more likely that public opinion will want it 
provided by a government, not a company. … 

–“Privatization: a reality check,” http://www.publicvalues.ca/ViewArticle.	  
cfm?Ref=002, Mark Zwelling, November 11, 2007 



LITERACY AND EDUCATION 

 Neoliberalism ultimately affects our language and therefore our thinking patterns. 

What immediately follows are some insights by an adult education writer on the 

relationship between neoliberalism and literacy. 

It seems to me that neoliberal ideas and the policies that flow from them are 
having a profound effect on our language and ultimately our thinking and 
understanding of adult literacy and literacy work. The language of 
neoliberalism is the language of the market—it is language that reflects the 
values of the market, of trade and commerce…. From the ideological 
perspective of neoliberalism, education serves as a means to train people to 
work within, and to accept, a globalized economic order….  
 

Oppressive state language—that is, currently the language of 
neoliberal government—is more violent than its bland, rather 
absurd surface might lead us to believe. It is at work here, busily 
containing what we can do, what we can understand. It is the 
language in which the auditor is king. It is a language that 
destroys social responsibility and critique that invites a mindless, 
consumer-oriented individualism to flourish and kills off 
conscience. 
—Discourse: studies in the cultural politics of education, “The 
impossibility of intellectual work in neoliberal regimes,” 
Bronwyn Davies, 2005 
 

Business leaders, through the Conference Board of Canada, have consistently 
made the “business case” for literacy in the interests of the economy…. This 
one dimensional, functional approach to literacy has not been seriously 
examined or contested within the adult literacy community, although, clearly, 
how literacy is perceived, funded, provided and valued is deeply affected. 
Ultimately, under such a scheme, adult literacy becomes a form of training, in 
which technique is privileged over content and it becomes easier to develop 
short-term, time-limited programs with specific employment-related intent—
that will, of necessity, exclude many people and will result in a validation of 
the “train the best and ignore the rest” policy. A more multi-dimensional view 
of literacy in which learning is viewed as encompassing aspects of self-
discovery and self-development, and in which there is room and 
encouragement for reflection and examination of the broader social, personal 
and economic contexts in which the learner locates herself, is not considered. 
—Literacies #10, “Neoliberalism and literacy: a personal reflection,” 
www.literacyjournal.ca, Maria Moriarty, spring 2009, Google title and use 
Quick View: scroll down to read entire document 
 



 A research paper done jointly by the CCPA and a number of teachers’ federations, 

titled Commercialism in Canadian Schools: Who’s Calling the Shots? (2006), discusses 

one direct effect of neoliberal underfunding of education: the creeping influence of 

market commercialization in Canadian schools and on children who attend them. This is 

related to the later discussion in this essay of corporatization and education. 

 The far-reaching effects of the Tories’ ideology begin by failing children at a very 

young age. 

In the latest UNICEF report card on the rights of children, Canada failed to 
meet nine of the 10 benchmarks of minimum standards for early child care 
and education…. Nearly 70% of Canadian mothers work, but many thousands 
of families in Canada still lack child care spaces for their young children—
particularly affordable, high-quality child care and education. On average, 
when child care space is available, parents in Canada have to pay 50% of the 
costs, in contrast to the average of 30% that parents normally pay in Europe. 
—Monitor, “Canada lags far behind other developed nations in caring for and 
educating children,” CCPA, February 2009, p. 29 
 

 Where does it stop? 

Literacy programs have been among the targets of federal government 
cutbacks. 
—Monitor, “Three out of 10 Canadian adults ‘functionally illiterate,’” CCPA, 
Eric Robinson, December 2008/January 2009, p. 34 
 

 One can only speculate what motivates a neoliberal government to cut funding for 

literacy programs. What might the outcome be? 

Canada has an illiterate and semiliterate population estimated at 42 percent of 
the whole… 
—Empire of Illusion: The End of Literacy and the Triumph of Spectacle, 
“The Illusion of Literacy,” Chris Hedges, 2009, p. 44 
 

 Is it any wonder attention-getting TV political attack ads—used by the federal 

Tories more often than any other government in Canadian history—are so successful? 



 Is this massive failure of Canadian literacy somehow the fault of Canada’s 

institutions of higher learning? 

At last fall’s [2007] University of Toronto conference on academic freedom, 
Freedom of Speech, Freedom to Teach, Jim Turk, executive director of the 
Canadian Association of University Teachers, offered some useful reminders: 

• The concept of academic freedom is notional, without substance in 
law. 

