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Somewhere nearby a woman was dying in an abandoned car. The shadows 
were full of her bruises, of the weeping flesh and bloody shirts of the 
dispossessed, of eyes fixed on ghosts. I know that for each of these desolate 
souls there are millions more, and that we have no faith or conviction, no 
theory or compassion, nothing to improve their lot. The truth is we live in a 
mental ruin. Tourists or beggars, security personnel administering an 
abandoned archeological site, a Palenque or Tikal, we dream our frenzied 
dreams of Progress and Profit, of Efficiency and the Free Market, all that 
dead wood from the nineteenth century. (my italics) The voters sense that. We 
all know that Mulroney, Bush, Thatcher, the whole dreary crew are merely 
branch-plant managers in the bankrupt Empire of Usury.—Graeme Gibson, 
Gentleman Death, 1993, p. 76 
 
 
Artists have a special role in social movements—they lend passion, poetry, 
humour to the principles any movement espouses.  They enhance the power 
of a social movement, which needs every additional strength it can muster to 
challenge the power of authorities. (my italics)—Howard Zinn, interview, Z 
Magazine, February 2007 
 
 
The poet has come back to being a poet 
after decades of being virtuous instead. 
 
Can’t you be both? 
No. Not in public. 
 
You could, once, 
back when God was still thundering vengeance 
 
and liked the scent of blood 
and hadn’t got around to slippery forgiveness. 
 
Then you could scatter incense and praise, 
and wear your snake necklace, 
 
and hymn the crushed skulls of your enemies 
to a pious chorus. 



 
No deferential smiling, no baking of cookies, 
no I’m a nice person really 
 
Welcome back, my dear. 
Time to resume our vigil, 
 
time to unlock the cellar door, 
time to remind ourselves 
 
that the god of poets has two hands: 
the dextrous, the sinister. 
--Margaret Atwood, “THE POET HAS COME BACK,” The Door, 2007, 
 p. 23 
 
 

Stephen Harper is Canada’s first truly neoliberal Prime Minister. (The Harper 

Record, Mel Watkins, Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives (CCPA), pdf, September 

22, 2008, p. 102) 

A definition of neoliberalism: 

While committed to a minimal regulatory and redistributive role for the state, 
many American neo-conservatives adopt a culturally conservative position 
that, paradoxically, envisages an enlarged state authority to enforce certain 
moral norms, for instance, norms associated with the nuclear family and 
heterosexuality. In countries other than the United States, which have 
experience greater ideological diversity, the word “liberalism” has tended to 
retain its original connection to the values of individual liberty. Hence the 
rekindling (my italics) of the laissez-faire ideal outside of the United States is 
usually denoted as neo-liberalism (my italics) (though this should not obscure 
the fact that economic neo-liberals can also be social conservatives in these 
countries as well.)—Canadian Politics, 2002, edited by James Bickerton and 
Alain-G Gagnon, “Contrasting Ideologies in Canada: What’s Left? What’s 
Right?”, Raymond Bazowski, p. 89 
 

 Laissez-faire defined: 

An economic doctrine that asserts that the best way to achieve strong 
economic growth and a high standard of living is to limit government 
intervention in the economy to maintaining the value of the currency and 
protecting private property….Laissez-faire began to lose its appeal in the late 
nineteenth century, because it led to the growth of monopoly and oligopoly, 
resulted in an unacceptably wide inequality of income, and required 



government interference to deal with harsh social conditions….See also 
Mixed Economy.—A Dictionary of Canadian Economics, David Crane, 
1980, p. 196 
 

 Mixed economy defined: 

An economic system in which both government and the private sector have 
important roles to play; Canada is an example….The mixed economy is a 
compromise between capitalism and socialism that has evolved during the 
twentieth century, to retain the dynamics and innovation of the profit motive 
of private initiative, while also seeking to limit the powers of private 
corporations and individuals where they act against the perceived public 
interest. The mixed economy uses the resources of the economy to achieve 
social goals, including greater opportunity for those on the lower rungs of the 
economic ladder and a guaranteed income for all its citizens.—A Dictionary 
of Canadian Economics, David Crane, 1980, p. 223 
 

 On using the label “fascist”: 

Anyone has the constitutional right to pin the label “fascist” or “fascistic” on 
the brutalities of a Stalin or his heirs in various “Marxist-Leninist” countries, 
or on the bloodbath inflicted by American firepower on Indochina for a full 
decade, or even on the latest case of police brutality in a black or Latino 
ghetto of New York City. This may be a forceful way of protesting brutality. 
It is much less than a serious examination of the realities of classic fascism or 
the accumulating tendencies toward new forms of fascism toward the end of 
the twentieth century. (my italics)—Friendly Fascism: The New Face of 
Power in America, Bertram Gross, 1980, p. 31 
 

