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The manner of governing of Stephen Harper’s Conservative
government might be characterized as a paradox with a purpose. A
sharp centralization of authority over decision-making and politi-
cal management – particularly to augment policing, warmaking
and market-enhancing capacities – is accompanied by an equally
focused policy agenda that seeks to hollow out the distributive
capacities of the Canadian federal state in the executive branches.
This simultaneous centralization and decentralization is a key fea-
ture of the process of state restructuring under neoliberalism.

It is not a matter of bypassing or weakening the state in fa-
vour of markets in general, but a change in the form of the state:
the executive of the state is strengthened relative to parliaments
and participative bodies; state economic apparatuses facilitating
the internationalization of capital and market processes to bolster
capital accumulation are given policy precedence over
redistributional and regulatory departments of the state; decen-
tralization is pursued as an administrative and constitutional
agenda to weaken redistributional and regulatory policies while
centralized protection of trade, commerce and private property are
adopted; and the internal processes of all levels of the state are
increasingly commercialized, privatized, insulated from democratic
accountability and subordinated to capitalist agencies.

The phenomenon of centralized decentralization was first
observed with respect to the British experience with Thatcherism.
It was observed that the power of the state was in fact becoming
increasingly concentrated – ‘free market, strong state for these
iron times’ – at the centre of the state. This centralization of power
was necessary, politically speaking, as a means to drive through
an agenda to restructure the economy, defeat the trade unions,
and erode the welfare state. The Thatcher-era Conservatives under-
stood that state power was a necessary element to restructure the
state itself and its relations with different aspects of civil society.

This process had its origins in Canada under Brian Mulroney’s
Conservative government of the 1980s (although the Liberal gov-
ernment’s of Pierre Trudeau first brought neoliberalism to Canada
and began administrative restructuring in the last years of his
administration).  It gained a great deal of momentum under the
Liberal government of Jean Chretien and the massive restructur-
ing budgets of Paul Martin in the mid-90s.

What Canadians are witnessing in Harper’s Ottawa today is a
variation on these themes. There is a particular further centraliz-
ing of power at the centre of state, and in key state economic
apparatuses, as neoliberalism ‘hardens’ in response to the current
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economic and military impasses. Alongside this, a new agenda for
decentralization of social and redistributional policies of the fed-
eral government appears to be forming. It is in this light that some
of the recent developments of the Conservative minority govern-
ment need to be read as they prepare for the fall parliamentary
agenda and the coming federal election.

Even by the standards of other liberal democracies, the Cana-
dian state, burdened by the vestiges of British colonialism, is
among the least democratic. The immense powers previously held
by the colonial-era governor-generals have, over time, been trans-
ferred to the office of the prime minister. This includes the power
over appointments to the cabinet and to important non-elected
positions within the state apparatus. The result is that the prime
minister and those individuals who inhabit the Prime Minister’s
Office (PMO) wield immense power – Canada’s elected dicta-
torship – over the workings of the Canadian state.

This political-institutional legacy substantially enables the
centralization of power within the Harper government. This runs
along several dimensions including a narrowing of persons and
institutions which can influence policy direction. In terms of the
elected and appointed officials constituting the executive offices
of the Canadian state, what is most evident is the number of former
‘Common Sense Revolutionaries’, from the hyper-neoliberal On-
tario Government of Mike Harris of the 1990s, who are now at the
centre of the Harper government.

Minister of Finance Jim Flaherty served in prominent posi-
tions in both the Harris and successor Ernie Eves’ governments,
including as minister of labour, corrections, attorney general, fi-
nance and deputy premier. He was clearly identified with the hard
right within the Common Sense Revolution and aggressively at-
tacked Eves in the leadership battle to succeed Harris as party
leader and premier as too moderate. John Baird, the current Minis-
ter of Environment, was the social services and energy minister
through the Common Sense Revolution years. There he took a
hard line on young offenders and took every opportunity to boast
that the rapidly dropping number of social assistance recipients
was evidence of the success of the Harris government’s social
and economic policy. When asked where these tens of thousands
of former welfare recipients were ending up he admitted not hav-
ing a clue. Tony Clement, who is responsible for the health portfo-
lio, is another Common Sense Revolution veteran who at various
times held the transportation, environment, housing, and health
portfolios. Peter Van Loan, the Conservative house leader, was
president of the Ontario Conservative party under Harris. And
behind the scenes, Harper recently appointed as his chief of staff
in the Prime Minister’s Office, Mike Harris’s former chief policy
advisor and also chief of staff, Guy Giorno. This is in addition to a
bevy of lesser known young Common Sense Revolutionaries who
found their way into the Harper government as policy and com-
munications specialists in various minister’s offices.

Taken together, these individual conservative partisans and
several of their former colleagues were all central players in On-
tario’s Common Sense Revolution. They left Ontario a stunningly
different place than when they entered government in massively
restructuring government and bolstering corporate power. A simi-
lar project is under construction in Ottawa to more radically pur-
suer neoliberal policies, only there it is slowed by the realities of
minority government. Still, the Harper government is two and one-
half years old and there are clear signs which look eerily like On-
tario in the 1990s.

