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Societies are going through tremendous and significant change. In some ways all societies 

through history have gone through tremendous and significant change. What may be different 

today, is the pace and breadth of change, as technology, mass communication and the collapse 

of borders (called globalization) have taken a greater role in our lives. 

To understand social and political change and how to respond to these changes, we need to 

think about how we intellectually frame or understand the dynamics of having, keeping or 

taking the power that drives change. In a way, we need to have a theoretical prism through 

which we see what is changing around us and understand what are the driving forces involved. 

To contribute a discussion on this challenge, I would like to present a view of contemporary 

politics that I hope may help determine what we do to empower the disadvantaged and 

disempowered in our society. I don’t have a new theory of power, just a perspective on how to 

view the relations of power and therefore what we do to empower the powerless.  

While I still believe that income and wealth, and the competition over material conditions and 

resources affect all politics, the way different interest groups engage has changed. Basically I 

think we can see a shift in the dynamics of gaining or retaining power in society, from ‘polar 

politics’ to ‘process politics’, from the polar oppositional and confrontational styles of the last 

century, to a more fluid, situational and multi-dimensional style of the future. 

Polar Politics 

Up to now, and still dominant for some power players in society, is the transactional 

competition of simple opposites – right versus wrong, good and bad, left wing or right wing, the 

haves and the have-nots. The scramble for power is often defined in win or lose terms, and the 

results of these struggles are measured in how much is gained or lost. This form of politics is 

certainly favoured by political parties, trade unions, the mainstream news media and many 

interest groups organized in opposition to the state or organized to preserve wealth and power.  

The electoral process in liberal democracies is based on simplified polarized choices. The courts 

are required to find guilt or innocence, fault or no fault. Government programs and policy 

changes are therefore more transactional, as those in power will only tinker with incremental 

changes to systems that preserve their power, rather than take on major structural changes 

that could jeopardise their power and privilege. The illegitimate child of the news industry and 

politics, public polling, is also often framing issues it terms of polarized public positions. 
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Class struggle in this mode of thinking pits landlords, landowners, corporations and their 

representatives in opposition to workers (union and non-union), the poor and much of the 

middle class. Each is locked into respective interests and positions. Their efforts to dominate 

economics and politics have not changed substantially in over a hundred years in North 

America. For many of us steeped in polar politics, there are the good guys and bad, white hats 

and black, exploiters and exploited. 

I think we can see this style of politics in extremist political organizations – the gun lobby or the 

Tea Party in the US, Islamic State, Tamil Tigers, FARC etc etc. Each claims a main enemy to 

justify their struggle and the abuse of innocents. Each defines their legitimacy in simple, rigid, 

moralistic principles.  The way the Conservative Government of Canada is responding to the 

issue of murdered and missing women is an example of a government that has been backed 

into a polarized corner by advocacy groups, of saying no to a national inquirery, rather than 

being able to propose a means of stopping the violence that is affecting indigenous women. 

Process Politics 

What I think is evolving now, is more of an eclectic form of politics, that is evolving and shifting 

in where power rests and is exercised. Process politics are caught up in the variations of the 

polar themes, as there is a greater diversity of forces at play in any political situation. Process 

politics exhibits the multiple points of conflict and convergence, not merely the simplistically 

main ones. The rules of politics are less rigid and defined, as social discourse breaks and 

reframes rules. More political discourse is situational, as local issues and concerns become 

comprehensible and important.  And, importantly, process politics are transformative as it is 

influenced by those without conventional polar power, as well as  by those with power. 

Communication technology has a great deal to play in this new political discourse. The ways 

and speed of communication now through social media and accessible technology means there 

is a greater diversity of views (both responding to issues and creating the format for 

conversation) and fewer controls on sharing these views. There is now a flourishing of spot 

assessments and judgements that are not categorical or polemical. There is more of a confused 

blend of individual and social interests, material and life-style goals, and social relations that 

cross ethnic, class and geographic lines. 

While those in power may still try to control or influence this evolution-based style of politics, 

they are less able to. The authoritative sources of information and commentary, leaders, are no 

longer institutionally approved, but come from a broad mix of people who have a digital or 

celebrity profile. While this politic is still rooted in class and material wealth, the class lines are 

more obtuse and allegiances cross benefit lines. For example wage dependent workers will vote 

conservative and billionaires will call for higher taxes on the rich. Neo-liberal or neo-
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conservative ideology attracts contradictory social support and everyone hates the 1%, as social 

democrats become neo-liberals. 

