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Abstract 

Over the past two decades, there have been dramatic changes in how people participate in 

politics. Increasingly, people are turning away from political institutions in favour of 

more informal and unconventional modes of political participation. These modes are 

often facilitated by networked communication and allow for more 'participatory' forms of 

political culture. As a governing ideology that operates on multiple levels, neoliberalism 

has been central to these transformations. By influencing the values, practices, and 

institutions in Western democracies, it has transformed ideas of citizenship, publicness 

and democracy by weakening public institutions and privileging a focus on self-

improvement, private life, individualism, and market-oriented actions.  

In this dissertation, I focused on emerging forms of political culture in Canada with a 

concern for the relationship between neoliberalism, the theoretical work on participatory 

politics and developments in practice. Through a series of three case studies, the aims of 

my project are to: 1) Demonstrate the diversity of this expanding field of practice in 

Canada and investigate the key characteristics, practices, and contradictions associated 

with initiatives; 2) Explain how patterns of participatory politics relate to and sometimes 

contest patterns of neoliberal governance; 3) Assess the degree to which emerging forms 

of participatory politics represent consequential approaches to public action.   

While political participation has changed dramatically over the past two decades, we still 

lack empirical data on how the dynamics of neoliberalism have reshaped political culture 

in paradoxical ways that both constrict and widen the opportunities for political efficacy. 

This is the case despite the urgency to develop new ideas that address younger 

generations whose retreat from traditional methods of public participation, threatens the 

legitimacy of formal democratic institutions. There is a need to better understand how 

participatory politics provides avenues for agency that are currently unavailable through 

institutionalized politics in neoliberal societies such as Canada. In identifying the 

similarities, differences and limitations of the case studies, this dissertation will assist in 

assessing competing claims regarding participatory politics and help to inform 

interventions in policy and education that aim to foster a more robust democracy. 

Keywords: participatory politics; neoliberalism; political culture; participatory 
culture; public sphere; case study  
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Introduction 

Over the past two decades, there has been a proliferation of research in political, 

democratic and social theory that describes and defends various kinds of ‘participatory 

politics’. This is perhaps to be expected, since in the rise in networked information 

technologies have dramatically changed how people engage in political participation and 

expression. Networked and mobile media has created unprecedented opportunities for 

expression and interaction, allowing for more 'participatory' forms of political culture - 

especially among individuals and groups who use networked communication to challenge 

or bypass social, cultural and political norms. Indeed, political participation has become 

much easier, more widespread and more diverse at a time when political institutions are 

increasingly perceived as unaccountable, exclusive and disengaging.  

As a result, emerging publics are turning away from political institutions in favour 

of more informal and do-it-yourself modes of political participation. This has led to a 

surge in unconventional forms of political participation that draw on media and cultural 

production to engage new people in political discourse. At the same time, networked 

communication such as Facebook, Twitter and Instagram have given populist political 

movements the ability to bypass traditional media outlets, communicate directly with 

people without interference from journalists. This has given rise to a new manifestation 

of far-right authoritarian leaders who manipulate social media platforms to marginalize 

dissidents and destabilize democracies. Furthermore, transformations in communication 

have created serious issues related to surveillance, co-optation, fake news, and digital 

labour exploitation.  

As a governing ideology that operates on multiple levels, neoliberalism has been 

central to these transformations. By influencing the values, practices, subjectivities and 

institutions in Western democracies, it has transformed ideas of citizenship, publicness 

and democracy by weakening public institutions and privileging a focus on self-

improvement, private life, individualism, and market-oriented actions and subjectivities. 

While there is a growing body of academic work on participatory politics and the 

changing nature of political engagement, my apprehension is that this work has not yet:  
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• Critically engaged with how the dynamics of neoliberalism (such as 
individualism, entrepreneurialism and the consumer citizen) are being 
leveraged to undermine the neoliberal project. 

• Focused on the task of accounting for differences and similarities between the 
ways in which practices of participatory politics are constituted, assembled, 
mediated and performed within the Canadian context; 

• Developed a theory of participatory politics that accounts for how participatory 
politics is often co-opted by neoliberal governmentality.  

In this dissertation, I focus on emerging forms of political culture in Canada with 

a concern for the relationship between neoliberalism, the contemporary theoretical work 

on participatory politics and developments in practice. Through a series of three case 

studies, the aims of my project are to: 1) Demonstrate the diversity of this rapidly 

expanding field of practice in Canada and investigate the key characteristics, practices, 

and contradictions associated with initiatives of participatory politics and the broader 

socio-political currents of change they represent; 2) Explain how patterns of participatory 

politics relate to and sometimes contest patterns of neoliberal governance.   

This thesis emerges from my involvement with participatory projects as they have 

been enacted in practice. The approach I have used engages with the ideas, imperatives, 

norms and contradictions summoned up by these projects; and how these compare against 

what has been generated in literatures concerned with participatory politics and the public 

sphere. The study is designed to demonstrate the diversity of this rapidly expanding field 

of practice in Canada, illuminate relationships of similarity and difference within it and 

discuss its relationship to neoliberal forms of governmentality.  

In order to introduce some of the themes explored in this thesis, I want to describe 

how my own experience of this field began to develop. I do this because I think my 

experience serves as a way to highlight the challenges that are raised by contemporary 

forms of participatory politics. As a media practitioner and community organizer working 

in Vancouver, British Columbia, I started a social enterprise, Gen Why Media in 2011. At 

Gen Why Media, we specialized in producing media, events and public art that support 

engagement around a variety of socio-political issues. We have worked within an ecology 

of organizations, networks and publics who were using informal and unconventional 

approaches to address a myriad of social and political issues. We used a local and 
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entrepreneurial approach that drew on culture to inspire participation among an emerging 

demographic of political actors.  

I noticed that while my peers and I were, in many ways, innovating political 

engagement by merging it with participatory media and cultural production, participation 

with traditional political institutions like election, political parties and unions was steadily 

in decline. This worried me because, as much as this institutional system seemed 

cumbersome and, in many ways, compromised by private interests, it is still the central 

vehicle to influence large-scale policy decisions in Canada.  After several years of 

hosting events, making films and videos for social issues, facilitating social media 

campaigns, leading workshops and producing participatory art installations - I noticed 

how the emerging forms of public engagement we were practicing were using certain 

logics within neoliberalism to reinvent political participation.  

As the Creative Director of Gen Why Media my curiosity was sparked as to how 

emerging non-traditional forms of political engagement fit within the fissures of a 

neoliberal order in paradoxical ways and the degree to which they are re-constituting 

liberal democratic politics. I was curious about what is at stake in and across the field of 

participatory politics. When, where and how should informal participation arising in 

digital culture connect to other more formal modes of political participation? What are 

the implications of modes of political participation that are informal, set within the 

context of everyday life, and often self-actualizing? How are these approaches to political 

participation related to the dynamics of neoliberalism? Should certain participatory 

repertoires work together with formal political institutions and processes? If so, how? 

These are a few of the questions that I set out to explore at the beginning of my 

PhD. They were further developed through a field study, Creative Publics: Art-Making 

Inspired by the Federal Election, that I undertook in the first year of my Doctoral 

program. I designed this field study as part of the national research project Art for Social 

Change: An Integrated Research Program in Teaching Evaluation, and Capacity 

Building, with the aim of investigating how media, art and cultural production might 

generate political discourse and affective agency. The study consisted of four 

interventions that I orchestrated across different public sites in Vancouver, British 

Columbia from September to October 2015. While creative practices have been central to 
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political movements throughout the 20th century, much analysis treats these modes of 

expression as distinct or separate from more traditional forms of civic practices and 

everyday political participation. Therefore, the purpose of the project was to inquire into 

whether public art-making could serve as a space for low-tech, in-person political 

engagement where participants could publicly express both affective and more discursive 

(dialogic) forms of participation through art-making.  

Through my analysis of the study and by engaging with literature associated with 

participatory politics, I came to the realization that many practices of participatory 

politics do not clearly and explicitly address issues of power or the ways in which new 

forms of participatory politics that have emerged from digital culture can unintentionally 

reinforce the anti-democratic tendencies within neoliberalism. What critics of the 

‘participatory condition’ make clear is that participatory politics which are facilitated 

through new media platforms presents serious risks associated with neoliberal 

governmentality – namely, inequality, surveillance, polarization, co-optation, 

depoliticization and exploitation. I realized that without addressing how power operates 

within the context of neoliberalism, it is impossible to understand how to position 

participatory politics as a method for empowerment, capable of influencing political 

institutions. As Jenkins and Couldry (2014) emphasize, not taking power into 

consideration risks moving toward post-democratic societies where there are 

paradoxically countless opportunities to participate but without a clear understanding of 

their significance and without a clear path to political empowerment and change. 

Through the analysis of the Creative Publics field study, I paradoxically 

discovered that there is little discussion in the literature of how the dynamics of 

neoliberalism, including individualism, entrepreneurialism and consumer-driven forms of 

citizenship can be leveraged to build collective power and influence political institutions 

in ways that undermine the neoliberal project. Central to this deficiency are shortcomings 

in the two dominant frameworks used to conceptualize participatory politics. On the one 

hand, liberal notions of participatory politics make presumptions about power relations 

and who is able to participate. Much of this scholarship is rooted in the work of John 

Dewey and others who emphasize the importance of democratic participation in everyday 

life. While these normative perspectives have much to offer, they often contain an 
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unacknowledged liberal bias and presumptions about access, equality and consensus. 

Liberal perspectives are critiqued because they often assume an individualized form of 

agency and see individual choice as being able to supersede realities of social hierarchies 

and power differentials. This perspective often assumes a generalized or universal 

concept of participation and overlook questions of who has the access and social or 

cultural capital in order to participate and how political economic forces structure 

participation. In other words, without attending to the particular ways in which 

neoliberalism influences participatory politics, the liberal perspective lacks an adequate 

diagnosis of how power shapes new forms of political engagement today. On the other 

hand, I contend that critical conceptions of participatory politics can often present a rather 

monolithic view, one that is informed by theoretical considerations but one which 

nonetheless forecloses on opportunities and practices that suggest how participatory 

politics can open up alternatives to neoliberalism.  

In what follows, I explore these and other tensions, as I investigate the extent to 

which emerging publics can use participatory politics to reframe political participation in 

ways that have the potential to counter de-politicization and the structural inequalities 

associated with neoliberalism. The necessary alignment between participatory culture and 

neoliberal forms of governmentality is premised on two false assumptions: the first 

assumption is that participatory politics are predominantly characterized by individualist, 

mediatized, and depoliticized frameworks that inadvertently reinforce the neoliberal 

status quo. The second assumption is that political institutions are not significantly 

influenced by practices of participatory politics.  

The Creative Publics field study helped to clarify that while political participation 

in Canada has changed dramatically over the past two decades, we still lack empirical 

data on how the dynamics of neoliberalism have reshaped political engagement in 

paradoxical ways that both constrict and widen the opportunities for political efficacy. 

Furthermore, while there is a consortium of research practitioners in the United States 

developing, examining and theorizing new forms political practice arising from 

participatory politics and civic media, there are few studies that focus on the Canadian 

context. Despite being increasingly central to public life, it is not clear the degree to 

which participatory politics has impacted social and political outcomes in Canada or the 
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ways in which they can be improved to facilitate deeper and more diverse forms of 

democratic engagement. This is the case despite the urgency to develop new ideas and 

new forms of political participation that address younger generations of Canadians whose 

retreat from traditional methods of public participation, threatens the legitimacy of formal 

democratic institutions. As political participation shifts toward greater use of networked 

and mobile digital communication, there is an increasing demand among government 

agencies, non-profits, and community-based organizations for research into how 

participatory politics is being used to empower citizens and make government more 

accessible. It is this demand for research about the changing terms and conditions of 

politics in Canada that this dissertation aims to address. 

Given the context outlined above, the key research goal of this dissertation is to 

better understand the relationship between neoliberalism and participatory politics, 

including the ways in which practices of participatory politics reveal forms of counter-

rationalities that contest the hegemony of neoliberalism. I believe establishing this 

understanding will assist in developing more precise categories for assessing competing 

claims regarding participatory politics and help us make concrete interventions on the 

level of policy and education to foster a more participatory and robust democracy. I do 

this by engaging with three distinct but overlapping bodies of literature. These were 

selected initially because they helped me to engage with the issues raised by the Creative 

Publics field study and also because of their potential to open up a broader range of 

questions about the diversity, similarity and difference in initiatives of participatory 

politics. The three literatures that inform my theoretical framework are: 

• Literature concerned with the activity and theory of participatory politics, 
especially in relation to participatory culture;� 

• Literature on public sphere theory, particularly focused on multiple, counter, 
and private publics in addition to radical, agonistic and counter-democracy.  

• Critical literature concerned with neoliberalism and its relationship with what 
has been described as our contemporary ‘participatory condition’ (Barney, et. 
al, 2016). 

These literatures allow me to explore how participatory politics can offer critical 

resources in the service of democratic engagement, to provide avenues for empowerment 
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and agency that are currently unavailable in institutionalized politics with neoliberal 

societies such as Canada. The purpose of this study, therefore, is to develop new 

knowledge of participatory politics as both an instrumental action for building power and 

as an expressive cultural activity of self-actualization, creative expression, and collective 

identity formation. In identifying the factors that have contributed to the successes, 

failures and limitations of the case studies, this dissertation will lay the foundation for an 

analytical framework in which participation as counter-hegemony can be located.  

My research activities ultimately led me to draw on resources within critical 

ethnography to examine three case studies wherein participatory politics is used to 

connect informal and formal modes of political participation. My ethnographic research 

and interviews with participants and facilitators of participatory initiatives explore 

multiple aspects of participatory politics including: how cultural production, participatory 

media and the social web are used to reduce the barriers to politic action; how 

participants and facilitators conceptualize their actions in terms of democratic values; 

how they reconcile contradictory norms of individualization and marketization with ideas 

of collectivity and publicness; how their work might open-up, construct and even pre-

figure novel forms of impactful political engagement in neoliberal, advanced capitalist 

societies; and the degree to which their work aims to influence formal political 

institutions or decision-making processes.  

There are two objectives of this study:  

• To investigate the key characteristics, values, practices, assumptions, outcomes 
and contradictions associated with initiatives of participatory politics in 
Canada. The first objective sets out to explore not just the nature of 
participatory politics in Canada, but the broader socio-political currents of 
change they represent;  

• To investigate how patterns of participatory politics relate to and sometimes 
contest patterns of neoliberal governance. The aim here is to explore how 
specific practices of participatory politics offer counter-rationalities to 
neoliberal forms of governmentality.   

This research aims to explore how participatory politics works to reproduce key patterns 

and dynamics within neoliberalism, while also enacting broader changes to the character 

of publicness and to the way politics is practiced. The hope here is that this work will 
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contribute to the much larger and longer-term collective project of thinking through how 

normative versions of participatory politics might be mediated and generated to facilitate 

deeper and more efficacious forms of democratic participation.   

Research Questions: 

• RQ 1: What are the contradictions and tensions that animate participatory 
political practices in the Canadian context? 

• RQ 2: How do participatory politics allow publics to provide counter-
rationalities to neoliberal forms of governmentality?  

In Chapter 1, I begin by providing an overview of the changing patterns of 

political participation in Canada and argue that conventional explanations for 

disengagement with formal political institutions often overlook the role neoliberalism has 

played in transforming values, practices, subjectivities and institutions in Western 

democracies. I explore how the dynamics of neoliberalism operate to weaken public 

institutions, including political and democratic institutions, by privileging private life, 

individualism, and market-oriented actions and subjectivities. By centering neoliberalism 

in the analysis of participatory, I outline three ‘paradoxes’ that characterize participatory 

politics in ways that both reinforce and undermine ideals of democratic participation.   

Chapter 2 provides a literature review that frames the analysis the three case 

studies in Chapters 4, 5 and 6. By drawing on literature associated with the 'New Left', 

the public sphere, and contemporary discourse of participatory politics stemming from 

cultural and media studies, I account for how political participation has been theorized 

and researched. Given the intractable paradoxes associated with participatory politics, I 

draw on ideas  associated with ‘political’, 'radical', and 'counter' interpretations of 

democratic participation and emphasize the counter-hegemonic potential of participatory 

politics. I then propose a new normative definition of participatory politics which I draw 

on in order to analyze the case studies in subsequent chapters. 

In Chapter 3, I detail my methodology. In Chapters 4,5,6, I explore the three case 

studies: the 150 Years Young Project lead by youth civic engagement organization 

Apathy is Boring (Chapter 4); the Creative Publics project which focused on arts-based 

approaches to participation in the federal election (Chapter 5); digital rights group 
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OpenMedia use of digitally-enabled ‘crowd-sourcing’ to facilitated participation with 

policy advocacy (Chapter 6).  

In Chapter 7, I discuss the findings of case studies and focuses on how 

participatory politics are imagined, organized and enacted within the context of 

neoliberalism. I then examine the similarities and differences between the cases by 

bringing them into relation with one another and focusing on how different practices of 

participation are weaved together and constituted through the cases. I conclude this study 

by reflecting on the possibility for participatory politics to chart new normative 

‘pathways’ for political practice and propose alternative ways of accounting for how pure 

or uncontradictory participatory politics is impossible in the context of neoliberal 

societies.  

