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[T]he second crisis struck, in the form of an international economic failure. 
That depression has now been with us nineteen years. We have, however, 
become so accustomed to our political and business leaders addressing 
themselves only to limited manifestations of this crisis and always in a 
positive way — stimulating what they call a temporary recession or managing 
a Third World debt problem or waging a localized war against inflation or 
concentrating upon that portion of an economy which they have superficially 
stimulated to the point of explosion while the rest remains in profound 
decline — that we are never quite certain whether the depression is still with 
us or is on the point of disappearing…. Indeed, we haven’t seen anything 
over the last twenty years which resembles the traditional profile of a 
depression. The reason is very simple. After the economic crisis of the 1930s, 
we created a multitude of control valves and safety nets in order to avoid any 
future general collapse — strict banking regulations, for example, social 
security programs and in some places national health care systems. These 
valves and nets have been remarkably successful, in spite of the strains and 
the mismanagement of the last two decades. However, because the rational 
system prevents anyone who accepts legal responsibility from taking enough 
distance to get a general view, many of our governments, desperate and 
misguided, have begun dismantling those values and nets as a theoretical 
solution to the general crisis. Worse still, tinkering with these instruments has 
become a substitute for addressing the problem itself. Thus financial 
deregulation is used to simulate growth through paper speculation. When this 
produces inflation, controls are applied to the real economy, producing 
unemployment. When this job problem becomes so bad that it must be 
attacked, the result is the lowering of employment standards. When this 
unstable job creation leads to new inflation, the result is high interest rates. 
And on around again, guided by the professional economists, who are in 
effect pursuing, step by step, an internal argument without any reference to 
historic reality. For example, in a single decade the idea of using public debt 
as an economic tool has moved from the heroic to the villainous. 
—Voltaire’s Bastards: The Dictatorship of Reason in the West, Chapter 2: 
“The Theology of Power,” John Ralston Saul, 1992, pp.10-11 
 
The dominant economic paradigm (or set of ideas and policies) in Canada — 
and most of the world over the last 30 years — has been what I call neo-con 
economics, or, as it is referred to in many quarters, neoliberalism. Thirty 
years of escalating financial and economic instability culminated in a  
 



spectacular financial collapse that spread quickly to the real economy, 
causing the deepest global recession since the 1930s. 
—Monitor, “Neoliberalism cause of the worst recession since the 1930s…”, a 
periodical of the Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives (CCPA), Bruce 
Campbell, October 2010, p. 10 
 
Over the last quarter-century economics has raised itself to the level of a 
scientific profession and more or less foisted a Nobel prize in its own honour 
onto the Nobel committee via bank financing. Yet over the same 25 years, 
economics has been spectacularly unsuccessful in its attempts to apply its 
models and theories to the reality of our civilization. It’s not that economists’ 
advice hasn’t been taken. It has, in great detail, with great reverence. And in 
general, it has failed. 
—The Unconscious Civilization, John Ralston Saul, 1995, p. 4 
 

A DYING ECONOMIC IDEOLOGY BASED ON AVARICE 

 Our government is neoliberal (Please see second opening quotation). 

Neoliberalism as an economic ideology is unsustainable. That is one of the main reasons 

our government hasn’t been able to manage the economy properly. 

Unlimited economic growth on a finite planet is our greatest sustained myth: 
belief that the economy can grow forever, that there are no limits to its wealth 
we can create from Earth’s natural resources. Growth, measured by an 
increasing Gross Domestic Product (GDP), is what drives government policy 
worldwide. The equation has been drummed into us for so long that it’s 
received wisdom: growth equals progress…. Even on its own terms, 
continued economic growth is not working. It has resulted in 20% of the 
world’s people consuming the lion’s share of resources while the poorest 
80% are forced to get by on the crumbs. We put growth above equality, and 
the result is unhealthier and unhappier lives addicted to a mindless 
consumerism that is depleting the planet’s resources. We have been living 
beyond our ecological means for decades, consuming too much and 
producing more waste than the environment can absorb, while inequality 
soars. 
—Monitor, “Unsustainable growth,” CCPA, September 2010, p. 3 
 

 Stephen Harper has said the 2011 election’s central issue is the economy. 