Impact on Democracy 

Polar politics have turned democracy into a marketing exercise in Canada. As power now rests 

only in Ottawa and the gap between elected officials and electorate widens, democracy 

becomes more of a marketing of promises, pronouncements and illusions. Politicians claim to 

represent the people, but their main contact is via the mass media, occasional mass mailing or 

opinion polls. In the black or white world of party politics, the opposition is bad, we are good. 

A particularly insidious and destructive manifestation of polar politics today, is the promotion 

of ‘fringe fear’ that is used to divide and rule public perceptions and electoral behaviour. Fringe 

fear is the focus on minor incidents or issues that can be used to stimulate attention and 

anxiety, then push opinion into protective responses. The Bush administration in the US used 

fear to justify military invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq. The Conservative administration has 

used criminals, terrorists (particularly ‘Islamists’)  and protestors as major threats to society 

when they are very small factors in the social problems we face. The Prime Minister’s 

characterization of ‘separatists and socialists’ to degrade a Liberal/NDP coalition attempt in 

2010 was effective because the public was already afraid and feeling threatened. The personal 

attack election ads are only one demonstration of fringe fear gone rampant. And though the 

Liberals and NDP will not admit it, they have fallen into the fringe fear trap by vilifying Harper 

and the Government, in the race of polar politics.  

Public opinion of the Islamic State and the military aggression in the middle east reflects the 

tension between old and new politics. Whereas our Government and conservatives see evil to 

be eradicated in IS, others see a complex of social, political and theological issues involved. 

Ironically the people most aggressively wanting to bomb IS are the most like IS in their 

monolithic ideological passions. The Conservatives in their simple polarized mindset, think that 

if IS militants are Muslims, then all Muslims are militants. Those activists seeking a politics of 

process sees IS militants as Muslims, but very clearly not all Muslims are militants. 

Another manifestation of the effect of polar politics on society, is the undermining of 

participation of the young in elections. A minority of the 18-25 year old population are 

becoming voters and this generation is more sceptical about the value of government to their 

lives, and therefore the value of voting or democracy. Without clear leadership on issues that 

matter to them, they are choosing to ignore the electoral system and to give up on sorting out 

their choices in the cacophony of commentary on political options. Especially for ethnic 

minorities and First Nations youth, there is a sense that the current political system is irrelevant 

to them or worse, that it only favours the wealthy and their conscious and unconscious allies. 
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It seems there are more major spontaneous social protests emerging now as the young want to 

express their disillusionment, but don’t have the vehicles or means to do it. There is less 

confidence in the established ideologies or in leaders of national parties and organizations. 

While it seems the profile of many issues are dominant – the economy, terrorism (war with 

Islamic State), trade – there is a breadth of other issues of concern to the disaffected – legalized 

suicide, jobs, murdered and missing Aboriginal women, the environment and poverty. 

Coming upon the federal election of 2015 (and provincial elections in 2016), there is some 

interest in a number of social groups, of how to organize around the electoral opportunity that 

is available and to address the political imbalances in our country. The political terrain has been 

split wide open as there is an overlap of the different political styles and strategies and a sense 

of urgency and looming crisis if there isn’t significant political change in the country. There are 

still players wedded to the polarized style of politics while others are engaged in styles of 

political discourse and change that are more process oriented. 

Impact on Social Justice 

The efforts of social minorities in any society and at various times in history, to get more of the 

economic and social pie, has existed for at least 2,000 years. And the struggles of these 

minorities have gone through numerous evolutions of strategy,  design and tactics.  

Today, I think these struggles around various forms of social injustice are eclectic, situational 

and often spontaneous. We see the rise of Idle No More, or Occupy which galvanized public and 

particularly youth concerns and fears, but only momentarily. Protests and demonstrations ebb 

and flow, rise and fall, appearing to be leaderless. We saw the Arab Spring uprisings that have 

toppled governments. More recently there have been the Umbrella movement in Hong Kong 

and the anti-police riots in the United States. In Manitoba, the tragedy of murdered and missing 

women is getting peaked public attention but only because so many women have been killed. 