• High schools are organized around obedience, not awareness. 
• Colleges have some free speech protections under the Charter, 

universities none. 
• Only collective agreements can link academic freedom to job security. 
• Universities remain élite institutions, disguising power as knowledge 

while constraining the individual, courageous voice. 
…. 
The Palestine issue has clearly been a test for universities. As distinguished 
scholars John Mearsheimer and Stephen Walt note in their bestselling The 
Israel Lobby and U.S. Foreign Policy, universities have been under 
tremendous pressure to block debate and activism around Israel. And they 
have tried to comply. Canadian university presidents issued a statement last 
summer (2007) opposed to the Israeli boycott/divestment/sanctions (BDS) 
campaign. Student and faculty outrage at such muzzling forced a public 
debate at Ryerson on the subject in late November. Six hundred attended. No 
one died from the exchange of views. Similarly, McMaster University was 
forced to retract its attempted censorship of the phrase “Israeli apartheid.” We 
can be relieved that Parliament was loud in indignation when Stephen Harper 
insulted the Holocaust recently by suggesting that criticism of Israel was anti-
Semitic. But the trend toward silencing by institutions within our democratic 
society is nonetheless disturbing, as these examples illustrate. Today, 
critically-minded university and college instructors face formidable structural 
limitations to their teaching. The most obvious one is how to get tenure if 
your views are edgy…. A secondary structural limitation derives from the 
role of the mainstream media as gatekeepers for legitimate opinion. “Good 
intellectuals” are embedded in positions of regular commentary, while 
resistant intellectuals are asked critical or skeptical questions on those rare 
occasions when, for the sake of “balance,” they might appear. 
—Monitor, “Freedom of speech in our schools not guaranteed or protected,” 
CCPA, Roger Langen, July/August 2008, pp. 36-7 
 

 (For an example of mistreatment of a resistant intellectual, see Margaret 

Atwood’s blog entry titled, “Bunfights in the Dark: #C32,” March 11, 2011, on her blog: 

http://marg09.wordpress.com. She isn’t an intellectual as in the sense of a tenured 



professor at a university, but she is by definition 9 at www.dictionary.com, “a person 

professionally engaged in mental labor, as a writer or teacher.”) 

 There is some good news in all of this. For some students, all is not lost in the 

conflict between neoliberalism and academics. 

If you’re not a reader of [the CCPA’s quarterly education journal Our 
Schools/Our Selves], you owe it to yourself to get hold of a copy of its Fall 
2007 issue, whose main theme is “Media Education and Educating the 
Media.” You’ll learn that media education has become mandatory in English 
Language Arts in Canadian schools, that Media Literacy is being 
incorporated into reading, writing, and communications subjects in many 
schools across the country, and that “educators agree that helping young 
people think critically about popular media is an important part of their job.” 
We already seem to have more media-literate people in Canada than in the 
United States, judging by the polls, but the majority still remain under the 
media-induced spell. Most Canadians still support NAFTA, for example, still 
favour tax cuts over social spending, still prefer the undemocratic first-past-
the-post election system. The more students who learn to question, 
understand, and evaluate what they see and hear in the commercial media, the 
closer the emergence of a truly well-informed citizenry (and thus a genuine 
democracy) comes to reality. The teachers who have taken on the challenge 
of creating media-savvy students are performing a vitally important service 
for this country. Freeing young minds from the prison-cells of neoliberal 
propaganda, opening them up to the vision of a better and fairer world—this 
is surely a noble calling. 
—Monitor, “Creating an un-brainwashed generation is a noble calling,” 
CCPA, Ed Finn, December 2007/January 2008, p. 4 
 

 Is it any wonder the Harper government sees that money goes into Business, 

Science and Technology departments at universities, to the neglect of liberal studies? 

(This statement is illustrated in the next section.) 

CORPORATIZATION AND EDUCATION 

 What happens when the driving engines of the free-market economy—

corporations, the epitomizations of neoliberalism—tangle with educational institutions? 