This dissertation ultimately argues that while neoliberalism is a potent and 

damaging mode of governance, there are always unpredictable directions and outcomes 

that arise in such a system because it is not totalizing or absolute. Rather there are 

elements that have emerged (and that continue to emerge) that leverage some of the 

characteristics and normative qualities of neoliberalism as a way of energizing politics. In 

other words, one can read some normative qualities of the system (e.g. the emphasis upon 

individual autonomy, creativity, freedom) to indict other aspects of the system (e.g. the 

dominance and alienation of market rationality). This process has often been 

underrecognized and undertheorized in critiques of neoliberalism. Much of the discussion 

of neoliberalism has been to offer comprehensive criticism without considering how it 

offers new types of horizons for action. The dissertation explores how neoliberalism is 

not simply a top-down discourse, rather it is perpetuated by acting subjects who are 

responding to the conditions that arise before them, through which their subjectivity is 

produced. Indeed, new opportunities for activism and societal transformation arise from 

the individual and collective responses to neoliberalism. The case studies map these 

conditions through diagnosing new political practices and new political communities that 

draw on personalization, consumerism, entrepreneurship, and creative practice. While 

making clear the risks involved with leveraging neoliberalism for a progressive political 

agenda, I argue that we must go beyond indignation or denouncing neoliberalism and 
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instead focus on leveraging neoliberalism’s contradictions to build more democratic and 

equitable ways of organizing society.  
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Chapter 1.  
 
Political Participation within Neoliberal Societies  

1.1. Introduction 

Changing patterns of political participation in Canada are a complex phenomenon 

with multiple contributing factors. Some explanations for these changes are well 

documented and represent conventional interpretation for change in political and social 

norms and behaviours. Other, less conventional explanations focus on the structural and 

ideological factors that influence these changes. In this chapter, I begin by providing an 

overview of the changing patterns of political participation in Canada and explore the 

explanations for these changes. I suggest that conventional explanations for 

disengagement and disillusionment with formal political institutions often overlook the 

role neoliberalism has played in transforming values, practices, subjectivities and 

institutions in Western democracies. Focusing on the role of neoliberalism is important 

because, as I will explore, it is a governing ideology that operates on multiple levels to 

transform ideas of citizenship, publicness and democracy within advanced societies. I 

argue the dynamics of neoliberalism operate to weaken public institutions, including 

political and democratic institutions, by privileging private life, individualism, and 

market-oriented actions and subjectivities.  I make this argument by assessing how the 

‘neoliberal turn’ in the 1980s coincided with the erosion of institutional democratic 

participation, the rise of left/right populism and the implications this has had on the 

functioning of democracy and democratic participation in Canada.   

In the face of a severely restricted sphere of political efficacy and democratic 

participation, I discuss how shifts in political participation toward non-institutional and 

informal modes of practice facilitated by digital media and culture still hold significant 

potential for political and democratic renewal.  However, I note how the “participatory 

condition” (Barney, et.al., 2016), draws attention to the fact that contemporary forms of 

participatory culture and politics facilitated by digital media technology have strong 

compatibility with neoliberalism as a political economy and align closely with neoliberal 

forms of governance. To set up my theoretical framework that will be taken up in Chapter 
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2, I note that while this alignment poses serious threats to democratic societies, it also 

leaves open the possibility that amidst these conditions and tendencies within neoliberal, 

democratic societies, other potentialities for meaningful and impactful forms of political 

action remain available. 

1.2. Disengagement with Political Institutions in Canada 

Institutional and formal modes of political participation are in trouble. Over the 

past two decades, there has a marked retreat from participation with formal political 

institutions across Western democracies (see e.g. Berger 2011; Cross 2010; LeDuc, 

Niemi and Norris 2014). In Canada, for instance, a 2004 report prepared for the federal 

government by the Law Commission on electoral reform described a growing 

“democratic malaise” as evidenced by “decreasing levels of political trust, declining voter 

turnout, increasing cynicism toward politicians and traditional forms of political 

participation, and growing disengagement of young people from politics” (2004, xiii). 

Over a decade later, data suggests not much has changed. Using voter turnout as an 

indicator, we can observe that voting at all levels of government in Canada (and nearly all 

other established democracies) has been in steady decline (Breux, Couture, & Koop, 

2017). Between 1988 and 2008, turnout in federal elections fell from 75.3 percent to 58.8 

percent (Elections Canada, 2016). And while the national turnout rate rose in 2011 to 

61.1 percent and to 68.3 percent in 2015, recent data from the Canadian non-profit group 

Samara Canada suggests that higher voter turnout has not translated into greater 

participation in other formal political activities. For instance, less than half of voting age 

Canadians participate in a political activity, such as attending a political meeting (30%), 

donating to a candidate or party (19%) or being part of a political party (8%) (Samara 

Canada, 2017).  As Chart 1 indicates, in 2013 only 2% of Canadians reported having 

volunteered with a political party, compared with 3% in 2003 and 2008; 15% of 

Canadians reported having attended a public meeting, compared with 22% a decade 

earlier (Chart 10). Also, a lower proportion of people expressed their views on an issue 

by contacting a newspaper or a politician. 
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Figure 1.1. Civic engagement and political participation in Canada (Statistics Canada, 2015). 
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In recent years it has become clear that trust and confidence in political 
institutions is weakening. The Americas Barometer study, conducted in partnership with 
Canadian polling and research firm The Environics Institute, measures the democratic 
health of 29 countries in the Western Hemisphere. It recently revealed that few Canadians 
have strong trust in political institutions such as Parliament (19%), political parties (10%) 
and the mass media (16%) (Environics, 2018). In addition, the ‘Trust Barometer’ annual 
poll conducted by public relations firm Edelman in 2017 found that 80 per cent of 
Canadians feel the country's elites are out of touch and that trust in government is 
declining. This decline continues as populist movements (on the left and the right) are on 

the rise across Western democracies.  

As of January 2019, five of the world’s seven largest democracies will have 
populists at the helm. They include Brazil, India, the Philippines, Mexico and the US 
(The Guardian, 2018). Other far-right populist currents have manifested with Marie Le 
Pen, leader of the National Front in France, Geert Wilders in the Netherlands, Nigel 
Farage and the UK Independence Party, Heinz-Christian Strache in Austria and the 
Vlaams Belang Party in Belgium, to name a few. The rise of far-right populism is fiercely 
anti-immigration, often associated with neo-Nazis, while it appealing to the ‘common 
man’ and nationalist values. Right-wing populists proclaim they will give back to the 
people the voice that has been captured by the “elites”. They mobilize the realm of 
emotion and sentiment in order to construct collective political identities and draw a line 
between the “people” and the “establishment”, openly rejecting the consensus of 
neoliberal globalization (Mouffe, 2018b). 1 

Some commenters have recently suggested that Canada is not immune to far-right 
populist wave and is a “tinder box” of populist sentiment (Graves & Valpy, 2018). The 
Edelman study denotes that for the first time in 17 years, Canada has joined the ranks of 
"distruster" countries in which more than half of citizens say they distrust their 

                                                
1 While it is out of the scope this study, there is a growing body of research into populist movements 
facilitated by digital media and how participatory politics manifested in right-wing political movements. 
Indeed, there is still much to be understood about the appearances of non-liberal democratic forces (such as 
the Alt-Right or neo/post-fascism in Western democracies); what distinguishes left populism from right 
populism in online spaces and how both left and right populism promise to deliver back to ordinary citizens 
the power they feel they have lost in the face of the neoliberal status quo.  
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government and media institutions (Edelman, 2017). Recent polling data shows 
significant lack of trust in government among people in Canada—80 percent think the 
Canadian elite are “out of touch” with ordinary people and 60 percent believe mainstream 
politicians won’t solve our problems (Tencer, 2017). The retreat from formal democratic 
participation is not isolated to Canada but is part of a more troubling global "democratic 
recession" and while Canada is still categorized a "full democracy", observers warn this 
categorization could be tenuous (The Economist, 2018).   

Given these trends, discussion of a ‘democratic deficit’ in Canada have never 
been more relevant (Lenard, & Simeon, 2012; Tanguay, 2009; Warren 2009). Tanguay 

(2009) describes the democratic deficit as “a widespread sense among voters…that the 
traditional mechanisms of representative democracy – political parties, elections, and 
territorially based legislatures – are simply not up to the task of articulating or defending 
the interests of the vast majority of citizens in the current age” (223). Established 
explanations for the democratic deficit and political disengagement typically hinge on 
demographic and social barriers such as education, age, income, gender, ethnicity and 
immigrant status (Uppal & LaRochelle-Côté, 2016; Howe, 2011; Painter-Main, 2014). 
Other common accounts include the idea that non-voters lack a sense of civic duty (Blais, 
2000) and are less likely to be interested in or informed about political affairs (Howe, 
2011; Milner, 2010; Wattenberg, 2008). These explanations try to locate the cause of 
disengagement with institutional politics to determine whether the democratic deficit 
constitutes a crisis of participatory intention, political knowledge or an absence of 
satisfactory political outlets for political expression and participation. In contrast, 
scholars associated with the ‘anti-apathy’ paradigm (Dalton, 2007, 2008; Phelps, 2012; 
Norris, 1999, 2002, 2011; Inglehart, 1990; Klingemann 2015) have emphasize the point 
that people have an interest in politics but feel alienated from the democratic process. 
This sentiment is reflected in a Canadian study (Bastedo et al., 2014) that found rather 
than being uninformed and apathetic, politically unengaged people had definite views on 

politics and democracy but felt powerless and ignored when they interacted with the 
political system. The authors describe a common mantra of ‘democracy is great; it’s 
politics I hate’ that was repeatedly expressed by the study’s participants (Bastedo et al., 
2014). Another study on public sentiment toward political parties by Canadian 
researchers LeDuc and Pammet found that "political parties do not appear to be rising in 
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the esteem of most citizens, and incidents of scandal or mismanagement in government 
regularly reinforce negative perceptions" (LeDuc and Pammet, 2014: 38). Additionally, 
Ruderman’s research revealed that Canadians are broadly dissatisfied with the 
performance of Members of Parliament and have become increasingly skeptical about the 
character of their political representatives (Ruderman, 2014).  

Closely aligned to the anti-apathy thesis is the notion that political participation is 
changing rather than declining as people reject formal politics and channel their political 
activities into informal and alternative forms of political engagement (Hooghe and Oser, 
2015). While party membership and electoral politics are losing ground (Blais, Gidengil 

& Nevitte, 2004; Blais & Rubenson, 2013; Whiteley, 2011), other forms of non-
institutional political activities are increasing such as signing petitions, boycotting 
products, demonstrating or launching a civic/political project as a “ubiquitous part of 
contemporary politics” and as providing genuine opportunities for enhancing democracy 
(Dalton, Van Sickle, Weldon 2009: 1; Painter-Main, 2014). Numerous studies show the 
prevalence of these ‘engaged’ forms of civic or political participation across Western 
societies such as Australia (Martin 2012), the United States (Copeland, 2014; Dalton, 
2007, 2008), the United Kingdom (Hart and Henn, 2017), Germany (Busse, et. al, 2015), 
Canada (Raney & Berdahl, 2009) and in Scandinavian countries (Dalton and Welzel, 
2015).  

Scholars suggest that shifts in participation patterns do not only signal a shift in 
organizational preferences but may be the consequence of changing norms that place 
more emphasis on community-based, voluntary and social movement-oriented forms of 
participation (Dalton 2007, 2008; Flanagan 2013; Norris 2011; Sloam, 2013). Having 
come of age during the ascendance of globalization and neoliberalism, people born in the 
1980s and 90s are navigating new forms of power from previous generations. Many are 
often critical of the state and its ability to promote real social changes in the face of 
global problems such as climate change (Bang, 2010; Beck, 2001). As a result, many turn 

to forms of political participation that allow them to ‘live’ their political ideology (e.g. 
Giddens 1991, Beck 1992, Furlong and Cartmel 2007), leading to what has been 
described as ‘micro-political’ actions (Pattie et al. 2004) or ‘cause-oriented’ actions in 
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which young people act not towards the state but towards specific issues (Farthing, 
2010). 

The term "repertoire-building" (Norris 2002; Tarrow, 2011) has also been used to 
describe how alternative forms of political participation have become normalized and 
built into the “repertoires” of how people express themselves politically. It is argued that 
the flexibility of these practices allow for participation to be aimed at corporations, 
individuals and governments alike (Painter-Main, 2014: 61). Others (Crozier, 
Huntington, Watanuki, 1975) have characterized informal and non-institutionalized 
political participation as a form of "elite-challenging" activities taken up by 

disadvantaged groups who perceived formal political institutions as unresponsive to their 
demands. Alternative forms of political participation are tools for democracy, equality 
and justice that are available to less powerful members of society whose voices might 
otherwise be muted (Painter-Main, 2014: 64). What is important about these two 
frameworks is that they support the claim that people are interested in politics and 
support democracy but nonetheless still retreat from political institutions. Disadvantaged 
groups have broadened their political action repertoires to include new forms of media-
based activities that are often seen as more effective at mobilizing communities around 
certain issues than institutional forms of participation. For instance, the prelevance of 
“hashtag activism” has been especially notable in recent struggles for racial justice and 
gender equality (Berridge & Portwood-Stacer, 2015; Clark, 2016). In their study of the 
Ferguson Uprising (the 2014 mass protests in response to the fatal shooting of Michael 
Brown by police officer Darren Wilson in Ferguson, Missouri) Bonnia and Rosa (2015: 
8) write “it is important to examine how and why digital activism has become salient to 
particular populations. It is surely not coincidental that the groups most likely to 
experience police brutality, to have their protests disparaged as acts of ‘rioting’ or 
‘looting,’ and to be misrepresented in the media are precisely those turning to digital 
activism at the highest rates.”  

These studies and the anti-apathy perspective point to the fact that the democratic 
deficit is more than demographic, motivational and social barriers, rather it is a crisis of 
political culture, a consequence of political inequality (based on disparities of income, 
wealth, power and influence) and a misunderstanding about how and why people 
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participate in politics. Scholars of neoliberalism have offered compelling explanations of 
the forces that have contributed to citizens’ increasing levels of cynicism with respect to 
politics and formal political participation (Edwards, 2009; Hay, 2007; Hart & Henn, 
2017; Bang, 2011). These accounts highlight the ways neoliberalism influences political 
participation through a built-in contempt for democracy and privileges policies that serve 
to undermine the ability of politicians and political parties to respond to the concerns of 
the citizenry. Furthermore, the culture of neoliberalism shifts citizen expectations about 
how politics and democracy are practiced while creating material inequalities that reduce 
the ability for citizens to engage with institutionalized politics. In order to understand 

these political, economic and culture shifts – it is necessary to explore what neoliberalism 
is and how it has manifested in the Canadian context.  

1.3. Neoliberalism and its impact on democracy 

There are numerous ways to interpret what neoliberalism is and how it operates. 
On the surface, neoliberalism is “the free-market ideology based on individual liberty and 
limited government that connects human freedom to the actions of the rational, self-
interested actor in a competitive marketplace” (Jones, 2014: 2). While not untrue, this 
definition is inadequate for explaining the diversity of ways neoliberalism has impacted 
the societies where it has taken root. Within the sizable discourse on neoliberalism, two 
alternate frames for describing neoliberalism have proved helpful in describing and 
interpreting what neoliberalism is and how it operates. The first is a Marxist analysis put 
forward by David Harvey (2007) that defines neoliberalism as a project to restore class 
power by countering the collectivist social and economic policies of post-war 
governments. This explanation focuses the material consequences of neoliberal economic 
policies which result in impoverishing the lower classes and increasing inequality. The 

second explanation stems from Michel Foucault and understands neoliberalism as a 
productive process which constructs the “neoliberal subject” via an epistemological 
transformation (Foucault, 2008; Dardot & Laval, 2014; Brown, 2015; Hart & Henn, 
2017). Both these accounts offer complementary and productive ways of explaining the 
operation and impact of neoliberalism on democratic cultures.  



19 

While a comprehensive history of neoliberalism is too complex to explain here, I 
will instead use a framework provided by Nick Couldry (2010) to summarize some of the 
major developments, manifestations and characteristics of neoliberalism. Couldry draws 
on and merges insights from Harvey and Foucault to provide a clear lens to understand 
the impact of neoliberalism on the liberal democratic order. He suggests there are three 
different levels on which neoliberalism works to create meaning. First, there is 
‘neoliberalism proper’ which is an economic theory of market fundamentalism which 
includes privatization, fiscal austerity, deregulation, free trade, and reductions in 
government spending aimed at enhancing the role of the private sector in the economy 

and in broader society (Couldry, 2010). The second level is the ‘neoliberal doctrine,’ 
embodied in public policy, for instance, which refers to a wider set of metaphors, 
languages, techniques and organizational principles that serve to rationalize and justify 
neoliberalism as the working ideology of contemporary democracies. Finally, the ‘culture 
of neoliberalism’ refers to the values, practices and subjectivities that stem from the 
political economy of neoliberalism and create new forms of meaning and personhood in 
everyday life and social organization.  

1.3.1. Neoliberalism Proper  

The contemporary origins of neoliberal theory have arisen relatively recently. 
While the ideas of laissez fair economic liberalism originated in nineteenth century 
Europe, the theory of neoliberalism emerged in the 1960s and came into mainstream 
political economic practice in the 1980s. Developed and promoted first by economists 
Ludwig von Mises, Friedrich von Hayek and later Milton Friedman (among others), 
neoliberalism spread as the result of a consorted effort by policy makers, think-tank 
experts, and industrialists to counter Keynesian economics, which had dominated 
economic policy and action across Western democracies after World War II (late 1940s 
onward). Keynesianism was a set of economic policies attributed to British economist 
John Maynard Keynes that emerged in the wake of the Great Depression, to offset the 
crisis-prone business cycles within capitalism. Keynes argued that state-led deficit 

spending (on public works, unemployment insurance schemes, and the like) during 
recessionary periods could mitigate market failures by nurturing demand during times of 
crisis in the capitalism production cycle (Palley, 2005). Throughout the post-war 
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economic expansion, developed countries took up Keynesian economic policies to 
regulate markets and distribute resources through public expenditure. Emerging from this 
policy program was the welfare state which was a form of capitalist society in which the 
state uses social policies, programs, and regulations to mitigate class conflict. In the post-
war era until the 1980s, the welfare state provided essential social services to societies 
where the capitalist mode of production has no provision for such service (Pally, 2005).  