 On the rise of the far right in North America and Europe: 

In both Europe and North America, a potent and growing far right now poses 
a threat to the democratic order, surpassing anything experience in the West 
since the days of the Nazis and the fascists. The social tensions engendered 
by a new and meaner capitalism, with all its attendant threats to traditional 
forms of social organization, have combined to brew far-right political 
movements across Europe and North America….For its part, the mainstream 
right has been shifting away from fiscal conservatism—the great issue on 
which it achieved its present ideological hegemony—to a more radical 
agenda. Where the monetarists had few goals beyond restraining government 
spending, members of the new right see themselves as social revolutionaries. 
An agenda that implicitly promoted the legitimacy of inequality has become 
an explicitly anti-egalitarian agenda.—In Search of a New Left: Canadian 
Politics After the Neoconservative Assault, James Laxer, 1997, pp. 25, 27 
 

  



 Practically as soon as they assumed power in February of 2006, the Tories began 

slashing funding for the Arts. The previous definitions tenuously linking neoliberalism 

with fascism bring to mind the infamous quote by Hermann Göring, the highest-ranking 

officer under Hitler in Nazi Germany, “Whenever I hear the word culture, the first thing I 

will do is reach for my gun.” The figurative gun wielded by the Tories is aimed directly 

at the Arts and at Artists in Canada. The following quotations show how it began. 

…banking, telecommunications, transportation, culture, uranium. The 
ideologues at home and abroad gnaw away at these, but governments tend to 
know, unless hopelessly neoliberal (which Harper is at heart), that these are 
sectors designated in the first place because of public interest and therefore 
must be meddled with cautiously. Canadians distrust banks too much to let 
them be merged, but like them too much to let them fall into foreign hands. 
Telecommunications co-exists with culture and the latter is already 
beleaguered.—The Harper Record, Mel Watkins, CCPA, pdf, September 22, 
2008, p. 105 
 
Liberal and Conservative governments have historically underfunded 
Canadian culture….[T]hey have cut programs and are enthusiastically 
engaging in a program of privatization and devolution. They appear to be 
deliberately trying to sabotage any expression of Canadian Culture that don’t 
fit into their ideological assumption that Canada is a collection of market 
economies that simply co-exist.—The Harper Record, Howie West, CCPA, 
pdf, September 22, 2008, p. 409 
 
In a 1997 CBC interview, while he was still the spokesperson for the National 
Citizens Coalition, Stephen Harper was asked if there was a Canadian culture. 
“Yes, in a very loose sense,” Harper replied, “It consists of regional cultures 
that cross borders with the U.S. We’re part of a worldwide Anglo-American 
culture. And there is a continental culture.” When asked a question by Patrice 
Roy during the French-language leaders’ debate in June 2004, Harper said 
that many Canadian cultural programs may not benefit the general public but 
instead only “friends of the Liberal Party.” Referring to the cancellation of 
the National Portrait Gallery, author Andrew Cohen noted that the 
government’s agenda was less about allowing Canadians to view Canada’s 
cultural and historical legacy and a lot more about an ideological view of 
devolution that the Harper government clings to. The Harper government 
displays a tendency to peevishly dismiss anything the previous Liberal 
government initiated. Minister of Heritage Josée Verner defends 
Conservative museum policy by comparing it to the policies of a “visionless, 
centralizing [Liberal] government.” (“Bashing the Capital,” The Globe and 



Mail, December 28, 2007—RA) All of this has led to a neoliberal cultural 
policy that Cohen has called “cultural devolution.”—The Harper Record, 
Howie West, CCPA, pdf, September 22, 2008, p. 410 
 
The Harper government’s museum and arts policy seems to be held together 
by one core objective – privatization. But privatization will only limit the 
public’s access to heritage and culture. The government’s policies do not 
increase regional access, as they have argued. Instead, the Harper government 
is leading a “cultural devolution,” purposefully putting in place 
complementary strategies designed to shift more and more of our cultural 
treasures and fine art under the control of the private sector.—The Harper 
Record, Howie West, CCPA, pdf, September 22, 2008, p. 414 

 
 The Harper government 2006 budget cut the Museums Assistance Program  
 

(MAP) by half, leaving it about $4 million and change, far less than the $75 million that 

the Canadian Museums Associations recommended as necessary for maintenance of 

museums. 