Ultimately, however, we think that it is less important to focus on the benefits 
and harms of corporatization than it is to focus on what it leads the university 
to become, and what this transformation means for the well-being and future 



of citizens. Corporatization converts universities from public-serving 
institutions into knowledge businesses; that is, it changes the university from 
a publicly accessible resource for social development that benefits a diversity 
of groups in a wide variety of ways into an institution that produces products 
and services for specific markets and paying clients. Whether or not the 
Canadian public supports this transformation has not been asked. Instead, 
the decision to pursue this transformation has been taken by default, and, in 
some respects, by stealth. Citizens need not—indeed, must not—uncritically 
accept this development. We can and should examine and question what has 
been done to our nation’s universities, and from there take steps to ensure 
that they clearly reflect our collective will and fulfill our aspirations. (my 
italics) 
—Monitor, “What’s wrong with corporatizing Canada’s universities? 
Plenty!” CCPA, Claire Polster and Janice Newson, February 2009, p. 35 
 
No matter if the students will eventually find careers in the public or private 
sectors, the ideology and the values invariably reflect the needs of the 
corporations. Programs like business administration, accounting, information 
technology, public relations, marketing, human resource management, 
communications in business, to name a few, predominate. (my italics) Even 
programs such as early childhood education, law enforcement, social 
services, nursing, and international relations are based on the assumption that 
what is good for business (or the “bottom line”) is good for society as a 
whole…. [T]he curricula of primary and secondary schools tend to give little 
attention to such matters as the experience of carpenters, electricians, women 
workers (especially those working in non-traditional occupations), public 
employees, or immigrant workers…. Workers and their families thus tend to 
fund a public educational system that is increasingly under stress, fails to 
reflect their struggles or history, and ignores their aspirations to build a better 
society—one based on true equality of treatment and opportunity, 
inclusiveness, social justice, and respect for others in international relations. 
Is it any wonder that we end up with the kind of federal political leadership 
we now have in Ottawa and in most provinces? Political apathy, ineptitude, 
and servility to corporate interests prevail even though many public opinion 
polls show that a majority of Canadians want more progressive policies. 
—Monitor, “Canada’s schools now mainly serve corporate interests,” CCPA, 
Joe Grogan, October 2007, p. 14 
 
[R]ather than preserving our public universities, the private sector is actually 
helping to remake them in its own image…. One of the most obvious ways in 
which Canadian citizens fail to benefit from university/industry alliances 
stems from the growing privatization of academic knowledge. Although 
Canadians still pay the lion’s share of the costs of university research, the 
results of this research are increasingly becoming the private property of 
corporations, universities, and/or academics. Should various members of the 
public wish to access the results or products of the research they helped pay 



for, they must pay for them again. This is assuming that research results are 
accessible, which may not be the case for a variety of reasons, including 
exclusive licensing agreements and prohibitively high monopoly prices…. At 
the same time that our universities are becoming less useful to greater 
numbers of Canadians, corporate links are also rendering our universities less 
trustworthy and reliable. As academics and universities become more 
involved in business ventures of others or of their own, they become less able 
to protect the public from harm…. Ultimately, the corporatization of the 
university threatens to leave our society without a disinterested source of 
expertise to which we can turn for assessments or advice on important social, 
economic, and political questions… (my italics) 
—Monitor, “Corporatization of universities more harmful than helpful,” 
CCPA, Claire Polster, November 2006, pp. 40-2 
 

 In short, any business-friendly enterprise gets free rein in learning institutions, 

while anything else, which could challenge the neoliberal ideology that is the foundation 

of the federal Tories, gets short shrift. 

ACCESSABILITY AND EDUCATION 

 Is the free-market the answer to all problems, as neoliberal dogma claims? What 

about tuition fees for students? If the Harper government is the most neoliberal one to 

ever come to power, one might think that the free-market—one of the cornerstones of 

neoliberal ideology—would cause tuition fees to decrease, due to more efficient delivery 

of services. Instead, since Harper assumed power, they have skyrocketed, because of 

social service (that is, subsidized schooling) cutbacks. 

To go further, as some have, and suggest that subsidized tuition is regressive 
reveals a total misunderstanding of the economic meaning of a “regressive” 
measure. A tax is regressive if the percentage of the payer’s income 
represented by the tax declines as the payer’s income increases. (my italics) 
So again, in direct opposition to the claim by critics of universally funded 
post-secondary education, it is the tuition fee that is regressive, because a flat 
amount of tuition fee makes up a lower proportion of a student’s income as 
her or his income increases…. We provide universal funding for education 
because, as a society, we think it is valuable to have an educated 
population…. We believe, as Egerton Ryerson did, that education underwrites 
the economic opportunity on which liberal democratic society is based. 