While Keynesian economic policies were dominant in Western democracies 
throughout the post-war period, in the early 1970s Western economies began to 
experience ‘stagflation’, a combination of rapidly rising inflation and economic 

recession. The economic challenges associated with stagflation were blamed on the 
redistributive and regulatory policies of the welfare state. In response, the forces of 
capital used this historical moment to usher in neoliberalism which emerged as a counter 
rationality to the welfare state in that entailed a return to a version of neoclassical 
economic orthodoxy. The kind of political economy Keynesianism had overturned two 
generations earlier. By promoting principles of competition, efficiency, productivity, 
profitability, and individual autonomy, the goal of early neoliberals was to dismantle the 
post-war welfare state in which the state played a key role in the protection and 
promotion of the social and economic well-being of its citizens (Kotz, 2015). Friedman’s 
Capitalism and Freedom contends that the rationale for neoliberalism is to facilitate the 
ability for each individual to pursue their own benefits within markets rather than have 
the government attempt to satisfy the needs of everyone (Friedman, 1982: 15). The 
market is therefore imagined as a space of ‘unconstrained’ choices by ‘autonomous’ 
rationally calculating agents who are simply seeking the best way to satisfy their 
individual ends, while the actions of the state and state agencies are seen as the 
imposition of power on the space of individual choice (Couldry, 2010: 53).  

In stark contrast to Friedman who rationalizes neoliberalism as a vehicle for 
individual freedom and choice, David Harvey (2007) sees neoliberalism as a political 

project carried out by the corporate capitalist class who felt threatened both politically 
and economically by anti-corporate social movements and reformists initiatives that arose 
towards the end of the 1960s into the 1970s. Using the United States as an example, 
Harvey points to the regulatory bodies like the Environmental Protection Agency, the 
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Occupational Safety and Health Administration, consumer protections, and other statist 
initiatives that sought to empower citizens, labor unions and the public sector. Harvey 
argues that the “ruling class recognized that there were a number of fronts on which they 
had to struggle: the ideological front, the political front, and above all the struggle to curb 
the power of labor by whatever means possible. Out of this there emerged a political 
project which I would call neoliberalism” (Risager, 2016). In response to this struggle 
over power, the interests of capital might be broadly thought to have embarked on a 
collective project that mobilized and unified the corporate sector, setting up think-tanks 
and making long-term efforts to influence policy in favor of deregulation and supply-side 

economics.  For Harvey, the solidarity within the corporate elite was about power and the 
ability to shape social, political and economic outcomes. In pushing back against state 
intervention and lobbying for the privatization of public services, the corporate sector 
used its power to push back against the redistributive state in order to assert its own 
leadership over the economy and society more generally. Through market surveys and 
opinion polls, corporate public relations learned to forge a conceptual link between public 
welfare and free enterprise. In his book Pr!: A Social History of Spin Stuart Ewen shows 
how democratic movements of the 20th century, beginning with the populism of the 
Progressive era, were thwarted by massive corporate propaganda efforts.  He writes about 
how progressive populism was corrupted into acquiescence and where “the circulation of 
ideas is governed by enormous concentrations of wealth that have, as their underlying 
purpose, the perpetuation of their own power…the ideal of civic participation gives way 
to a continual sideshow, a masquerade of democracy calculated to pique the public’s 
emotions.” (Ewen, 1996: 410). 

In Canada, ‘neoliberalism proper’ was legitimated in an official capacity in 1985 
with the publication of the MacDonald Royal Commission report, which aimed to 
develop a new model of political economy in the country (McBride & Whiteside, 2011). 
The Commission’s recommendations included free trade with the United States, 

privatization of Crown corporations, reduced market intervention and a more targeted and 
incentives-based welfare state. As Bradford remarks, the report’s message of 
neoliberalization was clear: “Market liberalization, social adjustment, and limited 
government were the cornerstones of the MacDonald Commission’s public philosophy” 
(Bradford 1998: 113 in McBride, 2005). Along with the electoral victory of Brian 
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Mulroney’s Conservatives in 1984, the MacDonald Commission marked the beginning of 
the official transformation from the welfare state to the neoliberal state in Canada. 
Thereafter, a neoliberal paradigm would emerge as the new conventional wisdom 
(McBride & Whiteside, 2011: 50). McBride and Whiteside argue that the social base of 
the neoliberal turn in Canada was located in the business sector, specifically the Business 
Council on National Issues (BCNI) which was composed of 150 leading corporation 
based in Canada, which “not only wielded enormous structural power, but which also had 
the capacity to lead and convince the business sector as a whole” (2011: 58). This 
transformation from the welfare state to the neoliberal state would serve both the material 

interests of the Canadian capitalist class and its political ambitions to refashion Canada 
along explicitly pro-market lines. As Linda McQuaig details, leaders in the Canadian 
business community saw free trade in part as a vehicle by which they might achieve a 
massive overhaul of Canadian society (McQuig, 1991: 194 in McBride and Whiteside, 
2011:57).  

While neoliberalism proper was predominantly concerned with reconsolidating 
class interests through restructuring the state, it also supplied an overlapping critique of 
democracy. Neoliberals understood that increasing democracy would no doubt demand 
intervention within the economy. The fear was that state-directed economic interventions 
would result in the increasing power of collective associations that would influence state 
policy in favour of greater economic democracy. In Canada, for example, Co-operative 
Commonwealth Federation (CCF) and New Democratic Party (NDP) have historically 
been supported by unions who have provided funding to support collectivist political 
projects (such as universal healthcare entitlements) (Brooks 2012). In other words, 
organized labour has played a key role in supporting social democracy. However, the 
shift toward neoliberalism undermined labour unions through capital strike and capital 
flight which emerged out of globalization as new “tools” in capital’s toolbox (cf. Carroll 
and Shaw 2001; Brownlee 2005; Carroll 2010). The result has been that many of the 

‘power resources’ that labour once relied on have been fundamentally undermined 
leaving citizens with less power to wield through unions and labour/social-democratic 
parties and with little option but to accept the new conditions of fewer social safety nets 
and labour market insecurity (Sanscartier, 2015: 28).  
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The fear among neoliberals was that an excess of democracy would produce too 
many collective demands that would drive up inefficiency and high spending costs. The 
idea was that democracy would be far more efficient if social goods were pursued 
through principles of consumerism and the free market rather than state-led economic 
intervention (Peck, 2010; Biebricher, 2015; Hart & Henn, 2017). This perspective saw 
capitalism as democratic freedom through the protection of individual rights and property 
(as opposed to democracy as collective rule). Thomas Frank (2001) coined the term 
“market populism” to describe the idea that the free market is a more democratic means 
of articulating the popular will - much more so than organized politics. In other words, 

because markets are considered to be efficient at allocating resources, they provided an 
attractive alternative to the inefficiencies of government bureaucracies. The concept of 
market populism gained traction in 1990s when the emergence of the ‘new economy’ 
gave way to the convergence of a new managerialism and cultural populism which 
reinforced the idea that markets were a popular system. 

The early neoliberal theorists contended that rules which galvanize and support 
the free market should be beyond democratic mediation as the majority is not in a 
position to make an appropriate decision about these matters. Here, there is a distinction 
between democracy-as-protection-of-individual-rights and democracy-as-collective-rule. 
The distrust neoliberals have of the democratic decision-making and collective rule go 
hand-in-hand with a belief in the democratic possibilities of the market-place. As 
Biebricher (2015) suggests, the neoliberals envisioned that economic freedom would 
supplant political freedom as the foundation for understanding liberty and asserted that 
limitations must be placed on democracy, particularly relating to interventions in the 
market. As a result, a large and imperative factor in determining people’ life course – the 
creation and allocation of wealth – became a matter that was not up for public 
deliberation (Hart & Henn, 2017).  

1.3.2. The Neoliberal Doctrine  

The neoliberal doctrine describes the public policies used to implement the 

ideology of neoliberalism proper throughout developed and developing nations from the 
1980s onward. The global shift toward the neoliberal doctrine was led by United States 
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President Ronald Reagan and British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher who capitalized 
on the faltering of Keynesian economic policies and ushered in sweeping political and 
economic initiatives that sought to undo the welfare state through deregulation, 
privatization of national industries, reductions in government spending, tax cuts and the 
marginalization of trade unions (Harvey, 2007).  At the time, Reaganism and 
Thatcherism were popular because they purported to offer an appealing alternative to the 
perception and experience of ‘government’ as inefficient, authoritarian, bureaucratic, 
anti-democratic. In this context, the market is presented as more democratic than state 
interventionism because it allowed for freedom for markets and for consumers. The 

government’s role is to ‘get out of the way’ and intervene only to create markets by 
lowering taxes, privatizing state industries and increasing restraints on trade unionism. 
Thomas Frank’s concept of ‘market populism’ describes how the idea of markets-as-
freedom gained traction in 1990s. Frank (2001) describes how markets were seen as a far 
more democratic form of organization than governments because they expressed the 
popular will in ways that were more articulate and meaningful than elections. As such, 
markets were accessible in a context where people saw government and political elites as 
inaccessible and exclusive.  Mertes (2001) points to a Fortune magazine article on the 
topic issued in 1999: 

Market populism, after all, rests on the assimilation of the citizen to the 
consumer: since we are consumers every day, and voters only once every 
few years (if that), markets must represent us better than distant and 
hierarchical governments. Consumption, not election, becomes the true 
barometer of consent. There can be no market populism without a deeply 
entrenched consumer mentality.  

If the aim of the welfare state was to assure the universal provision of social and 
economic rights to citizens, the aim of the neoliberal state is to disperse former tasks of 
government bureaucracy to individuals, civil society and private enterprise. While it was 
ushered in by right-wing governments, it is important to note that neoliberalism was not 
just a policy paradigm of the right side of the political spectrum. Indeed, it was center-left 

leaders such as US President Bill Clinton and UK Prime Minister Tony Blair who did the 
most to consolidate the neoliberal doctrine. Clinton and Blair led the charge in 
establishing neoliberalism on global scale through what became known as the 
“Washington Consensus”. The Washington Consensus was a set of policies that opened 
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the labor market of underdeveloped economies to exploitation by companies from more 
developed economies (Harvey, 2007). Writing at the end of 1990s, journalist and author 
Thomas Friedman referred to the Washington Consensus as a ‘Golden Straitjacket’ that 
downsized the national sovereignty of both developed and underdeveloped nation states: 

As your country puts on the Golden Straitjacket, two things tend to happen: 
your economy grows and your politics shrinks…(The) Golden 
Straightjacket narrows the political and economic policy choices of those in 
power to relatively tight parameters…Once our country puts on the Golden 
Straightjacket, its policy choices get reduced to Pepsi or Coke - to slight 
nuances of taste, slight nuances of policy, slight alterations in design to 
account for local traditions, but never any major deviations from the core 
golden rules…Governments – be they led by Democrats or Republicans, 
Conservatives or Laborites, Gaullists or Socialists, Christian Democrats or 
Social Democrats – which deviate too far from the core rules will see their 
investors stampede away, interest rates rise and market valuations fall. The 
only way to get more room to maneuver in the Golden Straitjacket is by 
growing it, and the only way to grow it is by keeping it on tight. (Friedman, 
2000: 103).  

Freidman’s discussion of the golden straight jacket makes clear how the neoliberal 
doctrine creates a form of ‘market-driven politics’ (Leys, 2003) where global investment 

markets have a disproportionate influence over domestic government action. The form of 
economic management essentially transfers responsibility for particular issues from 
political institutions at the national level to those operating at the transnational level and 
then invokes globalization as a non-negotiable external economic constraint from which 
follow a series of policy necessities. In this way, neoliberalism effectively removed 
nation states’ political and democratic responsibility for policy choices, drastically 
reducing the ability of national politicians to adopt principles that counter the functioning 
and extension of global markets.  As Leys (2003) describes, under the market-driven 
environment of neoliberalism, politics are no longer about managing the economy to 
satisfy the demands of voters, but rather about getting voters to endorse policies that meet 
the demands of capital. Furthermore, market populism presented a form of societal 
engagement through consumerism that, in many ways, was more appealing, satisfying 
and accessible than engagement with government institutions.  
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Neoliberal Doctrine in Canada 

There is not one model of the neoliberal doctrine but various versions that differ 
according to the jurisdictions within which it is taken up. While the Canadian experience 
has reflected an obvious and dramatic shift toward neoliberalism, these changes happened 
in the historical context of Canada’s development as a “social liberal” democracy (Olsen 
2002). Scholars have noted how the collectivist political culture in Canada stem from 
several early influences. For instance, Louis Seymour Martin Lipset (1990) points to the 
infusion of British settlers who brought with them the classical conservative idea of 
‘noblesse oblige’ where the wealthy were, at least to some degree, collectively 

responsible to ensure the well-being of the poor. John Ralston Saul (2009) argues the 
influence stems from Indigenous values of communitarianism and collective 
responsibility that were adopted by colonial traders and settlers. Conrad (2012) points to 
the feudal system imported from France through Quebec which brought a collectively-
oriented view of poverty and other social ills. These early cultural influences matter 
because they help to explain how Canada developed a political culture oriented toward 
social policy and why the transformation from the welfare state to the neoliberal state in 
Canada was considerably more incremental and slower than in the United States or the 
United Kingdom.  

Beginning in the 1970s, “the broad social consensus of the postwar period began 
to break down” as the Canadian economy faced falling wages, economic stagnation and 
inflation (stagflation) (Grady, Howse, and Maxwell,1995: 19). The government response 
was to “shrink governments, reduce taxes, and get out of the way of private investors and 
citizens” (ibid). The driving force behind this response was the corporate sector who 
offered business-friendly ‘solutions’ to stagflation pushed by politicians, the media and 
right-wing think tanks like the Fraser Institute and C.D Howe Institute (McBride and 
Whiteside, 2011:49). As Olsen (2013) notes, income supports, social services and social 
legislation (such as labour laws, child protection laws, and rent controls) were subjected 

to broad cuts in the period following the adoption of neoliberal regime. 

We can observe this in two broad policy trends: the implementation of binding 
international free trade agreements and reorientation of the state in areas of governance 
around the enforcement of market logics in areas such as fiscal policy, unemployment 
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support, public asset ownership and management, social policy, labour market policy and 
health policy. Beginning with the former, free trade agreements such as the Canada-
United States Free Trade Agreement (CUFTA, 1989) and the North American Free Trade 
Agreement (NAFTA, 1994) meant that Canadian law makers were required to factor in 
the terms of complex international agreements or face the possibility that their work will 
be challenged from outside the Canadian political system. The implications of this were 
that measures to protect the public such as public health policy or the environmental 
policy had to be the “least trade-restrictive” and could slip out of national jurisdiction 
because of the provisions under free trade agreements. As McBride and Whiteside point 

out, “because free trade agreements reached deep into domestic decision-making 
capacity, they had the potential to lock neoliberal reforms in place through entangling 
them in international commitments that might otherwise be revisable at the national 
level” (McBride and Whiteside, 2011:57).  

The second policy trend emanating from the turn to neoliberalism in Canada is the 
downsizing and restructuring of the state. As Kennelly (2011) notes, beginning in the 
1980s there commenced deep and protracted cuts to social services, widespread 
privatization of such common resources as energy and water, and anti-union legislation at 
both provincial and federal levels (Bashevkin, 2000; Canadian Labour Congress, 2003; 
Carroll & Jones, 2000; Dobbin, 2003 in Kennelly, 2011:6). As post-industrial nations 
experienced major shifts in national labour markets due to free trade policies, domestic 
industrial and manufacturing sectors gave way to an increase in precarious and part-time 
work across industries in liberal democracies. As state expenditure on social services 
declined, public sectors underwent sweeping changes as privatization and hybrid (public-
private partnership) market schemes were applied to education, health care, energy, 
transportation, and other functions of the state (Ilcan, 2009). According to a 2016 study 
conducted by Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), 
Canada’s public social expenditures are equal to 17.2% of GDP, placing Canada well 

below the OECD average (21%) and ranking Canada in the bottom 10 of all 35 
industrialized OECD countries (OCED, 2016). 

These transformations in Canada’s public policy reflect what Peck and Tickell 
(2002) describe a process of “rolling back” the programs and commitments of the welfare 



28 

state while simultaneously “rolling out” alternative neoliberal prescriptions that altered 
institutional arrangement. The rolling out of neoliberal public policy often resulted in 
offloading of areas of formal political responsibility to the market or civil society where 
issues that were previously subject to formal political deliberation and accountability are 
displaced to less obviously politicized arenas. Poyntz illustrates this in his discussion of 
cuts to federal funding for arts and culture community organizations (2018). He notes 
how two federal austerity budgets in 1994 and 1995 drastically altered the funding 
landscape for non-profit community groups in Canada:  

A key feature of both budgets was the downloading of federal funding 
responsibilities to provincial and local authorities, undoing decades of 
federal support for culture and the arts and releasing the federal government 
of responsibility for various program areas. The localization of funding has 
been a common tactic across jurisdictions where neoliberalism has taken 
hold, as part of efforts to reduce the size of the state and expand the field of 
market activity (Poyntz, 2018: 284).  

Poyntz also describes how neoliberal governance transformed government funding to be 
centered on project-based funding, new labour practices that draw on a growing pool of 
precarious workers and audit cultures that focus on accountability and measurable 
outcomes. These changes have reduced the ability of groups to focus activities that 
contribute to political engagement - namely, media literacy, training, policy advocacy and 
activism. As the neoliberal doctrine dominated policy-making in Canada throughout the 
1980s and 1990s, market forces came to be understood as the most efficient mechanism 
for allocating economic resources which shrunk the space for domestic policy autonomy 

and constrained the operation of democracy. 