One of the manifestations of the political changes in Canada has been the declining authority of 

progressive organizations, non-governmental and political left, to define issues and mobilize 

support for social change. The call for social justice or even the promotion of social benefit 

seems to have lost its validity in a society now increasingly individualistic and corporate. There 

are so many more organization first of all, competing with each other for news coverage, 

donations and membership. There aren’t the high profile leaders (Douglas, Brodbent, Trudeau, 

Suzuki)  who can personify and epitomize the changes we believed in. The unions, left 

organizations and some established NGOs are still trying to assemble support under polar 

political banners while younger less-institutionalized organizations are choosing non-aligned 

paths of opposition. 
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The political parties are still positioning for legislative power in Canada and Manitoba under 

tactics of the last decade, hoping the young will not vote and pretending they still know what is 

best for everyone. Throughout the province there are also discussions taking place on how to 

organize public reaction to the serious underlying issues facing the province, but they lack 

strategies and tactics that are consistent with the politics of engagement, the politics of process 

that will attract  the majority of the population. 

Suggestions for Action 

So what does this mean for activists trying to address poverty, exclusion of First Nations citizens 

from the benefits of our society or global warming? And what can we/they do to advance 

our/their objectives recognizing the dynamics of how power is shared today? 

First, I think we need to have a national vision of what we are for, a national ideal that people 

can relate to and support, not just what we against in our country. And not only should we 

define what we want, but we must be clear on how we will implement the changes and pay for 

the costs involved. Those playing polar politics are trapped in criticising what exists to position 

themselves different from the others, and where there are projections for the future, they are 

on specific issues or themes defined by the people in power. We need to chart a vision that 

shakes off the self-interests of the major players and defines what is needed for the country to 

survive another hundred years. This definition must inspire support and should also give 

organized politics a tangible direction for action. 

For discussion, I think that vision should be of a Canada that stands for principles of social 

justice and equality. We should promote a vision that positions Canada as a human rights 

nation that practices what it preaches, as valuable both socially and economically. We should 

identify our citizenry as our most valuable natural resource. Therefore we should distance 

ourselves from the globalization ethic that focuses on non-renewable resources, trade and 

commerce as the primary drivers of global relations. We should be a nation that promotes 

global peace and justice, energy conservation and sustainability, as the means to improved 

mutual prosperity. 

Second, I think we need to expand our relationships and conversations on any and all of the 

issues we think important, but across our conventional social, economic and political lines. As 

people committed to social justice, I think we need to have the confidence of our principles and 

to engage others who do not share our positions, principles or policies. Of course we will try to 

influence how they think, but the objective should be to find the commonalities in our positions 

so that we can live harmoniously.  
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Part of developing politic relations, is for those who have been engaged for a long time need to 

join protest and social movements in their efforts to raise awareness or concerns. These 

protests are not necessarily going to affect politics and change directly, but they are important 

for cultivating political skills and experience. They are organic in their response to oppression or 

injustice and can build towards significant change over time and with guidance. 

Third, I think we need to focus on what it will take to get young voters out to vote in the next 

federal election. Only about 40% of Canadians between the ages of 18 and 30 turn out to vote 

in federal elections. In areas of poverty and where Aboriginal youth live, the turnout is even 

lower. However, this demographic has a serious stake in the future of this country, they can 

wield significant influence on important issues if they engage the political system and change 

the way the major parties function (this point is more hopeful than analytical). However, we 

cannot treat young voters as fodder for conventional political polarizing and warm bodies for 

traditional party campaigns. The appeal to young voters must be on equal terms and on issues 

they are concerned about. Their engagement must be as partners in a national project to 

change politics in Canada and create a national culture that is socially, economically and 

environmentally sustainable. 

Everyone is saying that they must use social media to politicize and mobilize, but many are still 

trying to fill content with messaging that does not touch people nor fit with the medium of 

change. The 10 second meme or instagram is going to be the medium, while social contacts is 

the message. The shadows are still on the philosophical cave wall but they are moving past a lot 

faster and in colour. 

The next federal election provides an opportunity for fueling the energy of the emerging politic. 

I think this can be done by creating an informal coalition of groups with different interests but a 

common desire to install a new form of government in Ottawa. I think we need to coalesce 

around a theme of renewed national democracy, that can address a variety of issues and needs, 

but is based on the human resource potential and needs of the country. The unifying theme is 

that Canadians are the natural resource that we need to develop, so that our culture, economy 

and political institutions can thrive in a rapidly changing world.  

Now! Over to the rest of you – what do you think? 