However: 

…Harper is extremely vulnerable on the economy…. Harper and Co. played 
with financial deregulation in the mortgage industry (allowing 40-year, no-
down-payment mortgages), and created a bubble that has yet to burst. In 



virtually every other aspect of economic policy, the Harper government can 
be shown to be incompetent or recklessly irresponsible…. As for Harper’s 
economic policies, they are a disaster. If opposition parties — and civil 
society organizations — went after the Harper government on the actual 
performance of the economy, they could take away the most important 
advantage it now enjoys. 
—Monitor, “Harper’s planned austerity program can and must be fought,” 
CCPA, Murray Dobbin, December 2010/January 2011, p. 16 
 

 Some history on the birth of neoliberalism: In the postwar years (1950-1970), 

multinational corporations were searching for ways to combat the reigning Keynesian 

economic ideology, as it was acting as an impediment to their achieving the maximum 

possible profits. (Keynesian economics believed in utilizing government in economic 

management, particularly is setting fiscal policy to ensure best possible employment, and 

in limiting government reliance on free-market forces. (A Dictionary of Canadian 

Economics, David Crane, 1980, p. 193).) 

 The multinationals found a friend in Milton Friedman, of the Chicago School of 

Economics, who was advocating that governments get rid of all rules and regulations 

standing in the way of accumulating profits; that they should privatize by selling off 

public institutions to corporations so that they could make as much profits as possible; 

and that governments should cut funding of social programs as much as possible. 

 Friedman’s proposals at that time were unpopular with the governments of  
 

the day; he was left out in the wilderness. (The Shock Doctrine: The Rise of Disaster 

Capitalism, Naomi Klein, 2007, pp. 64-6) 

 But the momentum of the transnational corporation’s attempts to sway economic 

policy in their favour was starting to build. 

 “Neoliberalism was a response to the economic and political crisis that began in 

the 1970s, exemplified by the US government uncoupling the dollar from gold, by the oil 



price shock in 1973 and subsequent recession…” (Google: neoliberalism; workers 

liberty) Governments started to become receptive to altering their economic policies 

following these crises. Into the vacuum stepped Friedman and others like him with their 

neoliberal economic prescriptions. The year 1970 marked the official birth of 

neoliberalism. 

 “And so as the period of vacuum progressed, the only clear words firmly 

expressed were those of the Globalists, who were redefined nineteenth-century free 

traders, certainly utilitarian and increasingly what became known as neo-conservatives or 

neo-liberals.” (The Collapse of Globalism and the Reinvention of the World, John Ralston 

Saul, 2005, p. 63) 

 Stephen Harper is generally thought of as a conservative. But, as the following 

definition shows, “neoliberal” can equally apply: “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 of the laissez-faire 

ideal outside of the United States is usually denoted as neo-liberalism (though this should 

not obscure the fact that economic neo-liberals can also be social conservatives in these 

countries as well. (my italics))…” (Canadian Politics, 3rd edition, edited by James 

Bickerton and Alain-G. Gagnon, 2002, p. 89) 



 In 1972, the report The Limits to Growth was released, in which it was stated, 

among other things, that the Earth’s resources were exponentially starting to become 

exhausted, probably within a period of 100 years. A large part of the ideology of 

neoliberalism has to do with the accumulation of wealth. (The Spirit Level: Why More 

Equal Societies Almost Always Do Better, Richard Wilkinson and Kate Pickett, 2009, p. 

190) Is it merely a coincidence that the burgeoning influence of transnational 

corporations on governments and the birth of fortifying corporate-centred ideology 

neoliberalism coincided with the release of this report? In other words, the corporations 

seized on neoliberalism to secure for themselves as much of what the Earth had to offer 

before governments could move on it first. 