1.3.3. Culture of Neoliberalism  

Although neoliberalism is first and foremost a doctrine of political economy, it 
also shapes the socio-cultural makeup of people through broad processes of socialization. 
In contrast to analysis that focuses on the political economic dynamics of neoliberalism, 
Michael Foucault (2008) proposes an alternative way of conceptualizing how 
neoliberalism organizes human and social action. For Foucault, neoliberalism is not so 
much a form of ideological control which is exerted externally, but a mode of 
governmentality which has been internalized by individuals who self-regulate and 
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discipline themselves. Neoliberal governmentality describes the attempt among liberal 
regimes to produce governable, industrious, and responsible individuals by engineering 
their subjectivity. The approach supports an effort to “govern from a distance” where 
intervention into the lives of the governed is carried out by means other than direct 
intervention by an agent identified with the state (Rose 1999:49-50). This form of 
'governance' serves as a tool for managing populations in neoliberal societies where 
subjects must invest in their human capital to meet the requirements of economic growth 
which, according to neoliberal logic, can only be achieved via adherence to a narrow set 
of free-market rules (Hart & Henn, 2017).  

Building on Foucault's analysis, Nicholas Rose (1990) explains how the 
epistemological transformation of 'enterprising' subjects is a key factor in neoliberal 
governmentality. The enterprising subject of neoliberalism is orientated around private 
concerns, individualism, and competition for resources as the motivating factors behind 
their behavior (Hart and Henn, 2017). Rose argues that this process of rationalization 
reduces the role of the state as the citizen is expected to rely increasingly on the self, and 
therefore to depend less on the state and its supports (Rose, 1993: 285). The construction 
of the neoliberal subject, therefore, changes the relationship between the citizen-subject 
and the state by shifting “the regulatory competence of the state onto ‘responsible,’ 
‘rational’ individuals [with the aim of] encourag[ing] individuals to give their lives a 
specific entrepreneurial form” (Lemke, 2001: 202). The saturation of these expectations 
within the broader cultural arena creates a tacit knowledge about how one should behave, 
act and choose (Brown, 2009: 44).  The individualization of the citizenry is a two-
pronged process through which being a “good citizen” is increasingly equated to 
commodification and consumption (Mason, 2012; Giroux, 2008). This mode of 
citizenship is primarily focused on integrating citizen participation with the market, 
where the 'active citizen' is conceived as either a consumer or producer - their power 
stemming from their spending and earning capacity (Gaventa, 2010: 62). The successful 

entrepreneur, sovereign consumer and hard-working tax- payer are key players in the 
culture of neoliberalism (Mcguigan, 2016: 118). As a result, personal and political 
fulfillment is perceived to be achieved through autonomous individual choices rather than 
collective forms of action.  Recent American social science discourse on notions of ‘the 
culture of narcissism’ (Lasch, 2018) and the me generation’ (Twenge, 2014), reflect the 
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culture of neoliberalism but fail to address the relation of micro-changes in political 
subjectivity due to macro-change in culture and society.  

Affective and Emotional Appeal of Neoliberalism 

In order to understand the influence of neoliberalism on modes of participation, it is 
important to examine its affective and emotional appeal. Much of the literature on 
political engagement and participatory politics does not pay enough attention to the role 
of affective literacy, even though it acts as a powerful component of (and often 
prerequisite for) participation. However, several scholars have explored the relationship 
between affect and capitalism, explaining how the mobilization of affects is a crucial 

component in not only the link between capitalism and culture, but also of the very 
functioning of neoliberal capitalism itself (Hardt and Negri, 2001; Illouz 2007; Berlant, 
2011; Lordon, 2014; Massumi, 2015). In his book Conquest of Cool, Thomas Frank 
(1998) notes how a revamped version of capitalism grew out of the counterculture of the 
1960s and advocated for the “subversion of the status quo through pleasure rather than 
power”.  In other words, capitalism leveraged the counterculture of the 1960s and re-
focused revolution as achieved through lifestyle rather than politics. Frank identifies the 
1990s as the real breakthrough for the “marriage of counter-culture and corporate 
business” when “business became ‘funky’, having shed its reputation for bureaucratic 
conformity” (McGuigan 2009, 7). This is perhaps best illustrated through the libertarian 
and romantic currents of Apple’s famous “think different” campaign from 1997 – a 
statement which embodies the cool-capitalist strategy of simultaneously incorporating 
and neutralizing critique. The text reads:  

Here’s to the crazy ones. The misfits. The rebels. The troublemakers. The 
round pegs in the square holes. The ones who see things differently. They’re 
not fond of rules. And they have no respect for the status quo. You can quote 
them, disagree with them, glorify or vilify them. But the only thing you 
can’t do is ignore them. Because they change things. They push the human 
race forward. And while some may see them as the crazy ones, we see 
genius. Because the people who are crazy enough to think they can change 
the world, are the ones who do (Schleusener, 2014: 321).  

Along with Frank, Boltanski and Chiapello (2007) document how the democratic 
excess of the 1960s became the revitalizing force for capitalism. In The New Spirit of 
Capitalism, they make the distinction between two types of anti-capitalist critique: a 
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social critique, that attacked the injustices attached to material inequality and 
exploitation, and an artistic critique, which took issue with the inhumane and alienating 
effects of a capitalist society. They show how critique, particularly the artistic critique, is 
immanent to capitalist production – it is not a force that resides outside of capitalism, but 
a necessary and intrinsic part of capitalism (Vrasti, 2009). Far from threatening, critique 
helps capitalism to incorporate “some of the values in whose name it was criticized” 
(Boltanski and Chiapello, 2007: 28). Drawing on management texts, Boltanski and 
Chiapello argue that beginning in the mid-1970s, capitalism abandoned the hierarchical 
work structure of Fordism and developed a new, post-Fordist, network-based form of 

organization founded on employee initiative and autonomy in the workplace. The authors 
describe how this ‘new spirit’ manifests an energizing force that enters into an 
individual’s ‘sense of self’ and ‘moves people’ in ways that get them enthused about 
building the institutions and practices that become available as the possibilities of 
neoliberalism become articulated. This new variety of capitalism was seemingly 
commentary to the goals of democracy and put individual freedom at the centre. As its 
influence grew, it was embedded in rules of conduct and in institutions as well as in 
certain forms of discourse that were used to explain, normalize and motivate actors (Du 
Gay and Morgan 2014: 14). Drawing on Boltanski and Chiapello, Jim McGuigan uses the 
term “cool capitalism” to describe how the culture of neoliberalism works through “the 
incorporation, and thereby neutralization of cultural criticism and anti-capitalism into the 
theory and practice of capitalism itself” (McGuigan 2009, 38). In other words, cool 
capitalism uses neoliberalism’s “affective” capacities to make capitalism seem more 
savvy, seductive, satisfying and pleasurable version of capitalism. For instance, the idea 
of ‘flexibility’ has become central to the neoliberal labour market – a change that makes 
for precarious, insecure and stressful conditions. But as Andrew Ross points out, “the 
demand for flexibility originated not on the managerial side, but from the labouring ranks 
themselves as part of the broadly manifested ‘revolt against work’ in the early 1970s” 

(2009:5). Capitalism, therefore, was able to respond to disaffection, criticism and 
opposition by refashioning an exploitative system and making it seem like liberation. 

In our current cultural moment, we can see cool capitalism manifest in the 
prominence of the dressed-down entrepreneur who represents not only individualist 
freedom but also resistance, opposition, and dissent. This form of cool capitalism figures 
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prominently in the realm of high-tech business and the internet industry where figures 
like billionaire Facebook founder Mark Zuckerberg, wearing sandals and a hoodie, are 
often portrayed as rebels and non-conformists who ‘disrupt’ the status quo. Zuckerberg’s 
“post-heroic nerdiness” renders him as someone who is not representing authority, but, 
rather, someone who subverts authority, embodying the supposedly “post-hierarchical” 
coolness of the internet age (Schleusener, 2014: 320).  

In addition to revering the billionaire tech entrepreneur, cool capitalism also uses 
criticism against it to create desire for products that “facilitate our rebellion against the 
soul-deadening world of products, to put us in touch with our authentic selves, to 

distinguish us from the mass-produced herd, to express out outrage at stifling world of 
economic necessity” (Frank, 1998: 229). Thomas Frank refers to this as “hip 
consumerism” as “the public philosophy of the age of flexible accumulation” and 
describes how it recognizes “the alienation, boredom, and disgust engendered by the 
demands of modern consumer society but makes those sentiments powerful imperatives 
of brand loyalty and accelerated consumption.” (Frank, 1998: 229). The popularization of 
this approach can be observed in the transformation of advertising and the rise of 
consumer culture beginning in the 1920s. Advertising began to offer an antidote to the 
anonymity of mass society by speaking personally to consumers as individuals and 
offering a way to find individual freedom through the consumption of goods (Marchand, 
1985; Ewen 1996).  

As Vrasti (2009) explains, affect is a key factor in not just consumerism but in 
neoliberal governmentality in general: 

The affective competencies solicited and mobilized by neoliberal 
government (e.g. autonomy, adaptability, spontaneity, compassion, care, 
pity, generosity, philanthropy, self-fulfillment, enjoyment) are not external 
or inimical to economic rationality, they are not “bad for business”; on the 
contrary, they draw upon repertoires that used to be ornamental or external 
to economic calculation, such as affect, aesthetic, and intellect, to solidify 
our investment in capitalist social structures. Neoliberalism then uses the 
entrepreneurial form as a way to realign the conduct of a population with 
democratic principles of social order, justice, and autonomy.  

In other words, neoliberalism often includes the solution to the threats it poses (Zizek, 
2005). Indeed, for every instance of exploitation, inequality, marginalization, or 
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alienation, capitalist production offers twice as many outlets for freedom, equality, care, 
compassion, beauty, and happiness. Unfortunately, “we lack a serious history of co-
optation” (Frank, 1998: 8) to explain why the “refusal ‘to go along’ [has come to] appear 
neurotic and impotent” (Marcuse 2007[1964]:12 in Vrasti, 2009). 

1.4. Democratic Implications of Neoliberal Hegemony 

The above overview of neoliberalism proper, the neoliberal doctrine and the 
culture of neoliberalism demonstrate the ways neoliberalism has become hegemonic. Jim 

McGuigan describes how this hegemony is illustrated through the unquestionable 
legitimacy of neoliberalism that is represented in the daily news: 

Mainstream media seldom name neoliberalism, never mind calling it into 
question. Instead, politics is represented naturalistically these days around 
the world as a debate over how to be ‘competitive’ under ‘global’ conditions 
in pursuit of ‘growth’ according to the taken-for-granted market and 
budgetary principles of neoliberalism. These principles put into action are 
currently meant to clear up the mess that was, in fact, caused by neoliberal 
economics and politics in the first place (McGuigan, 2016: 119). 

It is important to remember that the culture of neoliberalism is not the natural 
outcome of human behavior. As Hart and Henn (2017) point out, values of individualism 
and competition need to be provoked and encouraged through social experiences. Early 
theorists of neoliberalism acknowledged that the internalization of market rationality does 
not spontaneously occur within a laissez-faire framework - it must be created through a 

conscious and active process of societal adjustment (Hayek, 1944/2014; 1948 in Hart & 
Henn, 2017). As a result, “personal attributes aligned with enterprise culture, such as 
initiative, self-reliance, self-mastery, and risk taking” (Sugarman, 2015: 104) are 
purposefully engrained in and reinforced through the culture of neoliberalism as the 
optimal way the individual can contribute to society. One of the ways this is done is 
through neoliberal conceptions of citizenship.  

The devaluation of a democratic society is perhaps the hallmark of neoliberal 
hegemony - as David Harvey (2007: 66) concludes: “neoliberal theorists are profoundly 
suspicious of democracy. Governance by majority rule is seen as a potential threat to 
individual rights and constitutional liberties.” Colin Crouch goes on to argue that 
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neoliberal hegemony has transformed democratic systems into “post-democracies” 
(2004) through four key developments: 1) Democratic institutions lose influence on the 
political decision-making process as they become more strongly dominated by a small 
number of (mostly economic) elites; 2) A “degeneration of political parties” turns 
political parties into “mere vote catching apparat[i]” that are unable to develop 
meaningful agendas and are mainly steered by information from opinion research; 3) 
Corporate media organizations become victims of marketization and focus on profit 
orientation instead of on political education which leads to the commodification of 
political processes (Connell, 2004); 4) and, citizens become passive as a result of 

widespread disenchantment with formal political participation (Ritzi, 2015).  When 
politicians lose autonomy over domestic policy making, when market logic is applied 
widely, when citizenship is reduced to consumption and entrepreneurship, when 
collective responsibilities are negated and when political freedom is defined as economic 
freedom for elites, what happens to political participation? 

McBride and Whiteside (2011) argue neoliberal societies are in the midst of a 
“democratic malaise” caused by increasing economic and social inequalities combined 
with a lack of opportunities for public input into policy decision-making. Focusing on the 
Canadian context, the authors argue that increasing cynicism and mistrust have come to 
replace political engagement and civic consciousness. They posit that this erosion of trust 
in the government can lead to the rise of behaviors that are destructive for social cohesion 
and exacerbate the exclusion of already marginalized and disenfranchised groups. 
Scholars point out that mounting economic inequality has resulted further in growing 
political inequality where the number of ‘disaffected’ citizens increases (Lenard & 
Simeon, 2012; Rosset et al., 2013: 829). Lenard & Simeon (2012) describe disaffected 
citizens as “those who have disengaged from political activity because they believe their 
governments have been effectively disempowered by the forces of globalization and 
neoliberal ideology, both of which appear to weaken the capacity of government[s] to act 

to protect the interests of citizens” (2012: 12). Additionally, Solt (2008: 58) finds that 
“higher levels of economic inequality tend[s] to depress the political engagement of most 
citizens” and “increasingly stacks the deck of democracy in favor of the richest citizens”. 
In their empirical study on representation of interests in American politics, Gilens & Page 
(2014) found that “the preferences of the average American appear to have only a 
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minuscule, near-zero, statistically non-significant impact upon public policy” (2014: 
575). While simultaneously, “the preferences of economic elites...have far more 
independent impact upon policy change than the preferences of average citizens do” 
(2014: 576). According to Gilens and Page (2014), this harms the core of democratic 
practices, because even “when a majority of citizens disagree with economic elites or 
with organized interests, they generally lose” (576), leading many to concluded that 
politics is simply not a game worth playing (Solt, 2008: 58). 

A stark example of this can be observed in British Columbia’s provincial politics, 
where up until the Fall of 2017, there was no limit on the amount of political donations 

wealthy individuals, corporations, unions and even foreigners could donate to political 
parties. As the New York Times reported that "the provincial government has been 
transformed into a lucrative business, dominated by special interests that trade donations 
for political favors" from "banks, Chinese real estate developers, and companies like 
Imperial Metals, the owner of a mine tailings pond that spilled billions of gallons of toxic 
debris in 2014, and was then permitted to operate an even larger mine." The article shows 
how the provincial government’s approval of the Kinder Morgan Trans Mountain oil 
pipeline project coincided with "political donation records [that] show that Kinder 
Morgan and other oil industry supporters of the project … donated more than $718,000 
Canadian dollars…to the BC Liberal party through March 2016" (Levin, 2017).  

In the context of political communication, framing political concerns as individual 
issues is one of the most successful neoliberal tactics of depoliticization, which functions 
to “detached from the solidaristic and collective foundations on which welfare states were 
created” (Newman 2013: 42). This form of citizenship manifests in a multitude of ways, 
which include: pitting citizens against one another in an effort to informally and 
discursively police market participation (“get a job!”); using peer pressure to encourage 
the avoidance of collective measures such as Employment Insurance and social assistance 
(Chunn and Gavigan, 2004); appealing to workers as ‘individual entrepreneurs’ (Sinha, 

2004); valorizing the notions of ‘hard work,’ ‘merit’ and ‘opportunity’ while masking 
racial, gender and class privileges (Littler, 2013); swapping collective 
social/environmental obligations in favour of personal responsibility; and privatizing 
social reproduction work as social safety nets shrink (Luxton, 2010). Out of this emerges 
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a common-sense, “me-first” discourse where the exercise of “good” citizenship excludes 
those who experience structural barriers to commodification and consumption (Newman 
2013). Focusing on Canadian culture, Janine Brodie (2008) traces how the “adaptive 
preferences” of Canadians have been altered so that the collective good is equated with 
that of the individual good among citizens. This belief is perpetuated even though it 
works against middle and lower classes - leaving them vulnerable to the tides of the 
market and distorting the political marginalization associated with economic inequality. 
Indeed, the cultural and affective appeal of the neoliberal turn is embedded within a 
consumer culture that prioritizes individual choice and market-related conceptions of 

freedom.  

In her discussion of “post-politics” Chantal Mouffe (2009) argues that if 
neoliberalism continues to undermine public trust in both democratic practices and 
democratic institutions, it could lead to a growth in anti-democratic political parties and 
movements. Mouffe describes how within Western democracies, the consensus among 
political elites (on both the left and right) that there are no viable alternatives to 
neoliberal globalization has made dissent increasingly irrelevant due to a lack of political 
channels for challenging opposition to the hegemony of the neoliberalism within 
institutional politics (Mouffe 2009: 552). Mouffe refers to these trends of political 
volatility as the "return of the political" – which is the expression of a repressed desire for 
political engagement that embraces rather removes conflict (or agonism) from politics. 
Mouffe’s latest work (2018a) describes how our current “populist moment” has given rise 
to populist leaders like Bernie Sanders and Jeremy Corbyn on the Left and Donald Trump 
on the Right. The populism manifesting today is dispensing with the norms and 
expectations that have governed liberal democracies since the 1970s and is increasingly 
characterized by devotion to leaders, suspicion of the media, street-level mobilisation and 
an emotional sense of injustice. Mouffe describes how all forms of populism identify a 
“people” who are distinguished from an adversary. This distinction works to unite and 

mobilize them. The populist moment creates a period of broad indeterminacy, where 
everything is up for grabs until some kind of new “people” is assembled and a new 
hegemony established. In this context, strategies, tactics and the ability to seize the 
initiative before the adversary become crucial. Mouffe describes how the battle to 
achieve a new common sense encompasses party politics, civil society and the media, 
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influencing how ordinary people feel as well as think (Davies, 2018). Today, these battles 
are taking place on social media and through new forms of political participation.  