Of course there are ‘insiders’ of note who have no link to
Ontario’s Common Sense Revolution such as Foreign Affairs Min-
ister David Emerson and Defence Minister Peter Mackay. By vir-
tue of their current portfolios they are responsible for policy fields
of considerable importance to the Harper government as it aligns
Canada to an unprecedented extent to the ambitions of American
imperialism. Emerson in particular is interesting in terms of his
background as Deputy Minister of Finance in the British Colum-
bia government of Bill Vander Zalm but also as a director, prior to
election to Parliament in 2003, of Macdonald, Dettwiler and Asso-
ciates (MDA). MDA specializes in data and information process-
ing as well as various satellite technologies which have applica-
tions to missile and other weapons systems. Moreover, MDA’s
American parent company, Orbital Sciences, is a major missile
defence contractor.

As Industry Minister in the Liberal Paul Martin government
(Emerson crossed the floor to join the Conservatives shortly after
the Conservative win in 2006) Emerson lobbied for a Canadian
aerospace industry strategy where he openly recognized the “po-
tential industrial cooperation opportunities for Canada associ-
ated with Ballistic Missile Defence” (The Hill Times, November
22-28, 2004). Fast forward to the Conservative budget of 2008 and
a line of continuity is apparent. A ‘Canada First Defence Strategy’
was proposed entailing as $12 billion increase in defence spend-
ing over the next 20 years and using public money to forge a “new
relationship with industry” as the budget speech referred to it.

The changing nature of the Canadian state cannot be ignored
in all of this. The long-standing doctrine in public administration
that the state is neutral serves to mask a rather different reality.
Forty years ago British political scientist Ralph Miliband launched a
debate regarding the nature of the state wherein he argued the state
is an instrument of the ruling classes. That is to say, the liberal
democratic state is a capitalist state in that is dominated by the ruling
classes via the elites who control the state, and the way that depart-
ments of government are subordinated to business interests. The
relations between the state and corporate interests, however, do not
always take the same institutional and political forms. Today, the
state and its institutions are taking new organizational and corporate
forms that are organically linked to the neoliberal project. This can
also be seen in the shuffling of state elites under Harper.  →
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A case in point is what is happening to the very uppermost
echelons of the federal state elite. In March 2006, exactly one
month after being sworn in as prime minister, Harper appointed
Kevin Lynch to the top position in the Canadian public service.
An economist by education, he had a long career in the ministries
of finance and industry as well as the Bank of Canada. Within six
months Lynch had removed a number of senior bureaucrats. It is
purely speculative to attribute motive to the removals and ensu-
ing promotions but alignment with the agenda of the government
is always at least a part of such moves.

Lynch’s predecessor as head of the public service, Alex
Himelfarb, while no leftist, was a traditional public servant who
saw the role of senior public servants as one of offering policy
advice, even unwelcome policy advice, to the cabinet and prime
minister. Himelfarb’s background as a former professor of sociol-
ogy, and then as a public servant associated with social policy
initiatives, was probably simply not a good fit in assisting the
Harper government pursue its neoliberal economic agenda. Moreo-
ver, a pluralist approach to policy advice was not welcome in the
Harper state. As with the Common Sense Revolution in Ontario,
the latitude for policy development narrowed substantially. The
role of the public service has been recast to simply implement the
priorities of the government without regard to alternatives or warn-
ings respecting potential downsides.

According to a well-placed Ottawa consultant, the centraliza-
tion of the policy-making function in the prime minister’s office
has led to the loss of several senior policy managers, especially at
the assistant and deputy minister level. With little interesting work
to do – such as the massive gutting of funding of cultural pro-
grammes in the quiet of August, many public officials, at both
senior and intermediate levels, have departed.  This is a crucial
way that neoliberalism has consolidated across the senior levels
of the Canadian state. Neoliberals have consistently been moved
into key bureaucratic posts, in a sense forming themselves as
‘organic intellectuals’ of the neoliberalization of the state. The
Harper government is continuing this process in a more thor-
ough-going reorganization of state personnel.

It is important to see the recruitment of the many political and
administrative leaders of the Common Sense Revolution, and the
extensive dismissal, circulation and conscription of new state per-
sonnel, to the Canadian state with a sharpening of neoliberalism
in Canada. This is a strengthening the central executive and or-
gans of the Canadian state. They are putting in place the political
and administrative capacities to pursue a further fundamental de-
centralization of the redistributional capacities of the state. This is
consistent with neoliberalism, the legacy of the Reform and Alli-
ance Parties that Harper has sustained, the Conservative strategy
for gaining political space in Quebec and the agenda the Harrisites
have brought to Ottawa.