The breakdown of the Keynesian system of international monetary 
management (Bretton Woods) combined with the 1970s oil price shocks, 
accelerated the expansion of private international financial markets. The 
growing power of multinationals relative to labour undermined the “social 
contract. New phenomena, notably high unemployment alongside high 
inflation (stagflation), challenged the Keynesian full employment consensus. 
Into this policy vacuum stepped the redoubtable Milton Friedman, leader of 
the Chicago School — the epicenter of neo-con economics — with a set of 
clear policy prescriptions, revived from past decades in the policy 
wilderness…. Inequality in Canada has grown dramatically, particularly over 
the last 15 years. The national income share of the top 1% doubled between 
1980 and 2007. It now stands at its highest level since the late 1920s, just 
before the Great Crash of 1929…. As Hugh Mackenzie and Richard 
Shillington have shown in a landmark study for the CCPA, when you net out 
the benefit from tax cuts against the loss in public services, most Canadians 
have been losers from most of the tax cuts implemented over the past 15 
years. Mackenzie and Shillington demonstrate convincingly that public 
services greatly enhance the living standards of the vast majority of 
Canadians, and are also an important vehicle of income redistribution. The 
most perverse outcome of the tax cuts overall — as CCPA economist Marc 
Lee has shown — is that the top 1%, the main beneficiaries of the tax cuts, 
now pay a smaller share of their income in taxes than the bottom 10%, those 
Canadians with the lowest taxable incomes. 
—Monitor, “Neoliberalism cause of the worst recession since the 1930s…”, 
CCPA, Bruce Campbell, October 2010, pp. 11-2 
 



 Neoliberalism spread like wildfire from the early 70’s to the early 80’s, and then 

really started to catch on. Friedman receiving a Nobel Memorial Prize in Economics in 

1976 helped legitimize his ideas. 

Weeks after the CCPA was founded, thanks to monetarism [“The school of 
economic thought that argues that economic performance depends mainly on 
the rate of growth of the money supply. In other words, the control of 
inflation, stimulus of economic growth, and creation of jobs depend on 
monetary policy alone…{associated with Friedman},” A Dictionary of 
Canadian Economics, p. 223], the U.S. prime lending rate soared to 21.5%. 
Margaret Thatcher had taken power in Britain the year before, and was 
seconded by the monetarist thinker Keith Joseph. Ronald Reagan was to be 
inaugurated as U.S. president in January 1981, and ideas associated with 
Milton Friedman and the “Chicago School,” already guiding central bankers, 
were about to become more influential with governments in the U.S. and in 
Canada, as elsewhere. 
—Monitor, “CCPA’s first challenge was to debunk monetarist economics,” 
CCPA, Duncan Cameron, February 2011, p. 24 
 

 An umbrella definition of neoliberal ideas follows (note how all the terms 

globalism, monetarism, neo-conservatism, and neo-liberalism are unified): 

[Then there was] the reaction of the economist John Williamson, the author 
of “The Washington Consensus” [“…a list of economic policies that 
{Williamson} said both {the World Bank and the IMF} now considered the 
bare minimum for economic health {of countries in which it was 
implemented}… When the list was complete, it made up nothing less than 
Friedman’s neo-liberal triumvirate of privatization, deregulation/free trade 
and drastic cuts to government spending.”; The Shock Doctrine, pp. 194-5], to 
the way in which other people used his 1989 ten-point description of what 
Western bankers wanted from indebted Latin American countries. It quickly 
became the ten commandments of the neo-conservative Globalist movement. 
At first he was bemused, then annoyed, then he actually began explaining and 
protesting, and finally he made it clear that he had no neo-conservative 
sympathies and disagreed with many aspects of Globalism as applied — for 
example, the opening up of capital markets. In 2002 he was still trying to 
make his intentions clear: “I, of course never intended my terms to imply 
policies like capital account liberalization, monetarism, supply-side 
economics, or a minimal state (getting the state out of welfare provision and 
income redistribution), which I think of as the quintessentially neo-liberal 
ideas…” (my italics) 
—The Collapse of Globalism, John Ralston Saul, 2005, p. 34 
 



 The dominant ideology of neoliberalism in our society explains why poverty is so 

prevalent in our society and why the government does nothing to resolve it. 