1.5. New Forms of Political Participation 

In considering the core tenants of neoliberalism and its implications for 
democracies, it is not surprising that political participation has transformed. Ulrich Beck 
(1997) argues that the dissolution of traditional institutions, the rise of transnational 
forces and human made dangers of the “risk society” have led to the emergence of 

“subpolitics”, where people abandon the institutional roles and allegiances handed down 
to them by custom and constitutional institutions and venture into political causes and 
commitments beyond the frame of traditional liberal democratic politics. Here we find 
the idea of collective identities (e.g. social class, nationality, or party identification) 
slowly being replaced by various individual identities. This form of activity is not 
oriented toward “symbolically rich political institutions, but the world of often concealed 
everyday political practice” where pervasive individualism moves people toward “new 
niches of activity and identity” (Beck, 1997: 98). Similar to Beck, sociologist Anthony 
Giddens (1991) argues that in our era of high modernity, we are undergoing a process of 
dis-embedding of the social institutions that have previously defined many of our life 
choices. As tradition loses its hold, individuals are forced to negotiate lifestyle choices 
among a diversity of options, including the choice of constructing their key affiliations. 
Giddens’ notion of “life politics" describes a “politics of life decisions” or a “politics of 
lifestyle” where political issues “flow from the process of self-actualization in post-
traditional contexts, where globalizing influences intrude deeply into the reflexive project 
of the self, and conversely where processes of self-realization influence global strategies” 
(Giddens, 1991: 214). In other words, now that the old collective supports no longer 

apply, individuals are required to take sole responsibility for the consequences of their 
choices. Within the neoliberal condition, individualization is compulsory and a matter of 
institutionalized obligation, not free choice (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim, 2002). Evidence 
of mandatory individualism and its impact on political participation can be observed in 
the attack on organized labour that has resulted in a decline of trade union representation 
and collective bargaining. As Jim McGuigan explains: 
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The individual worker is thus isolated in the face of capital. Moreover, the 
rhetoric of empowerment associated with ‘flatter’ organizational structures 
demands a heroic commitment to work that is comparable to the 
Stakhanovite system under Soviet communism. Fixed-term contracts mean 
that workers constantly need to prove themselves to their current employer 
while also being perpetually on the lookout for another vacancy, probably 
elsewhere. Continuity of employment is difficult to maintain; establishing 
a track record and reputation is vital. Frantic networking is a salient feature 
of such an individualised working life that is sharply evident in the ‘creative 
industries’ (2016:43).  

Given neoliberalism’s compulsory individualism and structural limitations to 
democracy, it becomes clear why more people are opting for alternative forms of political 
participation. These alternative modes draw on individualism and do not necessarily defer 
to the leadership of elites or formal institutions and facilitate political acts that can be 
targeted at corporations, individuals and governments alike. Furthermore, the affordances 
of digital media have allowed new actors to leverage communicative capacities and open 
up new kinds of influence that move at a faster speed and wider scope than pre-digital 
approaches. These informal, non-governmental modes of democratic participation use 
cultural practices and communication technologies not only to disseminate political 
messages but to foster political cultures and organize communities. Concepts such as 
“networked social movements” (Castells, 2015; Chadwick, 2007), “civic media” (Gordon 
and Mihailidis, 2016), “connected action” (Bennett and Segerberg, 2013), “netroots 
political associations” (Karpf, 2012), “transmedia organizing” (Costanza-Chock, 2014) 
and “DIY citizenship” (Ratto and Boler, 2014) have all been used to describe these new 

participatory forms of mediated political participation. In the midst of these discussions, 
it is important to keep in mind the link between participation and neoliberalism. Barney’s 
notion of the “participatory condition” (Barney, et. al., 2016) which names the situation 
in which “participation - being involved in doing something and taking part in something 
with others - has become both environmental (a state of affairs) and normative (a binding 
principle of right action) ...It has become a contextual feature of everyday life in the 
liberal, capitalist, and technological societies of the contemporary West” (Barney, et. al., 
2016: vii). As Barney points out, the participatory condition draws attention to the fact 
that 'participation' facilitated by digital media technology has strong compatibility with 
neoliberalism as a political economy and aligns closely with neoliberal forms of 
governance. He explains, “established holders of economic and political power (i.e., 
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capitalist corporations and the state) have adapted very well to the participatory condition 
and actually thrive under it. The concept of ‘participatory politics’ will be taken up 
extensively in Chapter 2 but for now it serves as a useful umbrella term to describe a set 
of practices that enable citizens to express their political concerns through the production 
and circulation of media, in an attempt to achieve political change through social and 
cultural mechanisms rather than through established political institutions. 

In Western democracies, we can observe the emergence of two broad political 
variants of participatory politics. One current is closely associated with ‘progressive 
politics’ and is sometimes referred to as “new power” (Salamon, 2018; Heimans and 

Timms, 2018). Heimans and Timms (2018) describe how new power works largely 
outside formal political institutions and aspires to the continued development of 
democracy through ‘progressive collectivist’ values such as self-organization, networked 
governance, ‘do-it-ourselves’ maker culture and short-term conditional affiliation. 
Expressions of new power can be seen in the growth and influence of progressive 
‘netroots’ campaigning organizations and networked social movements - both of which 
have gained prominence in the past decade and play an increasing role in citizen 
participation. New power can also be observed in the economic sphere, where there are 
substantial efforts to ‘democratize the economy’ through peer-to-peer digital 
infrastructures that support alternative digital currencies, trading/bartering networks and 
platforms that organize cooperative enterprises (Kostakis and Bauwens, 2014). The 
common theme joining these efforts are a loose orientation toward ‘progressive’ values, 
the deployment of novel tactical repertoires and organizational strategies that utilize the 
affordances of the new media environment. 

The second variant of participatory politics currently operating both within and 
outside of traditional political contexts is associated with the growth of grassroots neo-
conservative social movements and the rise of authoritarian populism (Hall, 1980). This 
form of political activity is characterized by a combination of bitterness and 

powerlessness that promotes tendencies to engage in extensive othering and 
stigmatization of certain groups that are perceived in some way to undermine the socio-
cultural fabric or drain public resources (Nejwert, 2017; Fekete, 2018). In these cases, 
appeals to national, traditional, or religious values, ethnic purity or other constructions of 
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narrowly defined unity support expressions and mechanisms of exclusion against various 
kinds of difference (Dahlgren, 2009). As a result, there is an increased emphasis on law 
and order and a swing toward xenophobic, anti-immigrant, and racist attitudes. The rise 
of the ‘Alt-Right’ in North America demonstrates how a new generation of cyber-savvy 
conservatives are using participatory politics to drive a rebellion against liberal 
orthodoxy. Emerging from subversive online cultures evident in the 4chan forum and 
other sites, the Alt-Right led grassroots support for Donald Trump, a presidential 
candidate in whom they saw the most effective and consistent force against “the liberal 
tyranny of political correctness” (Nagle, 2017). The protection of anonymity and the 

power of networked communication has allowed the Alt-Right to unleash irrational 
hatred, racism, misogyny, homophobia, transphobia, Islamophobia and fake news across 
the Internet – as a kind of participatory politics. By using the gaming fandom universe 
and “Online Antagonistic Communities” originating on 4Chan (Hope not Hate, 2018) 
participants created and circulated media - websites, YouTube videos, memes, and troll 
attacks on Twitter – that wage a culture war against rise of what they labeled 'PC culture' 
and 'social justice warriors' (Gatty, 2018). These same techniques were then used 
politically by Trump supporters to influence the U.S. presidential election in 2016 
(Crecente, 2017).  

These two currents are illustrative of how the “participatory turn” has had a deep 
impact on the political identities, tactics, and discourses even though is these practices are 
often not clearly formed as ‘politics’ in the ways it is conventionally understood in the 
realms of citizenship and democratic participation. Participatory politics are often vague 
or not-fully-articulated modes of politics which manifest as subjective, affective and 
irrational dimensions of the political – they frequently have elements of a cultural 
political resistance or attempt to exhibit some form of political agency but the political 
orientated is often distorted or ambiguous. Indeed, participatory politics often exhibits a 
politics of non-representation, affect and antagonism directed at a myriad of targets and 

incorporating multiple political logics. In this way, participatory politics straddles what 
Natalie Fenton (2016) calls ‘being political’ and ‘the politics of being’. The former 
describes practices that are committed to political action through forms of collective 
responsibility. It often involves conflict and disagreement about how resources should be 
allocated and therefore requires an openness to comprise and negotiation. The later 
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describes the active resistance to hegemonic representations through the practice and 
display of identity which is used as an act of resistance. Both are responses that use 
consumption and media/information production to display aversion to socio-political 
conditions and build social and political agency (Fenton, 2016: 133). ‘Being political’ 
and the ‘the politics of being’ are not a dichotomy on two ends of a spectrum of political 
engagement, rather they are embodied within each other and mutually constituted in the 
realm of the social.  

One of the central issues with participatory politics is that informal practices are 
often disconnected from political institutions. Furthermore, while ‘being political’ and the 

‘the politics of being’ are both necessary for robust political participation, they can be 
easily co-opted if not leveraged into explicit political projects that address political-
economic inequality. As critics make clear, in the emerging media environment, 
participation has become a preferred engine of commerce, consent, and control (Barney, 
et. al., 2016: xxxi). Critiques associated with the ‘participatory condition’ assert that if we 
are to understand the democratic potential of participatory politics, we must trace how 
that concept has been defined, theorized and practiced within neoliberal societies. This 
task will be further explored in Chapter 2. 

1.6. Conclusion 

Across Western democracies, empirical research shows a clear retreat from 
formal political institutions and processes. In Canada, there is evidence that the 
dissatisfaction with the current political system perpetuates political disengagement by 
creating sense of powerlessness among people who feel the political institutions do not 
offer them a sense of political agency. Concurrent to these trends of disenchantment is 
the rise of alternative and participatory modes of political and civic participation which 

are often facilitated by digital media and express a cultural approach to political 
participation such as making videos and memes, boycotting or buycotting consumer 
products, sharing media, trolling politicians on a social network, circulating digital 
petitions, building data-gathering apps, crowd-sourcing alternatives to public policy and 
coordinating decentralized community events. Several scholars have suggested that shifts 
in modes of political participation represent changing citizenship norms and values that 



42 

are less oriented toward political institutions or processes, but rather focused on 
community-based and social movement-oriented forms of participation.  

Conventional explanations for the changing patterns in political participation are 
inadequate because they often overlook the role of neoliberalism in structuring the 
conditions of participation. While there are competing claims in understanding the 
growing rejection of institutional politics in Canada, I have presented important reasons 
to suggest that neoliberalism should be included in this discussion. I argue that the 
political, economic and cultural manifestations of neoliberalism have had a profound 
impact on political participation and help to explain why many people feel estranged 

from institutional politics. In other words, if we are to understand how neoliberalism 
influences patterns of institutional political participation, we must attempt to understand 
how neoliberalism rationalizes individuals into certain patterns of thought, how 
neoliberal values modify democracy, and how socioeconomic changes arising from 
neoliberalism mediate access to political participation (Hart and Henn, 2017). 
Furthermore, centering neoliberalism in the analysis of informal, digital and participatory 
forms of political engagement help us understand how the political economy of 
neoliberalism operates to both reinforce and undermine ideals of democratic 
participation.  The nature of this paradox, along a literature review on participatory forms 
of political participation, will be taken up in Chapter 2. 
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Chapter 2.  
 
Versions of Participatory Politics  

In this chapter, I discuss three sets of literatures I will draw on to address my 
research questions and analyze the three case studies in Chapters 4, 5 and 6. First, I begin 
with literature associated with the concept of participatory democracy as it manifested in 
the social movements of 'New Left' throughout the 1960s and 1970s within the North 

American context. New Left conceptions of participatory politics are relevant because 
they help to make clear the political dimensions of contemporary participatory culture 
and its links to radical countercultural movements.  Second, I focus on literature 
associated with the public sphere, specifically work on multiple and counter public 
spheres. This literature is of interest because it helps contextualize participation within 
the context of overlapping, intersecting and conflicting ‘publics’ while maintaining a 
normative orientation toward forms of political life that are desirable. The public sphere 
framework is also useful for analyzing dynamic practices of participatory politics within 
neoliberal societies that often move between social and technological, public and private, 
collective and individual, civic and commercial practices. Third, I explore contemporary 
discourse of participatory politics stemming from cultural and media studies in order to 
account for how political participation is unfolding in today's society. Nowadays, 
political change is promoted through social and cultural mechanisms rather than through 
established political institutions with citizens increasingly expressing their political 
concerns through the production and circulation of media. However, as critical 
researchers make clear, digital media tools often reflect the neoliberal values of the 
corporations that create and distribute them. In the face of neoliberalism’s erosion of 

democratic values, participatory politics appears to both facilitate and undermine the 
possibility of a revived and reinvigorated public sphere. I explore these tensions and 
assess the paradoxical relationship between contemporary practices of participatory 
politics and the dynamics of neoliberalism. Given the intractable paradoxes associated 
with participatory politics, I draw on ideas  associated with ‘political’, 'radical', and 
'counter' interpretations of democratic participation and emphasize the counter-
hegemonic potential of participatory politics. Here I use examples from the Canadian 
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context in order to illustrate the area of practice within which my research is situated and 
argue that these orientations provide a critical standard against which we might measure 
current practices of participatory politics. I then propose a new normative definition of 
participatory politics which I draw on in order to analyze the case studies in subsequent 
chapters. 

2.1. What is Participatory Politics? 

Discussions of ‘participatory politics’ mainly derive from three traditions - 

participatory democracy of the New Left, public sphere models beginning with 
Habermasian conceptions of the public sphere and contemporary definitions stemming 
from participatory culture and the pragmatist school of thought associated with John 
Dewey. One of the central claims of participatory politics across these conceptions is a 
critique of dominant and elite political institutions as the arbitors of public issues in a 
healthy democratic society. Importantly, participatory and representative models of 
participation are not simply binaries, juxtaposed to each other on opposite ends of the 
spectrum. Rather many forms of participatory politics position participatory and 
representative models as mutually constitutive – to the extent that both work together to 
improve the quality of decision-making (Héritier, 1997: 180).  

2.1.1. New Left Conceptions of Participatory Politics 

While the idea of citizen participation in democratic governance is as old as 
democracy itself, one prominent example in the North American context is the version of 
participatory democracy, which arose in the context of the New Left social movements of 
the 1960s. The New Left was a broad left-wing political and intellectual movement that 
arose in western democracies in response to social and political conditions of the post-
war period. As a movement, it manifested in different ways across the countries where it 
took root, but the broad focus was on cultural and political transformation and a 

revitalization of traditional leftist goals that went beyond class struggle to include civil 
rights, feminism, gay rights, and the environment. The blending of politics and culture in 
the North American version of the New Left reflected a counterculture associated with 
challenging ‘establishment’ norms and creating an alternative society. New Leftists saw 
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participatory democracy as a way to combat inequalities stemming from experiences of 
class, race, and sex, while demanding more freedom in the personal sphere on matters 
related to sexuality, family life, abortion, dress codes, and culture (Dionne, 2007).  

The student movement was central to how the New Left manifested in North 
America. In the United States, this took the form of the Students for a Democratic 
Society (SDS) which has been described as "a loosely organized, mostly white student 
movement that advocated for democracy, civil rights, and various types of university 
reforms, and protested against the Vietnam war" (McMillian & Buhle, 2008). The New 
Left's emphasis on participation was most notably articulated in The Port Huron 

Statement, which was a political manifesto produced by SDS in 1962. It called for more 
participatory forms of democracy by drawing together several strands of theory and 
practice, including John Dewey's vision of active publics (Berman, 1997), C. Wright 
Mills's (1958) celebration of free associations as the lifeblood of authentic democracy, 
and community organizing practices pioneered by the Student Nonviolent Coordinating 
Committee (SNCC) and the civil rights movement (McMillian, 2011 in Delwiche, 2012). 
Sale (1973) describes The Port Huron Statement as an "unabashedly middle class'' 
document that "thoroughly plumbed and analyzed the conditions of mid-century 
American society" and "shaped the spirit of the new student mood" (1973: 50 in 
Delwiche, 2012). The statement blended social justice topics (the military industrial 
complex, racial discrimination, and poverty) with humanistic reflections on loneliness, 
isolation, and dehumanization (Roszak, 1995).   

The authors placed participatory democracy at the center of their analysis and declared:  

We seek the establishment of a democracy of individual participation, 
governed by two central aims: that the individual share in those social 
decisions determining the quality and direction of his life; that society be 
organized to encourage independence in men (sic.) and provide the media 
for their common participation (Students for a Democratic Society, 
1962/1990).   

The SDS argued that individual and collective human flourishing depended on 

using media to facilitate participation in political and cultural life. They explained that 
new technologies were a plausible mechanism for providing citizens with "the media for 
their common participation" in organizing voluntary associations and public information 
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dissemination. They also advanced the idea that technological advances could be made 
more accountable to citizens through "a public process, based on publicly-determined 
needs" (Students for a Democratic Society, 1962/1990).  

Importantly, some factions of the New Left movements merged practices of 
participatory democracy with innovations in information and communication technology. 
As Delwiche (2012) points out, these efforts manifested in projects like the Midpeninsula 
Free University (MFU) which was an eclectic network of community organizers, 
educators, hackers and activists who eventually became key players in the Silicon 
Valley's computer revolution. Writing for the New Left Review, Hans Magnus 

Enzensberger (1970) explains the attitude toward new interactive forms of media as a 
dichotomy between repressive and emancipatory uses of media: "for the first time in 
history, the media are making possible mass participation in a social and socialized 
productive process, the practical means of which are in the hands of the masses 
themselves". A truly revolutionary plan, he explained "should not require the 
manipulators to disappear; on the contrary, it must make everyone a manipulator" (1970: 
20 in Delwiche, 2012). Enzensberger’s comparative evaluation of repressive versus 
emancipatory media describes the former as centrally controlled, depoliticized and elitist; 
and the latter as decentralized, empowering and collective.   