The fundamental premise of the postwar ‘social contract’ in
Canada, as elsewhere among the northern capitalist states, was
establishing some minimal floor of social and economic security.
The period of post-war and depression reconstruction was best
captured by the 1943 Report on Social Security which would
inform the next 30 years of largely federally-driven welfare state
building in Canada. This redistributional bargain was built into
the institutions of federalism in Canada, particularly through fed-
eral transfers but also by Federal government administrative and
policy oversight.

Today, in contrast, the Harper government is proposing to
build on the defunding and deconstruction which took place un-
der the Mulroney and Chretien governments who together
brought Canadians a deepening insecurity through the effective
constitutionalization of free trade and an unprecedented retreat of
the federal state from the funding of social programs. Recent sug-
gestions that the provinces may be provided more economic au-
tonomy is a program to further constrain what is left of the Cana-
dian social security state. As it is the social program fabric of
Canada, given that the 10 provinces are responsible for program
delivery, is increasingly a hodge-podge of unequal access, qual-
ity and coverage. Greater decentralization without fiscal capacity,
that is the ability to fund programs, will assuredly translate into
greater inequality. No doubt, as has been the case elsewhere,
devolution to subnational levels of government, whether local or
provincial, sets the stage for a race to the bottom as these jurisdic-
tions compete with each other to win investment and curry favour
with capital by cutting taxes and rolling back social security.

The centralizing agenda of Harper’s Conservative govern-
ment, particularly as it relates to political and state personnel, has
its counterpart in this decentralizing agenda with respect to social
and redistributional policies. It is one of the key areas that Cana-
dian neoliberals are keen to act further upon. This is framed in
terms of the Conservative’s ‘strict constitutionalism’ in assessing
the federal division of powers in Canada: the federal government
should not be involved in policy areas, such as health, education,
welfare, culture, that are allocated as provincial powers in the
Canadian constitution.  This is the neoliberal competition state
further displacing the welfare state. This is Harper’s Canada.

While neoliberalism in Canada, as throughout the world,
is increasingly discredited, and has less and less popular ap-
peal, it continues on inside state institutions and power struc-
tures. Economic crises and military debacles have not yet bro-
ken it. The opposition parties all reject, to varying degrees,
some of the worst aspects of the Conservative government.
On this basis alone, it will be worthwhile campaigning to de-
feat the Conservative as one of the most egregious govern-
ments Canada has had in 80 years in terms of domestic policy
and the most supine ever as faithful ally of American imperial-
ism.  But the political scene in Canada is all but absent of
political alternatives to neoliberalism: all of the parties have
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accepted the ‘new realities’ of Ottawa, and none is attempted
to build an anti-neoliberal politics.

It is pure fantasy to suggest, as many left nationalists
have been doing, that a Liberal-NDP alliance and tactical vot-
ing would serve as a means to ‘reclaim’ Canada against the
‘neoconservatives’ of Harper. The Liberals implemented the
main features of neoliberalism in Canada. And social democ-
racy around the world has accommodated neoliberalism, as
has the NDP everywhere it has held power in Canada. Indeed,
social democracy has realigned itself in terms of its organiza-
tional basis, its policies and the political alliances it forms. As
a political instrument, social democratic parties such as the
NDP play as much a role in disorganizing the working class as
they once did in organizing it (under a particular labourist
ideology).

This is a feature of the broad
collapse of the Left since 1989. In
Canada, it has led to an array of forms
of political dissent: political apathy,
minoritarian radical campaigns, so-
cial coalitions, efforts to forge elec-
toral pacts and starry-eyed efforts
at reforming the NDP. This has
meant that elections have come to
focus on voting for the NDP as the
best in existing circumstances (with
a few calling for a wider electoral
front to defeat the hard right, which
has left the wider electorate more
confused when the same general
policies continue on).

The features of neoliberalism that
Harper has been deepening, however,
do not lend themselves to easy reversal
through elections or through these
political forms. So discussions about
electoral strategy in the context of ex-
isting political forces becomes ever
more formalistic – the end of democratic
politics that the neoliberals have had
as a central objective. That is a cru-
cial lesson of the last two decades.
Social transformation, and even just
the breaking of neoliberalism, is not
going to occur through a singular po-
litical rupture, or a set of reforms built
into an electoral alliance, or a series
of spontaneous scattered revolts. To
form an alternative to neoliberalism
and the form of state it has con-
structed, the formation of a new so-
cial bloc with a systemic alternative
able to contest for political power is
required.

The Left in Canada has been much slower than elsewhere
to come to terms with this new political reality. In both more
radical small currents and in key union and social movements,
there are just calls for more of the same, only better or more
determined than the past. This is intellectual nonsense and
increasingly politically debilitating. The coming federal elec-
tion will provide an opportunity to defeat Harper. But it will
also allow the Left to campaign on a series of key political
demands – such as getting out of Afghanistan, a public infrastruc-
ture programme to reverse carbon emissions, settlements with First
Nations, constraints over financial capital – that can also be a foun-
dation for its own rebuilding and emergence as a social force.  R
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