—Monitor, “It’s tuition fees that are regressive, not public funding,” CCPA, 
Hugh Mackenzie, June 2007, p. 29 



In Canada, however, even if by some miracle tuition fees were rolled back or 
eliminated tomorrow, it would do nothing to alleviate the financial distress of 
the thousands of graduates still heavily burdened with student debt. The 
escalation of tuition fees (up $5,000 a year in many provinces) has garnered 
some political, public, and media attention, but the desperate plight of 
graduates—many of whom are staggering under debt-loads as large as the 
mortgages their parents started out with—continues to be ignored. However, 
even people with mortgages or car loans rarely encounter the problems that 
graduates have to endure with the administration of student loan debt. The 
level of service being provided to graduates is far below the standards 
provided by other lending systems…. The interest rate on student loans is 
much higher than the rate charged on other types of loans…even though the 
government’s cost of borrowing is substantially lower. 
—Monitor, “An 8-point plan to tackle Canada’s student loan crisis,” CCPA, 
Mark O’Meara, November 2007, p. 34 
 

 In Nova Scotia, the Progressive Conservative provincial government enacted a 

program to send welfare recipients to university. It was well-intentioned, but ultimately 

unrealistic, once again because of crushing student debt loads. This is one of the bequests 

of neoliberal free-market ideology. 

Career Seek was announced in November 2006. It was designed to allow 200 
welfare recipients (50 per year) over four years to receive partial benefits 
while they earned a degree. Participants must first develop a career plan with 
a case-worker, and the plan had to draw a straight and continuous line from 
their undergraduate degree to a job. All had to borrow maximum student 
loans. Numerous restrictive eligibility criteria and, I believe, the difficulty of 
reversing a certain mindset of clients, case-workers, and other human service 
personnel (jobs and college are practical, university is extravagant and 
impractical) resulted in just two successful Career Seek applicants entering 
university last September. Debt aversion no doubt also inhibited participation. 
Exactly how does a single mother with no financial assets expect to pay off 
$50,000 or more while raising a young family and beginning a new career? 
—Monitor, “University degree beyond reach of single mothers on welfare,” 
CCPA, Katherine Reed, March 2008, p. 15 
 

CONCLUSION 

The central purposes of capitalism’s assault on public school funding are 
clear: First, to increase capitalist profits through financial cutbacks (allowing 
tax cuts for the rich and the corporations) and through outsourcing school 
services (expanding the school marketplace for private profit). This process is 
often called “privatization.” Governments have lavished huge tax cuts on the 



rich and the corporations. They have kept the neoconservative financial 
structures in place that demand extensive social-service cutbacks to ensure 
this tax relief. This has been especially the case in countries with rising 
military, police, court, and jail costs. 
—Monitor, “Neoliberal assault on education sparks global resistance,” 
CCPA, “Epilogue,” George Martell, September 2006, p. 25 
 

 From Federal Budget 2010, a Canadian Union of Public Employees (cupe.ca) 

overview of the upcoming federal budget, a few details: under “Education and training 

and innovation,” $500 million has been allocated for RADARSAT, a satellite program.  

RADARSAT’s cheerleaders have been careful to conceal that its data offer a 
tremendous boon to foreign military and intelligence organizations. Most 
significantly, the U.S. Navy, Air Force, Army, and its various spy agencies 
have always been among the top users of this publicly-funded, but now 
privately-controlled, Canadian satellite…. [T]here are those in the U.S. who 
know all too well that, when it comes to producing the technology of war, 
Canada is deeply integrated into America’s war-fighting machinery. 
—Monitor, “Canada is taking a leading role in the militarization of space,” 
CCPA, Richard Sanders, June 2006, p. 28 
 

$222 million is going to TRIUMF, the nuclear and particle physics laboratory. $45 

million is slated for a post-doctoral fellowship program to attract research leaders. And 

$15 million is going to college and community programs to make links with local 

businesses. Aside from this last bit of neoliberal dribble, there is nothing to help students. 

 Under “Tax measures,” there is no plan to reverse the proposed corporate income 

tax cuts, which will result in a loss of $20 billion in revenues over the next five years. 

 It’s federal Tory “slash and burn” time again, with them using lower revenues as 

an excuse to cut more spending, particularly on social services—as the point was made 

very early on in this essay. 

 Students are going to end up hurting more than ever. 