In addition to student activists and technological enthusiasts, scholars of 
democratic theory also took up the subject of participatory democracy. In her book, 
Participation and Democratic Theory, Carol Pateman (1970) argued the existence of 
representative institutions is not sufficient for to sustaining the legitimacy of democracy, 
rather a democratic culture of participation is needed. This requires socialization, or 
social training, where democratic participation takes place in a diversity of social spheres 
to develop individual attitudes and psychological qualities required for a democratic 
culture. Pateman stressed that a democratic culture is built and learned through hands-on 
practice in civil society organizations, social movements and student participation in the 

governance of schools and universities, worker participation in professional contexts as 
well as democratic participation in the family (1970: 42). Pateman also introduced the 
useful distinction between ‘full’ and ‘partial’ participation, whereby "full participation" 
refers to “equal power to determine the outcome of decisions” for all participants and 
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"partial participation" refers to a consultation where “the final power to decide rests with 
one party only” (1970: 70–71). This perspective on democracy reflects elements of the 
American pragmatist tradition strongly advocated by John Dewey, who asserted that 
complete democracy was to be obtained not just by extending voting rights but also 
promoting democracy as a “way of life” through civic education and public 
communication between citizens, experts, and politicians who worked together to find an 
appropriate course of action when dealing with shared problems (Dewey, 1916; 1927).  

Like Pateman, Sherry Arnstein’s (1969) “ladder of citizen participation” 
differentiated the concept of participation specifically in relation to policy contexts. She 

identified several layers from non-participation and tokenism to citizen power. Arnstein 
and Pateman are among several scholars who have attempted to articulate realist rather 
than normative notions of participation. Notions such as pseudo-participation (Verba, 
1961/2015), non-participation (Arnstein, 1969) or manipulative participation (Strauss, 
1998) have been developed to point out the difference between genuinely enabling citizen 
decision-making as opposed to giving the impression that participants can influence 
decision making when, in fact, they cannot.  

In his book The Life and Times of Liberal Democracy Canadian political scholar 
C.B Macpherson (1977) proposes participatory democracy as a political program. 
Macpherson criticized liberal democracy for its close alliance with capitalism and argued 
that deep social and ideological changes were required to have a truly democratic society. 
He sees representative democracy as “simply a mechanism for choosing and authorizing 
governments. . .”, consisting of “a competition between two or more self-chosen 
politicians (elites). . .” (1977: 78) “Democracy is simply a market mechanism: the voters 
are consumers, the politicians are the entrepreneurs” (1977: 79). His central argument is 
that social conditions must be transformed if participatory democracy is to work; and that 
the liberal state must be replaced by radically different political forms because a 
participatory political system would not work in the presence of class divisions and 

oppositions. Macpherson believed this transformation could be achieved through forms 
of social protest such as environmentalism, neighborhood organizations, and movements 
for “decision-making” in the work-place (Wood, 1978: 226). His model of participatory 
democracy proposes a “responsible pyramidal councils system” described as a process of: 
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…direct democracy at the neighborhood or factory level – actual face-to-
face discussion and decision[-making] by consensus or majority, and 
election of delegates who would make up a council at the next more 
inclusive level, say a city borough or ward or a township. [...] So it would 
go up to the top level, which would be a national council for matters of 
national concern, and local and regional councils for matters of less than 
national concern (1977: 108).   

In Strong Democracy: Participatory Politics for a New Age, Benjamin Barber 
(1984) echoes elements of Pateman and Macpherson and argues that representative 
models are a form of “thin” democracy rooted in an individualistic “rights” perspective 
which diminishes the role of citizens in democratic governance. Barber posits that the 
radical individualism that underpins liberal theory and practice fundamentally 
undermines democracy.  Indeed, individualization is a widespread societal trend of the 
neoliberal condition that not only undermined collectivist politics but also perpetuates 
conspicuous consumption and the precarious character of labour. Individualization means 
that a person is held responsible for the unintended consequences of chosen actions and, 
as also happens, for actions not chosen for one reason or another. In other words, in the 
realm of social and political issues, the underlying political economic system is not to 
blame, only the individual.  

The New Left approaches to participatory politics and democracy outlined above 
help to identify some aspects of what is needed to revitalize democracies in the 
contemporary age. While focusing on too much on culture and identity can produce 
‘weak’ forms of democracy, leveraging identity politics, everyday life and a culture of 

participation can also help citizens see themselves as citizens in a more robust and 
personal sense – as part of a larger political communities and processes (both formal and 
informal) that shape society. The New Left reminds us that strong democracies need to be 
embedded within a way of life - where instead of more isolated voters, consumers, or 
media users – citizens see themselves as empowered individuals whose power is 
ultimately derived from acting collectively in their daily lives. By identifying decision-
making power as central to participation, the New Left theories also make clear how to 
strategically deploy participation in ways that strengthen the integrity of democratic 
practice. Secondly, the New Left expanded the terrain of political struggle in reaction to 
earlier "Old Left" Marxist and labor union movements for social justice that focused on 
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social class and class struggle. The New Left’s emphasis on the values of counterculture 
and focus on issues such as identity, alienation, and authoritarianism, decentred class as 
the primary place in which a political ‘way of life’ could be located. This can be observed 
in C. Wright Mills’ Letter to the New Left (1960) which claimed that the proletariat was 
no longer the revolutionary force; the new agents of revolutionary change were young 
intellectuals around the world (Burner, 1996: 155). While the New Left reconceptualized 
the practice of politics and expanded notions of public sphere through challenging the 
dominate culture, it also ended up refreshing the culture and political economy of 
corporate America by co-opting the rebellion against conformity that characterized 1960s 

youth.  

2.1.2. Public Sphere Theory  

Public sphere theory has been a touchstone in debates concerning how various 
forms of communication, mediated or not, influence structures of power and influence. 
These efforts commonly rely on the work of Jürgen Habermas and his model of 
deliberative democracy for a normative ideal against which to measure actual practice 
(Allen, 2015; McFee, 2015; Sunstein, 2009: 144-145; Dahlgren, 2013; Curran, Fenton 
and Freedman, 2016; Hartley, Burgess and Bruns, 2013; Lievrouw, 2011: 58; 
Papacharissi, 2010). Fundamental to Habermas’ contribution to thinking about 
democratic participation is his book The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere 
(1989). Drawing on empirical and philosophical arguments, Habermas mapped the 
emergence of the European bourgeoisie from pre-modern forms of public life to a “new 
revolutionary class” in eighteenth century Europe. Habermas’s discussion of public 
participation draws on his exploration of the bourgeois public sphere (which was 
exclusive to property owning white men) and how it operated as a check on domination 
by the state (1989:11-20; 60-61). The bourgeois public sphere is considered by Habermas 
to be crucially important to democracy as it functioned as a check on state power. Key to 
this analysis of the public sphere was a specific kind of discursive practice that enabled 
rational critical discourse as a way to set constraints and direction on the exercise of state 

power (1989: 94-106). This process was facilitated by the free press, salons and coffee-
houses where the discussions of art and literature, or the "literary public sphere", evolved 
into discussion of politics and deliberative forms of rational discussion that flourished as 
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a way to address public matters. Habermas’s argument centered on the idea that the 
universalization of rational deliberation and public reasoning had the potential to 
facilitate consensus on issues of common concern and ultimately contribute to the public 
good (1989:73-79).  

Models of deliberative democracy attempt to balance the participatory and 
representative aspects of democracy through communication. It is thus rooted in 
“decision making by discussion among free and equal citizens” (Elster, 1998: 1). Jürgen 
Habermas’s theory of deliberative democracy became highly influential in the field of 
democratic theory and practice as a way to conduct and improve political participation 

(1962/1989; 1984). While derived from his later work (Habermas, 1984, 1987) his 
concept of the “ideal speech situation” emphasizes creating the conditions necessary for 
any member of a society to have opportunity and capacity to participate in consequential 
collective decisions (Habermas, 1990: 86). For Habermas, participation depends on 
communicative rationality between citizens and formal institutions. Habermas posited 
that communicative action was ‘natural’ to humans, but it required particular social and 
political conditions in which to emerge and flourish. This theory understands 
communicative rationality as imbedded in communication itself rather than embedded in 
a specific historical context.  

As Habermas describes, the focus is on facilitating a democratic process of 
communication: “The conditions for entering a rational discourse require participants to 
assume an undogmatic attitude, to treat all relevant norms and traditions hypothetically, 
to be open to objections, to be honest and to yield to the forceless force of the better 
argument, to learn from others and to view from their perspectives” (Habermas, 1999: 
449–450 in Carpentier, 2016). Elster (1998: 8) points to the two main characteristics of 
this model: (1) its focus on collective decision-making “with the participation of all who 
will be affected by the decision or their representatives,” and (2) its attention to reasoned 
arguments, “decision making by means of arguments offered by and to participants who 

are committed to values or rationality and impartiality” (emphasis in original). As 
Habermas (1996: 298) writes, “According to discourse theory, the success of deliberative 
politics depends not on a collectively acting citizenry but on the institutionalization of the 
corresponding procedures and conditions of communication, as well as on the interplay 
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of institutionalized deliberative processes with informally developed public opinions”. 
Theoretically, the public sphere should provide the framework for political participation 
by creating space for reason-driven discussion by those affected by the decisions. 

While Habermas’s ideas on the public sphere and communicative rationality have 
had broad influence, several theorists have pointed out serious limitations with the 
assumption that deliberations allow for fair participation and enable impartial or 
consensual decisions to be arrived at (Mouffe, 2002:3). For instance, writers such as Iris 
Young (1996) and Nancy Fraser (1992) have problematized a tendency amongst 
proponents of Habermasian deliberative democracy to believe that “deliberation is both 

culturally neutral and universal” (1996:123). A variety of other authors have also argued 
that gender (Phillips, 1992; Lister, 1998), ethnicity (Lewis, 2000) and other 
differentiating factors such as age, disability and sexuality inform both access to 
deliberation-based participation processes and the legitimacy of different voices heard 
within them (Barnes and Shaw, 2000; Sayce, 2000; Barnes, Newman, Knops and 
Sullivan, 2003). In response to the potentially exclusionary nature of deliberative 
democracy, Young suggests that Habermas-inspired models of deliberative democracy 
need to “open themselves equally to all ways of making claims and giving reasons” 
(Young, 1996:124). She also emphasizes that “nondeliberative practices” such as street 
marches and boycotts are legitimate forms of democratic criticism that need to be valued 
alongside more deliberative forms of political participation. 

Despite the difficulties with this tradition, deliberative democracy has nonetheless 
been taken up by those interested in participatory politics. In recent decades, the theory 
and practice of deliberative democracy has gained traction as a way to enable publics to 
authorize and contribute to public decision making. While representative democracies 
have traditionally practiced elitist deliberative democracy through decision-making 
bodies such as legislatures and courts, forms of populist deliberative democracy (such as 
citizen assemblies, deliberative polling and participatory budgeting) have been employed 

in some cases to facilitate citizen engagement with policy areas such as education, 
policing, urban planning, resource allocation, waste management, language protection 
and climate change adaptation (Johnson, 2015: 6). The hope of these procedures is that 
they work to educate and empower individuals by providing opportunities for direct 
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contribution to policy making.  For instance, the practice of participatory budgeting, 
which was invented in the Brazilian city of Porto Alegre in 1986, allows citizens to 
identify, discuss, and prioritize public spending projects and has been implemented in 
over 1,400 municipalities and institutions around the world (Wampler, 2007). Another 
prominent example of populist deliberative democracy is Iceland’s “crowdsourced 
constitution” which engaged thousands of citizens in redrafting the country’s constitution 
to include clauses on environmental protection, prioritized international human rights law 
and proposed redistributing the profits of Iceland’s natural resources. The document was 
approved by a two-thirds majority in a national referendum in 2012 but was ultimately 

rejected by the government of the time (Aitamurto, 2015).  

This disappointing outcome and that fact that deliberative approaches remain 
mostly marginal, reinforces criticism that populist deliberative democracy have not been 
adopted in any substantial manner because they are undermined by dominant practices of 
institutional decision-making. As Genvieve Fuji Johnson points out in her detailed study 
of deliberative processes in Canada, deliberative democracy initiatives often serve to 
“uphold dominant interest, pre-existing power structures, hierarchical subcultures and 
elite approaches to policy” (2015: 5). As Fuji Johnson describes, deliberative procedures 
“may have been empowering for participants in moments when they were discussing 
issues, exchanging reasons, and coming to conclusions, and they may have appeared 
empowering in providing institutionalized opportunities to contribute to collective 
decision making, but they turned out to be non-empowering in terms of outcomes that did 
not significantly challenge the status quo approach to formulating and implementing 
policy” (2015: 5). Indeed, other skeptics argue that deliberative forms of participation can 
be used by governments as “pseudo-participation,” a form of “window dressing” that 
disguises foregone policy conclusions. These forms of faux-participation are not focused 
on meeting a real demand for engagement among concerned publics, but on creating the 
illusion of meaningful participation and therefore risk becoming a form of compliance 

with, and legitimation of, processes that undermine rather than strengthen democracy 
(Verba, 2015; Carpini et al, 2004). As Carpini et al (2004: 336) note, the impact of 
deliberation and discursive politics are dependent on the connection to authoritative 
decision makers, the rules governing interactions, substantive outcomes, and real-world 
conditions, among other factors.  
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Counterpublics 

When The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere was translated from 
German into English in 1989, it sparked extensive scholarly debate on the nature and 
purpose of the public sphere. In Nancy Fraser's famous response to Habermas, she argued 
that the bourgeois public sphere was not an ideal vision of the public sphere but rather 
functioned to exclude the perspectives of those outside the narrowly defined bourgeois 
public sphere and, as a result, negated the conflictual nature of relations between different 
societal groups (Fraser, 1992): “Not only were there always a plurality of competing 
publics [...] but the relations between bourgeois publics and other publics were always 

conflictual” (1997:74). Fraser asserts that Habermas’s theory favors a liberal 
interpretation of democracy where “the problem of democracy becomes the problem of 
how to insulate political processes from what are considered to be non-political or pre-
political processes” (1997:79). As Fraser points out, these “non-political” or “pre-
political processes” are those associated with the economy, the family, and informal 
everyday life. The separation between public voice and private selfhood, or “bracketing” 
of inequalities of status proposed by Habermas, excluded women and other “subaltern 
counterpublics” from articulating their particular concerns (Fraser 1990: 69). 2 

Fraser uses the example of feminist counterpublics to describe how, in response to 
domination and exclusion, non-dominant groups constituted their own “parallel 
discursive arenas” where members “invent and circulate counter discourses to formulate 
oppositional interpretations of their identities, interests, and needs”. Fraser notes how 
since second wave feminism, feminist counterpublics have created counter-discourses 
that encounter domination in private spaces as a new kind of politics. Through a 
“variegated array of journals, bookstores, publishing companies, film and video 
distribution networks, lecture series, research centers, academic programs, conferences, 
conventions, festivals, and local meeting places” (Fraser, 1990: 67), feminist 
counterpublics invented new terms for describing social reality, including "sexism", " the 

double shift”, "sexual harassment", and "marital, date, and acquaintance rape” (Fraser, 

                                                
2 It is important to mention that Habermas accepted many of the critiques of his work, including Fraser's and integrated 
these critiques into further reflections on the public sphere (1992) and in subsequent work on deliberative democracy and 
civil society (1996).   
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1990: 67). This new language empowered participants to recast their needs and identities, 
thereby “reducing, although not eliminating, the extent of our disadvantage in official 
public spheres” (Fraser, 1990: 67; Kluge & Negt, 2016).  

Fraser’s intervention into public sphere theory sparked the exploration of multiple 
publics that redefined ‘the public sphere’ in terms of parallel, overlapping, and 
competing publics. As Catherine Squires explains:  

...the move away from the ideal of a single public sphere is important in that 
it allows recognition of the public struggles and political innovations of 
marginalized groups outside traditional or state-sanctioned public spaces 
and mainstream discourses dominated by white bourgeois males. 
(2002:446)  

Michael Warner’s conception of counterpublics (2005), describes a media 
ecology that does not only engage in one mode of publicity, but privileges difference, 
novelty and distinctiveness related to visible cultural movements. Warner’s sense of 
counterpublics is distinguished from Fraser’s in important ways. While Fraser’s version 
of counterpublics operate as pre-cursors and preparatory environments for non-
mainstream political actors to enter the mainstream public sphere, Warner contends the 

transformative power of counterpublics require that they remain outside mainstream 
public discourse:  

A counterpublic maintains at some level, conscious or not, an awareness of 
its subordinate status. The cultural horizon against which it marks itself off 
is not just a general or wider public but a dominant one. And the conflict 
extends not just to ideas or policy questions but to the speech genres and 
modes of address that constitute the public or to the hierarchy among media. 
The discourse that constitutes it is not merely a different or alternative idiom 
but one that in other contexts would be regarded with hostility or with a 
sense of indecorousness. Friction against the dominate public forces the 
poetic-expressive character of counterpublic discourse to become salient to 
consciousness (Warner, 2002: 119-120).   