Among other objectives, the MAP funds summer employment for students in 
the arts and culture sector, Aboriginal museums and cultural development, 
and touring exhibits of historical artifacts and contemporary art. The lack of 
funding means that Canadian museums in all regions and communities across 
Canada have had less money to work with, fewer exhibitions, and diminished 
ability to share Canadian history and culture with Canadians. 
—The Harper Record, Howie West, CCPA, pdf, September 22, 2008, p. 413 
 

 At the same time the MAP was cut, so was the Exhibit Transportation System 

(ETS). For some areas in Canada, the ETS was the only carrier available. Other galleries 

and museums had their costs rise by about 30 per cent. Being unable to afford 

transportation meant being unable to bring in exhibitions. 

 These initial cuts were harbingers of worse things to come. 

The following was written by renowned Canadian author Margaret Atwood: 

During the last days of September [2006], I was at a trilingual literary festival 
in Vincennes, near Paris….The Canadian Embassy staff in Paris did a lot of 
work for the festival but the embassy didn’t spend much money. It couldn’t 
even afford to throw its own reception. Thus it was while attending the U.S. 
Embassy’s reception for its own authors that I first heard an astonishing fact: 



The Canadian government had just cut every penny one budgeted for the 
promotion of Canadian artists abroad. That’s it – every penny, for everything 
cultural and Canadian, around the world….And the Harper government had 
just posted a $13-billion surplus. So why had they taken this bizarre step? The 
axing of culture abroad is even stranger when you consider the following 
facts: The money generated by Canadian-based artists’ works that sell abroad 
flows into the country and is taxed here, a net gain to the economy…. [S]ome 
say $40-billion, but even if were half that it wouldn’t be a number to blow off 
easily. Or so you’d think….[H]ere’s what I came up with to explain why they 
did it: 

1. Ignorance. The Harperites have no idea how much money the arts 
generate. 

2. Willed ignorance. They’ve seen the figures, but have labelled them 
“junk economics”… 

3. Hatred. The Harper Conservatives think artists are a bunch of 
whiners who don’t have real jobs, and that any money spent on the 
arts is a degenerate frill. 

4. Frugality. There’s lots of arts around. We can get them cheaper from 
across the border… 

5. Stupidity. They thought they were gassing a hornet’s nest, not poking 
it with a stick. 

6. More hatred. They tried to slash local museums, until too many 
people screamed. 

They’ve cut the Canada Council top-up proposed by the Liberals down to a 
sixth of its size. They’ve stuck the knife into the National Literacy Program, 
perhaps on the theory that they won’t be able to set up a working dictatorship 
if too many people can read. And that’s just for starters. If these things can be 
done in a minority government, lo, I say unto you, what things shall be done 
in a majority?—“And no flowers bloomed,” Margaret Atwood, The Globe 
and Mail, January 27, 2007 
 

 Margaret Atwood’s 2007 book of poems (quoted in the beginning), The Door, 

was the first book of poetry she’d written since her previous one in 1995, Morning In The 

Burned House. 

 In September 2008, Harper made this comment: “’I think when ordinary working 

people come home, turn on the TV and see a gala of a bunch of people, you know, at a 

rich gala all subsidized by taxpayers claiming their subsidies aren’t high enough when 

they know those subsidies have actually gone up, I’m not sure that’s something that 



resonates with ordinary people.’” (“Actors denounce Tory arts rhetoric,” James 

Bradshaw, The Globe and Mail, September 20, 2008) 

 In that same edition of the newspaper was this article, also by James Bradshaw, 

“Study reveals erosion in arts funding.” It told of shifty accounting practices used by the 

Tories to allow them to say arts funding had increased, when it had actually decreased 

since they’d assumed power in 2006. 

  Then Margaret Atwood wrote the following: 

Mr. Harper’s idea of an ordinary person is that of an envious hater without a 
scrap of artistic talent or creativity or curiosity, and no appreciation for 
anything that’s attractive or beautiful. My idea of an ordinary person is quite 
different. Human beings are creative by nature. For millenniums we have 
been putting our creativity into our cultures – cultures with unique languages, 
architecture, religious ceremonies, dances, music, furnishings, textiles, 
clothing and special cuisines. “Ordinary people” pack into the cheap seats at 
concerts and fill theatres where operas are brought to them live. The total 
attendance for “the arts” in Canada in fact exceeds that for sports events. 
“The arts” are not a “niche interest.” They are part of being human….It’s 
been suggested that Mr. Harper’s disdain for the arts is not merely a result of 
ignorance or a tin ear – that it is ideologically motivated. Now, I wonder what 
could be meant by that?....What’s the idea here? That arts jobs should not 
exist because artists are naughty and might not vote for Mr. Harper?....Or is it 
even worse? Every budding dictatorship begins by muzzling the artists, 
because they are a mouthy lot and they don’t line up and salute very easily. 
Of course, you can always get some tame artists to design the uniforms and 
flags and the documentary about you, and so forth – the only kind of art you 
might need – but individual voices must be silenced, because there shall be 
only One Voice: Our Master’s Voice. Maybe that’s why Mr. Harper began by 
shutting down funding for our artists abroad. He didn’t like the competition 
for media space….Tear it down and level it flat, is the common motto. Then 
build a big statue to yourself. Now that would be Art!—“To be creative is, in 
fact, Canadian,” Margaret Atwood, The Globe and Mail, September 25, 2008 
 