The obscene inequality of income distribution has been a concern of social 
reformers for a long time. The CCPA and other progressive organizations 
have exposed the widespread poverty and destitution it spawns, and have 
incessantly called for social, economic, and political reforms. Our appeals, 
however, have largely been ignored. Why? Because the corporate élite are 
using their excessive wealth to control the political system and block the 
enaction of laws that would force them to share their wealth. 
—Monitor, “We have ‘the best democracy money can buy’ — plutocracy,” 
CCPA, Ed Finn, November 2010, p. 4 
 

 At the end of a long period of economic instability brought on by the adoption of  
 
neoliberalism (see first and second opening quotations), the culmination was a crash so 

deep that some referred to it as another “depression.” 

 “What we really can no longer afford, however, is the discredited, corrupt idea of 

neoliberalism. It didn’t deliver prosperity to the majority of Canadians. Instead it 

brought… economic collapse.” (Monitor, “Neoliberalism a colossal failure — it mustn’t 

be continued,” Armine Yalizyan, June 2010, p. 24) 

 What was the result of the crash, and of governments pouring billions of dollars 

into financial institution and large companies to keep them from collapsing, too? More 

inequality. 

Another sign that the recessionary burdens of hard times in 2009 were not 
shared evenly: Manufacturing workers last year took an average 4.4% pay cut 
while corporate managers, on average, got a 5.7% raise. No wonder luxury 
car sales have been so strong this year, jumping 30% by March. Since the 
crash in 2008, billions have also been pumped back into the stock markets 
[“The global financial system has become a parasitic predator that lives off 
the flesh of its host—the productive economy.”; When Corporations Rule the 
World, David C. Korten, 1996, p.193], rather than into productive  
 
 
 
 



investments, raising fears of yet another financial bubble. The total capital 
poured into the Toronto Stock Exchange grew 93% from March 2009 to 
March 2010. 
—Monitor, “What do Canadian corporations do with all their profits?”; 
CCPA, Kim Pollack, September 2010, p. 21 
 

 What happens if we allow our neoliberal economy to continue? 

[D]on’t rule out the possibility that much of our adult work force will be 
forced back into a modern-day version of serfdom. With our labour laws 
impaired and laxly enforced, with workers’ unions and bargaining rights 
weakened, with well-paid manufacturing jobs being replaced by low-paid 
part-time or temporary work, the regression of our labour force into 19th-
century-style servitude is far from a dystopian fantasy. 
—Monitor, “Today’s robber barons seek to emulate 19th-century ones,” 
CCPA, Ed Finn, October 2010, p. 5 
 

 We don’t have to accept that end as inevitable. We can change it for the better. 

We’re fighting with ourselves as we tighten our belts, while the rich get much 
richer. But the fact is that there’s enough money sloshing around for everyone 
to live a better life. We’re the ninth largest economy on the planet. Our 
economy is six times bigger than a half-century ago, when we built the 
Canada we are still coasting on. We can do better — but only if we stake our 
claims — as consumers and as citizens. That means organizing workers, as 
communities, as activists…. What will be our next big achievement? National 
child care? Pharmacare? Adequate public housing and public transit? These 
social gains have eluded us so far, but we don’t have to accept defeat if we 
act together. 
—Monitor, “Neoliberalism a colossal failure — it mustn’t be continued,” 
CCPA, Armine Yalnizyan, June 2010, p. 25 
 
Few of the contributors put forward an explicitly class answer to 
neoliberalism, but at least one puts it well. John Milios says to change the 
balance of class forces, “the working classes must once again elaborate their 
own autonomous class objectives, independently of the capitalist imperative 
of labour discipline and profit maximisation.” 
—Google: neoliberalism; workers liberty 
 

HARPER ENTHRALLED BY NEOLIBERALISM 

 What has been the result on Canadians of Harper’s obsession with neoliberal 

ideology? One thing that’s known for sure is that he mismanages Canada’s economy. 