Warner's point can be observed in the ways black counterpublics that emerged 
from the civil rights movement or gay counterpublics that were established in the 1970s 
and 80s offered their participants visibility and a sense of egalitarian citizenship through 

their orientation as outside mainstream public spheres. These counterpublics present 
distinctively new speaking positions and function to legitimize formerly excluded forms 
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of performance of the public self (Fraser, 1990). As new groups are able to assert 
themselves in the public realm, new forms of political participation emerge where 
“classed expressions, gendered ways of behaving or misbehaving, and racial and ethnic 
differences in address and public posturing become ways of new-found legitimacy within 
publics and in a competing culture of publics and counter-publics” (Marshall, et al., 
2016). For Warner, the external orientation of counterpublics is both their strength and 
weakness within liberal democratic politics. Warner explains how when alternative 
publics become social movements they “acquire agency in relation to the state” and thus 
“enter the temporality of politics and adapt themselves to the performatives of rational-

critical discourse. For many counterpublics, to do so it to cede the original hope of 
transforming not just policy but the space of public life itself (Warner, 2002: 124).  

The growth of Internet communication led scholars to conceive of publics as not 
only multiple but linked together in a network structure.  Seyla Benhabib asserts that 
public discourse involves people situated across various networks, whose engagement 
with others builds something beyond their specific interactions: “it is through the 
interlocking net of these multiple forms of associations, networks, and organizations that 
an anonymous ‘public conversation’ results.” (1996: 73-73). Even Jürgen Habermas, 
developed a model of a public sphere as a “network" (1996: 360 in Asen, 2017). More 
recently, patterns of publicity and self-exposure that are part of the Internet and mobile 
media experience have sparked ideas about intersecting "hashtag publics" (Rambukkana, 
2015), “micro-publics” (Marshall 2015), “personal publics” (Schmidt 2014), “networked 
publics” (boyd 2010), and “meso-publics and macro-publics” (Bruns and Moe 2014).  

 Lauren Berlant (1997, 2006) has argued that shifts in the nature of public sphere 
discourse have given way to the rise of the “intimate public sphere” - which Berlant 
claims was the result of reactionary conservative ideology to the radical social 
movements of the 1960s. This reaction manifested most prominently in the rise of 
neoliberalism via Reagan Republicanism which convinced people the core context of 

politics should be the sphere of private of life. Berlant argues that the intimate public 
sphere works through a fantasy that one can change the political by transcending politics. 
In other words, the affect of the intimate public sphere seems to offer a way of being that 
is outside of—and yet in deep relation to—the political. This version of the political was 
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initiated by Reagan but has since been sustained through the dominate culture of 
neoliberalism that operated to convince “a citizenry that the core context of politics 
should be the sphere of private life" by "manipulating an intricate set of relations between 
[the] economic, racial and sexual" (Berlant, 1997: 4).  

Echoing elements of Belant’s analysis, Zizi Papacharissi (2010) argues that the 
digital age has shifted political behaviors from the public sphere into the “private sphere” 
which has transformed the ways in which citizens become involved with the political: 
"The emerging political conscience is not collective, but privatized – both by virtue of its 
connection to consumer culture and in terms of the private spaces it occupies. The 

contemporary citizen adopts a personally devised definition of the political, and becomes 
politically emancipated in private, rather than public, spaces, thus developing a new civic 
vernacular." (Papacharissi 2010: 19) 

In contrast to Berlant critical intrepretation, Papacharissi posits that the 
reorientation of political participation to the private sphere allows for a greater diversity 
of interactions, affiliations and interests to enter into political realm through a variety of 
text, visual, audio and graphic forms of communication. She argues that this conception 
of the public sphere expands the ‘political’ from the narrow process of institutionalized 
politics to a broad exercise of democratic rights along multiple subject positions in the 
societal realm. Increasingly, civic and political habits are enabled within a “digitally 
equipped private sphere,” in which the individual can practice publicly orientated 
activities “with more autonomy, flexibility and potential for expression” (2010: 21).  

In thinking about singular versus multiple conceptions of the public sphere, we 
can see how the bourgeois public sphere and the neoliberal public sphere bare 
similarities. As was explored in Chapter 1, the hegemony of neoliberalism presents a 
conception of the public sphere that is based on market logic. Whereas Habermas’s 
conception of the public sphere rests on  communicative rationality, neoliberalism’s 
model of the public sphere is rooted in markets. Neoliberals make the argument that 

democratic processes and state institutions cannot take into account the multiple desires 
of people in the same way that markets can.  Markets, therefore, are more democratic 
because they are infinitely better at processing information through price signals. 
Consumer choice displaces communicative rationality as a more democratic form for 
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expressing individual and collective will. However, because this model of organizing 
society has its foundations in the market, it overrides the legitimacy of publics not rooted 
in market principles  and therefore obfuscates inequality, weakens relations among 
people and devalues collective approaches to solving societal problems. The realities of 
neoliberalism mean that publics, no matter how multiple, counter or networked, still exist 
within an overarching societal structure where the market functions as a model for human 
relationships, politics, and society.  

Robert Asen (2017) argues the totalizing quality of the neoliberal public sphere 
bares similarities to the bourgeois public sphere in that both models rely on a single, 

universal conception of the public. Both the neoliberal public sphere and bourgeois 
public sphere appear as common sense while marginalizing those who cannot or do not 
adhere to its dominant modes of subjectivity and governance. While the bourgeois public 
sphere presents white, property-owning men as the default democratic subject, the 
neoliberal public sphere presents the isolated, utility maximizing, competitive private 
individual as the default democratic subject negating the role of collectivist politics. One 
arena where neoliberal public sphere manifests is in what Bourdieu and Wacquant (2001) 
call “New Liberal Speak” which is a form of newspeak where words like ʻglobalizationʼ, 
ʻflexibilityʼ and ʻmulti-culturalismʼ are constantly repeated to reinforce neoliberal’s 
hegemony while terms like ʻcapitalismʼ, ʻclassʼ, ʻexploitationʼ, ʻdominationʼ and 
ʻinequalityʼ are conspicuous by absent under the pretext that they are obsolete and non-
pertinent.  Bourdieu and Wacquant describe how globalization functions this way: 

…ʻglobalizationʼ is not a new phase of capitalism, but a ʻrhetoricʼ invoked 
by governments in order to justify their voluntary surrender to the financial 
markets and their conversion to a fiduciary conception of the firm. Far from 
being – as we are constantly told – the inevitable result of the growth of 
foreign trade, deindustrialization, growing inequality and the retrenchment 
of social policies are the result of domestic political decisions that reflect 
the tipping of the balance of class forces in favour of the owners of capital. 
(2001: 4) 

Bourdieu and Wacquant elaborate further on how  hegemonic neoliberal discourse 
equates ‘the state’ with qualities like constrained, closed, ridged, immobile, out-dated, 
collectivism while equating ‘the market’ with characteristics such as freedom, openness, 
dynamism, future-orientated, growth, individuality, diversity and democracy. 
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Feminist theorists like Wendy Brown (2015) and Anglea McRobbie (2009, 2018) 
point out how within neoliberal societies, the promotion of individualized, self-reliant 
subject ignores and exacerbates women’s inequality by privatizing public infrastructure 
that supports families and children. Since women remain disproportionately responsible 
for the familial activities that neoliberalism regards as outside of the market, 
neoliberalism intensifies gendered divisions of labor (2015: 106-107). Nancy Fraser 
argues the discourse of neoliberalism obscures this subjugation by using the ‘lean-in’ 
language of “female advancement and social justice” while undermining the very 
conditions and infrastructure necessary for emancipation (2013:220 in Asen, 2017).  

On the subject of race and neoliberal governmentality, Bradley Jones and Roopali 
Mukherjee explain that the neoliberal public sphere presents a “socially progressive 
politics by articulating a colorblind, cosmopolitan, post-race subject, while characterizing 
as ‘backwards’ or ‘racist’ those who invoke racial claims.” (2010: 402). By depoliticizing 
and privatizing differences in race, neoliberalism focuses exclusively on individual 
agency, disregarding the role of political-economic structures and the systemic quality of 
racism. Charges of systemic racism within neoliberal societies are, therefore, often seen 
as ‘excuses’ for personal failings (2010: 407). Asen explains: 

Whereas the bourgeois public sphere imagined a single, universal forum 
populated by educated and propertied white males as the basis for public 
engagement, neoliberalism upholds a market populated by atomistic 
individuals as a singular and universal sphere of activity...Both the 
bourgeois public sphere and neoliberalism seek to promote singularity over 
multiplicity: the former by asserting the supposedly unique capacity of the 
bourgeoisie to discern a public good, and the latter by disaggregating a 
public good into individuals who can only act alone. In these ways, both the 
bourgeois public sphere and neoliberalism privilege established interests 
and raise obstacles for a vibrant critical publicity.  

Without a vibrant and consequential culture of critical publicity, the neoliberal 
public sphere allows policymakers to champion markets as a universal prescription for 
national development and social justice without regard to context and conditions of 
exploitation (Asen, 2017: 339).  

As Berlant describes, this involves positioning citizens as “isolated spectators to 
the publicity that claims to represent them” and consists of shrinking the state “while 
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intensifying identification with the utopian symbolic ‘nation’; a rhetorical shift from a 
state-based and thus political identification with nationality to a culture-based concept of 
the nation as a site of integrate social membership”. The neoliberal public sphere reroutes 
the critical energies of the political public sphere into “the sentimental spaces of an 
amorphous opinion culture…mixed with feelings of practical political powerlessness.” 
(Berlant, 1997: 3).  

Notions of multiple publics are useful to conceptualize participatory politics for 
several reasons. For instance, they account for the ways participatory politics blur 
conventional analytic lines between private and public and identify how an array of 

communicative acts contribute to sociopolitical change (Jones, 2013; Lievrouw, 2011: 
72-79). Furthermore, notions of private or counter publics make clear how many forms of 
political participation that are disconnected from the political institutions play key roles 
in forming solidarities, alliances and groupings that can drive political processes (Hattam 
and Lowndes, 2007). Most importantly, by centering societal inequalities, a multiple 
publics framework helps to clarify how participatory politics can confront the anti-
democratic tendencies of neoliberalism. In this way, it is necessary to hold onto the 
analysis and critique of neoliberalism, in thinking about how and in what form various 
counter-hegemonic rationalities (and publics) emerge. 

The above discussion of public sphere theory illustrates how the proliferation of 
publics is necessary and beneficial in countering forms of social, cultural and discursive 
domination.  Only multiple publics can produce the diversity of opinions and the new 
social identities necessary to confront the inequalities endemic in forms of discursive 
domination like that of neoliberalism (Fraser, 1997: 83). As Nick Couldry (2010) points 
out, the “crisis of voice” stemming from neoliberalism means we require new repertoires 
of participation and “new intensities of listening” – this is role of participatory publics. 
While the neoliberal public sphere raises serious obstacles for meaningful democratic 
participation, it is not totalizing. Its deep contradictions can be leveraged to offer counter-

discourses to current economic, political and social norms. Digital media by themselves 
do not guarantee meaningful democratic participation, however the "networked public 
sphere" (Friedland et al, 2006) has provided a medium for informal political participation 
to coalesce and scale in portions that not only influence mass opinion but systematically 
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affect the institutional media system. By influencing the institutional media system, 
participatory politics can influence political discourse and the political system as well.  

2.1.3. Contemporary Modes: From Participatory Culture to Participatory 
Politics 

While public sphere theory tracks the proliferation of publics that has 
accompanied new information and communication technology, much of the 
contemporary discussion of participatory politics is primarily rooted within a framework 
of participatory culture. Participatory culture is a broad-based term developed by Henry 
Jenkins and others (Jenkins, 2006; Jenkins et al. 2009; Jenkins et al. 2015)  to describe a 
wide array of cultural practices users perform in the digital age. It is a realm of activity in 
which artistic expression and civic engagement are valued and are oriented towards 
creating and sharing one’s creations. Its characteristics include low barriers for 

engagement, strong social connections among members, a belief in collective effort, and 
informal mentoring among members (Jenkins et al. 2009). Activities such as remixing 
media, crowd sourcing, blogging, fan cultures, and digital community organizing are 
exemplary of participatory culture. While the impetus and opportunity to become part of 
a participatory culture grew dramatically with the spread of the Internet, the practice of 
participatory culture is not new.  It can be observed in numerous historic efforts by 
grassroots communities to exert greater control over the means of media production and 
circulation such as the Amateur Press Association in the middle of the 19th century, the 
amateur radio movements of the 20th century and various do-it-yourself subcultures.  

What makes participatory culture unique and important when compared to media 
practices in previous eras is the increased access to the tools that support widespread 
circulation, collaboration, creation, and connection. Discussions of participatory politics 
center on the idea that the expressive power that has emerged in the domain of 
participatory culture is driving similar changes in expectations for political realm where 
“interactive, peer-based acts" are being utilized by individuals and groups to "exert both 
voice and influence on issues of public concern” (Cohen, et. al., 2012: 3). Researchers 
and social theorists attribute the shift toward participatory culture and politics to broad 

socioeconomic forces, namely globalization, individualization, changes to 
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communication and media technologies, and a crisis of political legitimacy that has 
weakened the state’s influence over its citizens (Bauman, 2013).  

Scholars have argued new practices of participatory politics have emerged 
alongside changing norms and values associated with citizenship (e.g. Bennett, 2008; 
Ratto and Boler, 2014; Dalton, 2008, 2014;  Papacharissi, 2009; Norris, 1999; 
Zuckerman, 2014; Loader, 2007; Bennett et al., 2008; Calenda and Meijer, 2009; Abdi & 
Shultz, 2013). Communication researcher Lance Bennett (2008) argues these social, 
cultural and political shifts have resulted in younger generations moving away from 
institutionally driven “dutiful citizenship” and toward “actualizing citizenship,” in which 

politics is understood as a broader set of concerns—from identity politics to community 
activism—and is often motivated by a sense of individual purpose and personal 
expression rather than obligation to government. Importantly, while participatory 
political practices often express a desire for a more democratic society, they are not 
guided by deference to elites or formal institutions and often promoted through cultural 
mechanisms.  

The link between the cultural and the political is a key aspect of Peter Dahlgren’s 
work on civic culture, which is often used by researchers as a framework to address the 
role culture plays in "generating the political” within network society. Civic culture 
describes six dimensions of mutual reciprocity that elicit a “process of becoming” 
political where people “come to see themselves as members and potential participants in 
societal development” (Dahlgren, 2003: 153). These include: (1) knowledge, (2) values, 
(3) trust, (4) spaces, (5) practices and skills, and (6) identities. Drawing on conceptions 
such as “life politics” (Giddens, 1991), “subpolitics” (Beck, 1997) and “the political” 
(Mouffe 2005), Dalhgren (2009) emphasizes the need to focus on the "sociocultural 
circumstances of citizens" and how these circumstances influence democratic dynamics. 
He notes how new forms of political participation entail new forms of communicative 
activity which establish links between the personal and the societal. These modes of 

engagement can produce reflexive interactions that have political value by introducing 
new needs and perspectives, without deferring to formal decision-making procedures. As 
Dahlgren describes, the looseness and creativity of informal participation has the 
potential for empathy and affective elements that “are indispensable resources and 
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preconditions for the vitality of democratic politics" (Dahlgren 2009: 90). Livingstone 
(2005) also suggests ‘civic culture’ acts as a mediating domain “between the sphere of 
experience and identity and the sphere of collective, politically efficacious action” (17) 
and posits the interconnection of culture and politics might open new avenues into 
political engagement using culture.  

The role of culture and subjectivity articulated by Dahlgren is echoed by the work 
of communications scholar Maria Bakardjieva (2009) who uses the concept of 
“subactivism” to capture the relationship between private life and public engagement and 
how social media use can create the preconditions for politics to emerge. Based on in-

depth interviews with Internet users conducted in Canada, she demonstrates that people 
draw on a variety of practices to engage with public and political issues without leaving 
the realm of private life. These practices draw on what Giddens (1991) has called a 
“politics of the self” and remain largely subjective - constituting the individual’s efforts 
to make social and political choices in their daily life congruent with their personal 
values, or in more general terms, to be the person they want to be.  Bakardjieva 
emphasizes the point that the participatory skills, norms, and networks associated with 
social media and participatory culture have the potential to be transferred to the political 
realm (Kahne, et.al, 2014: 1). 

Empirical research about participatory politics reinforces Bakardjieva's argument 
and has demonstrated that relatively low barriers to entry associated with informal 
practices of producing and circulating media allows for easier access to forms of political 
expression and a greater capacity for media-based collective action that mobilize publics 
online and in-person to address a diversity of issues such as LGBTQ rights, racial 
discrimination and migration (e.g. Kahne, Middaugh and Allen, 2014; Soep, 2014; 
Delwiche and Jacobs, 2012; Allen and Light, 2015; Gordon and Mihailidis, 2016; Jenkins 
et al., 2009; Jenkins, et al., 2016). Drawing on the findings of their empirical study of 
participatory politics in the United States, Cohen, et. al. (2012) identify five clusters of 

practice: 

• Investigation: Participants seek out, collect, and analyze information about 
issues of public concern. 
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• Dialogue and feedback: Participants weigh in on issues of public concern and 
on the decisions of political leaders. 

• Circulation: The flow of information is shaped by many in the broader 
community rather than by a small group of elites. 

• Production: Participants not only circulate information but also create original 
content (such as a blog or video that has political intent or impact) that allows 
them to advance their perspectives. 

• Mobilization: Participants rally others to help accomplish political goals. (9) 

Based on these clusters, participatory politics can consist of an array of activities 
including sharing information through social media, engaging in online conversation 
through digital forums, blogs and podcasts, creating original content in the form of online 

videos or photoshopped memes to comment on a current issue, using Twitter and other 
micro-blogging tools to rally a community toward collective action, or deploying 
databases in order to investigate on ongoing concern (Jenkins et al., 2016: 43). Lance 
Bennett (2012) describes these activities as “personalized politics” where action is 
motivated by personal values and manifests in large-scale, rapidly forming publics. These 
publics aim their participation at a variety of targets, ranging from parties and candidates, 
to corporations, brands, and transnational organizations.” (Bennett, 2012: 22). 
Personalized politics generally encompasses three primary characteristics: 1) An ethos of 
diversity that links different issues across loosely bounded political networks; 2) The use 
of personal action frames that frame the problem on a personal level thus lower the 
barriers to identification (e.g., “We are the 99%”); 3) The pervasive use of social 
technology to enable individuals to become catalysts of collective action processes by 
sharing their own stories and concerns and/or by activating their own social networks. 
Other scholars have developed related concepts such as “networked social movements” 
(Castells, 2015; Chadwick, 2007), “civic media” (Gordon and Mihailidis, 2016), 
“connected action” (Bennett and Segerberg, 2013), “netroots political associations” 
(Karpf, 2012), “transmedia organizing” (Costanza-Chock, 2014) and “DIY citizenship” 
(Ratto and Boler, 2014) to describe this form of mediated political activity.  