 It was difficult to explain, however, that after cutting funding to the Arts, Harper 

showed up at the National Arts Centre in Ottawa, singing and playing piano. Was that 

some kind of Bizzaroworld irony? 



 On October 4, 2008, “Atwood rallies anti-Tory votes by backing Bloc,” appeared 

in The Globe and Mail. The journalists were Joe Friesen, Omar El Akkad, and Bill Curry. 

It told of Margaret Atwood saying she would back the Bloc Québécois if she lived in 

Quebec because the Bloc was opposed to Harper cutting funding to the Arts. 

 On October 6, 2008, with the next federal election looming, Margaret Atwood 

explained her statement in the previous paragraph. (“Anything but a Harper majority,” 

Margaret Atwood, The Globe and Mail, October 6, 2008)  

…It really is Anything But a Harper Majority Time….Nobody can really 
predict the future – there are too many curve balls – but we can make 
informed guesses. Today’s informed guess is this. Dear fellow Canadians: If 
you give the Harper neo-cons a majority government, you’ll lose much that 
you cherish, you’ll gain nothing worth having, and you’ll never, never forgive 
yourselves. 
 

 From an October 11, 2008, Vancouver Sun article by Mark Leiren-Young 

headlined, “Tory use of culture as wedge issue should concern all Canadians”: 

This week the Tories released their platform and, in theory, artists should 
throw galas to celebrate. The Tories killed the controversial clause in Bill  
C-10 and committed to, “maintain financial support for arts and culture at or 
above existing levels, while continuing to improve the effectiveness of 
allocations wherever possible.” (my italics) 
 

 Note the italicized portion of the promise toward artists: It leaves the support 

entirely up to the discretion of the government in power.  

None of the people protesting C-10 was in danger of losing their own tax 
credits if the bill passed, the fear was the idea of establishing the Minister of 
Heritage as a censor who could arbitrarily pull funding based on what was 
“contrary to public policy,” a policy no one could cite or define.…A leaked 
Conservative “talking points” memo suggested citing a handful of 
“controversial” grants to justify killing a program that supported more than 
300 individuals and organizations, including such controversial acts as the 
Royal Winnipeg Ballet….Naming a couple of lefty grant recipients as the 
reason for killing arts funding sounds suspiciously like not being a fan of the 
current government is “contrary to public policy.” And that should make 
every Canadian, not just artists, nervous. 



 
 An October 13, 2008, Vancouver Sun article by Janice Tibbetts headlined, “Arts 

funding cuts may cost Conservatives,” stated: 

In the end, Stephen Harper may have dashed his hopes of winning a majority 
for a paltry $15 million. That’s Quebec’s share of $45 million in 
Conservative cuts to arts programs, which exploded into a major election 
issue for a party that had banked on significantly increasing its seat count 
with a breakthrough in Quebec. “I would hazard to say that culture stopped 
the Conservative majority in its tracks,” declared Ottawa pollster Nik 
Nanos….The cuts amounted to only a fraction of the $3.8 billion the 
government spends on arts and culture. (my italics) 
 

 Note the italicized portion of the quotation. Why would Harper risk his majority 

by cutting such an insignificant portion of the arts funding? Perhaps an election headline 

listed in the article holds the answer: “$25 billion for banks a sound investment, Harper 

says.” Could it be possible Harper was using the Arts funding cuts as a smokescreen to 

cover up a much larger issue, that of whether multi-billion bank bailouts were necessary? 

 Using smokescreen cover-ups is a favourite tactic of Harper’s. Anybody who has 

watched him in action in Parliament knows that is true. 

 Harper diverted attention away from the bank bailouts with Arts funding cuts in 

order to maintain his minority government; if the unnecessary bank bailouts had become 

the central election issue, he surely would have lost. 

 So, perhaps Harper’s neoliberalism is the uncut answer. 

 