 



We hear ad nauseam about Canada having to be globally “competitive,” but 
how can we possibly be competitive if our bridges are falling down? Does the 
corporate élite in this country really believe that the only thing governments 
need to do to remain competitive with other jurisdictions is to cut taxes? We 
have been cutting taxes on corporations for 15 years, to the point where we 
now tax them considerably less than they do in the United States. But still we 
aren’t “competitive.”…. This draconian slashing has nothing to do with 
competitiveness. It is ideology run amok. The relentless attack on the tax base 
creates the useful crisis corporate governments need to justify cutting social 
programs, environmental protection, and other essential services. Keep 
cutting taxes and revenue and eventually you get deficits. The continuing 
savaging of government revenue is the throwing down of the gauntlet by the 
right to all those who support activist, social democratic government. It is 
long past time that civil society organizations take up the challenge presented 
by massive reductions in government revenue. Let’s mobilize Canadians 
around the conviction that taxes are the price we pay for a civilized society. 
—Monitor, “Gov’t revenue reduced to excuse social program slashing,” 
CCPA, Murray Dobbin, March 2011, p. 28 
 

 What wasn’t in the Harper government’s 2011 budget? There was nothing about 

legislating building new social housing nationally. Canada is the only G7 country without 

a national social housing program. There was nothing about drastically reducing the 

exorbitant tuition fees that students taking post-secondary education pay (Please see “The 

Tories’ War on Canada’s Students,” Rolf Auer). There was nothing about resolving 

poverty (Please see “The Tories’ War on Canada’s Poor,” Rolf Auer). There was nothing 

about resolving homelessness. 

After the recession of the early 1990s, Toronto experienced a very significant 
rise in homelessness. But the increase didn’t become noticeably visible until 
the 1993-1995 period, several years after the recession had ended. This is 
because there is always a lag effect after a recession. And there is no good 
reason to believe that the 2008-2010 recession will be any different than the 
last one in terms of its impact on homelessness. 
—Monitor, “Thousands without homes in need of more government aid,” 
CCPA, Nick Falvo, November 2010, p.23 
 

 There was nothing about legislating a national child care program. It seemed as if 

the budget was intended just to give corporations more tax breaks (even though these 



have been shown to be useless for Canadians, except in getting more profits for the 

corporations (Please see “Tories: Corporate Taxes ‘Bad,’ Big Business ‘Good,’” Rolf 

Auer). 

The set up is in place: the enormous tax cuts implemented by Flaherty in 
2007 (and still being implemented) and the resulting huge deficits (partly due 
to the “stimulus”) form the perfect useful “crisis” to justify massive cuts to 
social spending and the radical downsizing of the federal state (with military 
intact and growing). In effect, Harper wants to download everything onto the 
provinces and distribute the political responsibility for downsizing to all 
senior governments. These cuts will have a severe impact on hundreds of 
thousands of Canadians — individuals and families already facing an 
economic crisis of unsustainable personal debt, and forced to over-work at 
mostly low wages. High unemployment is the other useful contrived crisis — 
a key part of the strategy of “labour flexibility” aimed at lowering the share of 
the economy achieved by workers, and thus decreasing their political power 
at the same time. Will this increasing pressure on Canadians’ quality of life 
and economic security be the trigger that creates the conditions for social 
unrest? 
—Monitor, “Is this what a police state in Canada would look like?”; CCPA, 
Murray Dobbin, September 2010, p. 16 
 
Flaherty has now become the leading international opponent of new bank 
taxes. Thanks in part to his strident opposition, the G-20 postponed any 
decision on the matter until at least June [2011]. Moreover, the Finance 
Minister’s tough talk is providing useful cover for the fact that his 
government is actually cutting bank taxes — not increasing them. On January 
1, corporate taxes fell by a full percentage point, and under Flaherty’s plan 
they will fall three more points by 2012. That will save Canada’s uber-
profitable financial sector around $2 billion a year. 
—Monitor, “Banks in Canada should be made to pay their fair share,” CCPA, 
Jim Stanford, p. 41 
 
What is perhaps worse… is the perpetuation of the myth that Canada did not 
have to bail out its banks. Wrong! We are, according to the IMF, actually the 
third worst of the G-7 countries, behind the United States and Britain, in 
terms of financial stabilization costs. [W]e put up $75 billion to buy up iffy 
mortgages from the big five banks, through the Canada Mortgage and 
Housing Corporation [CMHC], taking them off the banks’ balance sheets. 
That is almost the exact equivalent of the U.S. bailout — it spent 10 times as 
much, $700 billion, but its economy is about 10 times as large…. Not only 
has the Harper government felt it necessary to prop up Canadian banks, but it 
was also this same government that created financial system risk in the first 
place. In 2007, it allowed U.S. competition into Canada which prompted the 



CMHC to dramatically change its rules in order to compete: it dropped the 
down payment requirement to zero per cent and extended the amortization 
period to 40 years. 
—Monitor, “Big mortgage rescue a $75 billion bailout for our banks,” CCPA, 
Murray Dobbin, July/August 2010, p. 7 
 

 So, in addition to pouring taxpayer dollars into the banks, losing taxation revenue 

from the banks and therefore having more of an excuse to cut social program spending, 

we also run the risk of having a “housing bubble” blow up in the economy’s face. This, in 

addition to cutting off “stimulus” spending in the 2011 budget. No jobs will be 

forthcoming from the corporations; all they ever do with their tax break windfalls is add 

them into their profits, which they usually stash safely overseas, out of reach of Revenue 

Canada. 

 One would think we’ve learned that trade deals like the Free Trade Agreement, 

and the North American Free Trade Agreement ended up being bad for Canadians (even 

though the business world promised Canadians that nothing but good would result 

(Please see “Tories: Corporate Taxes ‘Bad,’ Big Business ‘Good,’” Rolf Auer)). So what 

are we doing negotiating yet another one with the European Union? 

The talks between Canada and the European Union under the Comprehensive 
Economic and Trade Agreement (CETA) are being wrapped in a Canadian 
flag…. Canadians need to learn that the CETA talks have nothing to do with 
giving Canadians a good alternative to American markets and forging closer 
ties with happy Swedes and Danes and other progressive Europeans. That 
mythical EU is disappearing faster than a Greek pension and is being replaced 
by a corporatist continent that thrives on things like Bulgaria’s minimum 
wage of 97 Canadian cents an hour. (No, that’s not a typo.) It’s up to us to 
break through the veil of secrecy and fantasy that has been thrown over these 
trade talks, expose the deceptive spin, and tell Canadians what CETA is really 
all about. This is crucial, and it can be done, because, before CETA can be 
officially signed and sealed, it requires the approval of every provincial 
government. So it is particularly vulnerable to public pressure — just one 
Premier can derail it. Across the country, grassroots organizations, including 
unions, are busy mobilizing. Their campaign against CETA is urgently 



needed, and merits the support of all Canadians who care about their 
country’s future. 
—Monitor, “Trade talks with EU threaten public sector, sovereignty,” CCPA, 
Sean Smith, September 2010, pp.28-9 
 

 Canadians have a choice: we can continue down the road we’re on, embracing an 

unsustainable (and therefore dying) economic ideology known as neoliberalism, which 

has brought us nothing but misery these past several decades. Or, we can try for social 

justice, best achieved through social democracy. If we can’t get the social democracy, at 

least let’s try for the social justice. 