Over the past decade, practices of personalized and participatory politics have 
manifested in large-scale progressive social movements and campaigns in Canada. I will 
argue (in subsequent chapters) that these practices are indicative of a new political culture 
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that is emerging within the Canadian mediapolis (Silverstone, 2007) – a political culture 
which has repeatedly deployed the ‘politics of circulation’ to mobilize counter-
rationalities to neoliberalism.  Bakardjieva (2016) draws on Silverstone's concept of the 
"mediapolis" (2007) to describe how the networked individual can experience solidarity 
in a deeply personal way that bridges the private sphere and individualistic preferences 
with a collective identity and collective political action. Through the mediapolis, 
individuals can “recognize themselves in each other and articulate a shared goal and 
responsibility for developments going beyond their private lives.” (Bakardjieva, 2016: 
286) With the absorption of social media and the Internet into the mundane practices of 

everyday life, the potential of participatory politics to shape social relations of power still 
holds potential – not only for countering the circulation and influence of neoliberalism 
but also for generating new rationalities that challenge its core assumptions and 
reconfigure new sites of political engagement and human relationships.  

To sum up the literature on contemporary forms of participatory politics, we can 
observe how the mobility, flexibility, and generative capacity of networked interactions 
facilitate important changes to how individuals and groups expressed themselves 
politically. These changes consistently demonstrate several key patterns which will assist 
me in the analysis of the case studies in subsequent chapters. Discussions of participatory 
politics, whether from the New Left, public sphere theory or contemporary media studies, 
demonstrate how peer-to-peer modes of organization and communication have the 
potential to evade elite dominance. However, while participatory politics hold great 
possibilities for democratic innovation, it does not escape the dynamics of neoliberalism. 
Rather it often creates what Poyntz refers to as a “participation paradox”, where emerging 
political practices are immensely promising and, simultaneously, tied to core mechanisms 
of neoliberal governmentality (Poyntz, 2010: 114).  

Paradoxes of Participatory Politics within Neoliberal Societies 

 Darin Barney (2010: 414) suggests that the link between the participatory 
condition and neoliberalism can be traced back to a compromise that was made by the 
New Left in the latter half of the twentieth century: 
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“A]t a certain point, the social democratic left accepted ‘participatory 
democracy’ as a viable substitute for the more threatening project of 
establishing a socialist economy and society. Perhaps socialism, or at least 
some sort of radical economic egalitarianism, could be smuggled in with 
the Trojan Horse of participatory democracy. This is the horse on which the 
social democratic left placed its bet. What it perhaps did not foresee, 
however, was the ease with which liberal democratic states and capitalist 
industry would be able to accommodate the demand for increased 
participation without any significant redistribution of economic and 
political power. Indeed, it goes even further than this: the liberal state and 
the capitalist economy no longer simply accommodate increasing levels and 
diverse forms of democratic participation by citizens but, rather, they need 
it and they thrive on it. 

Fast forward several decades after New Left movements embraced participatory 
democracy and we find ourselves in a series of intractable contradictions that both 
expand and constrict our ability to influence the political-economic dynamics that 
structure society and everyday life. To properly analyze participatory politics, it is 
therefore important to explore some of these paradoxes.   

The first paradox can be observed in the way participatory politics both 
undermines democratic institutions and creates new opportunities for engagement with 
democratic institutions. Here we can identify a connection between the de-legitimization 
of the state and the transformation of politics towards more personalized and 
entrepreneurial forms (Bennett, 2012). On one hand, the individualization of political 
participation risks undermining the collective democratic identities of citizens and 
reducing political participation down to matters of personal responsibility and self-

interest, rather than public responsibility and collective interest. Indeed, some forms of 
participatory politics can negate the collective foundations that are necessary in 
democratic societies. Maniates (2001) explains this tendency within public discourses of 
environmentalism that focus on individual rather than collective action: “When 
responsibility for environmental problems is individualized, there is little room to ponder 
institutions, the nature and exercise of political power, or ways of collectively changing 
the distribution of power and influence in society...Instead, the serious work of 
confronting the threatening socio-environmental processes…falls to individuals, acting 
alone, usually as consumers” (2001: 33). Yiannis Gabriel and Tim Lang  (1997: 1 in 
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McGuigan, 2009: 85) explain the role of the consumer in this new manifestation 
capitalism:  

The consumer has become a god-like figure, before whom markets, and 
politicians alike bow. Everywhere it seems, the consumer is triumphant. 
Consumers are said to dictate production; to fuel innovation; to be creating 
new services in advanced economies; to be driving modern politics; to have 
it in their power to save the environment and protect the future of the planet. 
Consumers embody a simple modern logic, the right to choose. Choice, the 
consumer’s friend, the inefficient producer’s foe, can be applied to things 
as diverse as soap powder, holidays, healthcare or politicians. And yet the 
consumer is also seen as a weak and malleable creature, easily manipulated, 
dependent, passive and foolish. Immersed in illusions, addicted to joyless 
pursuits of ever-increasing living standards, the consumer, far from being 
god, is a pawn, in games played in invisible boardrooms.  

On the other hand, individualized appeals can be mobilized more direct forms of 
collective political participation with the state. The concept of “personal action frames” is 
developed by Bennett and Segerberg (2012) to describe how individualization is 
leveraged to mobilize large-scale and rapidly forming political participation aimed at a 
variety of targets, ranging from parties and candidates, to corporations, brands, and 
transnational organizations. Bennett and Segerberg draw on the analytical category of 
“collective action frames” developed by Snow & Benford (1988, 2000) but suggest that 
conventional collective action “typically requires more education, pressure, or 
socialization, which in turn makes higher demands on formal organization and resources 
such as money to pay rent for organization offices, to generate publicity, and to hire 
professional staff organizers”. In contrast, personal action frames can “relax collective 
identification requirements in favor of personalized social networking among followers” 
and get “individuals to overcome resistance to joining actions where personal 
participation costs may outweigh marginal gains, particularly when people can ride on 
the effort of others for free and reap the benefits if those others win the day” (2012: 748). 
This form of mobilization can lead to collective identities are then forged among 
coalitions of organizations and networks that coalesce and represent personalized action 

frames. 

Bimber, Flanagin, and Stohl (2012) have found that the relationships between 
individuals and civic organizations less centrally manageable, resulting in changes in the 
way communication is involved in organizing collectivities. “Connected action” that 
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facilitates mass political participation does not require collective identity framing or the 
levels of organizational recourses typically required in more traditional forms of 
collective action (Bennett and Segerberg 2012: 750). In other words, digitally mediated 
forms of participation make community organizing and mass mobilization more 
accessible to more people. They allow citizens to respond to specific policies and issues 
in real time, rather than put their support behind one party which might not represent their 
position on all issues or might be subject to the pressure of deep-pocketed special interest 
groups. Therefore, the retreat from political institutions could be signaling a rejection of 
neoliberal orthodoxy of an absentee state and a growing desire for more responsive 

political institutions. As Pippa Norris (1999, 2002, 2011) explains with her notion of 
“critical citizens”, the retreat of the state and the democratization of media tools may 
have sparked the growth of more sophisticated citizens “who are dissatisfied with 
established authorities and traditional hierarchical institutions, who feel that existing 
channels for participation fall short of democratic ideals, and who want to improve and 
reform the institutional mechanisms of representative democracy” (1999: 27). Echoing 
Norris, Russell Dalton’s (2008) notion of “engaged citizenship” draws on cross-sectional 
survey data to show an empirical generational shift in citizenship norms. According to his 
argument, the reason for the decline in institutional participation is not the result of a 
disinterest in politics, but rather because political skills and resources have expanded, 
leaving citizens dissatisfied with the limited political influence that voting enables them.  

A recent example of how this is the #MeToo movement - where thousands of 
public testimonials of sexual misconduct and workplace harassment have led to a 
renewed accountability on feminist issues. Following the public revelations of sexual 
misconduct allegations against movie producer Harvey Weinstein, the #MeToo 
movement spread virally in October 2017 as a hashtag used on social media helped to 
demonstrate the widespread prevalence of sexual assault and harassment against women. 
In the first 24 hours, the hashtag was used on Facebook by more than 4.7 million people 

in 12 million posts (Santiago and Criss, 2018; CBS News, 2018). The movement has 
resulted in numerous high-profile men in news, entertainment, politics, and sports losing 
their positions due to the allegations and led many organizations, including governments, 
to reform their workplace conduct policies. In Canada, the #MeToo movement has led 
female cabinet ministers and young female staffers to speak publicly about the open 
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secret of predatory, sexualized behavior in the political and government sector in Ottawa. 
As of early 2018, this has resulted in the resignation of three high profile politicians 
(Krishnan, 2018; The Canadian Press, 2018) and Members of Parliament unanimously 
agreeing to pass C-65, a Bill that would implement new rules and processes for dealing 
with sexual harassment in federally regulated workplaces (Wherry, 2018). 

The #MeToo movement demonstrates the communicative power of self-
actualizing motivations inherent in participatory politics. Powerful networks are 
mobilized when personal experience intersects with collective motivation for social 
change. These mobilized networks enable content to flow rapidly across media 

audiences, with consequential effects. The “collective individualism” demonstrated 
through the #MeToo movement gives renewed relevance to Paul Lichterman’s 
(1995,1996) idea of “personalized politics” which argues against the claim that 
individualism and the culture of self-fulfillment are sabotaging public commitment and 
posits that individualism and public commitment should not be understood as mutually 
exclusive in an either/or dynamic. Based on his ethnographic examination of activists, 
Lichterman claims that individualism can support rather than sabotage political 
commitments and represents not a decline of communitarian activism, but rather a 
different way to envision activist commitment. In this way, the individualization of 
political participation can be understood as an adaptive response to complexities of late-
modern politics: given the numbers and types of moving political targets that citizens 
must engage to register their concerns, participatory politics provide the flexibility 
necessary to respond accordingly. 

A second paradox embedded in contemporary forms of participatory politics is 
that it both reinforces and diminishes political inequality. As scholars of the digital divide 
point out, participatory politics facilitated by digital media often primarily serve 
communities of privilege which can exacerbate existing forms of inequality, alienation 
and marginalization (Hargittai and Walejko, 2008; Schradie, 2011; Correa, 2010; 

Hargittai and Shaw; 2015). Hargittai and Walejko (2008) show that those with higher 
levels of education and who of a more resource-rich background use the Web for more 
“capital-enhancing” activities, creating a “second-level digital divide,” that exist among 
the populations of Internet users.  As these scholars point out, digitally-enabled political 
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participation still favours those with class, race and gender privilege who are more likely 
to have access to the time, knowledge and resources necessary for engagement. 
Therefore, on one hand, participatory politics risks creating a “participation gap” (Jenkins 
et.al., 2009), which exists between people who have sustained access to and knowledge 
of the internet (people who are disproportionately white, male, middle class, and college 
educated) and those who do not. On the other hand, participatory politics offers powerful 
ways for individuals and groups, particularly historically marginalized groups, to exert 
both voice and influence.  Recent Indigenous struggles in North America provide an 
example of how digital affordances allow marginalized groups to bring attention to 

systemic oppression and “speak back” to power in increasingly impactful ways (also see, 
Kino-nda-niimi Collective, 2014; Coates, 2015; Brady & Kelly, 2017). Jennifer Tupper 
(2014) argues that Indigenous people are attracted to practices of participatory politics 
because they provide the scope necessary for bringing awareness to the deep structural 
injustices of patriarchal, colonial-capitalist societies that are often absent from 
mainstream narratives. However, while being effective for awareness raising and creating 
counter-narratives, participatory politics often fall short of providing the necessary and 
consequential processes needed to address the structural inequalities and injustices. This 
is because contemporary participatory politics rarely interfaces directly with political 
institutions and decision-making processes. Without that interface, participatory politics 
remains more susceptible to co-optation, manipulation and commodification by 
corporations and governments alike.  

The third paradox of participatory politics is illustrated by the fact that networked 
communication and participation are key features of both cognitive capitalism and new 
avenues for democratization that challenge neoliberal orthodoxy collectively and 
politically. Critical scholars point out how co-optation, surveillance and commodification 
deeply undermined the democratic potential of participatory politics. For instance, critics 
have argued that the latest stage of capitalism is rooted in exploitative labour practices 

and the commercial appropriation of data and information (Dyer Witherford, 2015; 
Lazzarato, 1996; Hesmondhalgh, 2010; Terranova, 2000; Scholz, 2012, Fuchs, 2010).  
Studies have detailed how participation in digital networks of “platform capitalism” 
(Srnicek, 2016) has normalized a business model that exploits “free labour” (Terranova, 
2000) through the unwaged, the voluntary or unknowing contributions of millions of 
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users on platforms such as YouTube (Andrejevic, 2009), Google (Fuchs, 2012), 
Facebook (Bohm et al. 2012), and Flickr (Brown, 2013).  

Surveillance scholars warn that the dominant rhetoric of ‘participation’ 
perpetuated by networked communication allows for new forms of cooptation and 
surveillance by governments, corporations and other users. Mark Andrejevic argues new 
media practices do not break the hegemony of neoliberalism, but rather extend the 
potential of cybernetic management of the masses by creating digital enclosures where 
governments and corporations gather and track the data they need to categorize, order, 
and discipline citizen-consumers. Andrejevic describes interactivity as “passive-ication” 

whereby communications technologies effectively force people to “participate” in real 
time with their data - whether they chose to or not (Andrejevic, 2016). Julie Cohen 
describes how “the participatory turn in surveillance” has led to a paradox where the 
more we participate, the more data is gathered about us, and the less participatory 
participation becomes (Cohen, 2016).  

Jodi Dean argues the proliferation of citizen-produced media and cultural 
production associated with participatory politics creates individualized “fantasies” of 
political action (Dean, 2005) that reinforce neoliberal subjectivities, obscure the necessity 
for collective political struggle, and are exploited by power-holders as a way for citizens 
to redress their lack of efficacy. Dean’s notion of “communicative capitalism” explains 
how “communicative exchanges, rather than being fundamental to democratic 
politics…are the basic elements of capitalist production” (2005: 56). For Dean: 

[…] a constitutive feature of communicative capitalism is precisely this 
morphing of message into contribution…. The message is simply part of a 
circulating data stream. Its particular content is irrelevant. Who sent it is 
irrelevant. Who receives it is irrelevant. That it needs be responded to is 
irrelevant. The only thing that is relevant is circulation, the addition to the 
pool. Any particular contribution remains secondary to the fact of 
circulation (Dean, 2005: 58). 

Dean argues that while there can be effective political uses of the Internet, they 
are insignificant compared to the overall depoliticizing effects. For the most part, “our 
participation does not subvert communicative capitalism. It drives it” (Dean 2010, 114). 
Other scholars echo this position by arguing that digitally-mediated forms of political 
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participation create lazy forms of online activism (‘slacktivism’) that have either no 
political impact (Morozov, 2009) or lead to weak forms of activism that are relatively 
ineffectual, causing only small-scale change (Gladwell, 2010). 

While these critiques are not wrong, they are one-sided and underestimate the 
important accomplishments and powerful potential of participatory politics. As Andrew 
Feenberg argues, critical scholars of digital media often ignore the still-evolving 
contingency of technology and the conflictual character of the technical sphere. In other 
words, transformative technologies have always been adapted to the capitalist system but 
have also been contested and re-appropriated from below. Feenberg and Bakardjieva 

point out how the "consumption model" of the Internet and "community model" of the 
Internet co-exist in the networked communications of the Internet: 

The consumption model privileges features that support commercial 
transactions and advertising while the community model relies on other 
features that support online community and public life. The two models 
each vie for control of the future of the Internet, its ultimate technical code, 
but so far neither has been able to prevail (Feenberg and Bakardjieva, 2004). 

The three paradoxes of participatory politics outlined above reveal that perhaps 

too much has been taken for granted in critical discussions of the limits of participatory 
politics, and too little attention has been paid to examining the subtle ways neoliberalism 
is being leveraged to reconfigure political terrains and social relations. Contrary to the 
assertion of critical theorists, there are numerous examples of contemporary and informal 
political participation (Ilde No More, Black Lives Matter, MeToo, etc.) that are not 
fantasies of political action within a totalizing regime of neoliberalism. They are 
complex, de-centred and contradictory processes of politicization that not only 
complement more conventional forms of politics (elections, etc.), but also involve new 
versions of accountability and forms of representation (Larner, 2005: 15). Dismissing 
these practices as futile or necessarily co-opted fails to acknowledge the powerful ways 
participatory politics develops the skills, social practices, and norms that offer counter-
rationalities to neoliberalism. As scholar Andrew Feenberg (2016) reminds us, 
“underestimating what has been gained in criticizing the cooptation of emancipatory 
advances results in political paralysis.”  
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Therefore, in order to analyze participatory politics properly, we need to avoid 
two kinds of fatalism: the fatalism of critical studies is that nothing can or will ever 
change and the fatalism of progressive discourse is that democracy is the inevitable 
consequence of participatory media systems (Jenkins & Carpentier, 2013). The extent to 
which participatory politics can challenge corporate domination, contest the practices of 
political and media institutions, build alternative opportunities for politicization, disrupt 
dominant discourses and organize collective action depends on how participation is 
leveraged to build power. In other words, the power of participation is derived from the 
ends served in any given context (Barney, 2010: 143). New forms of political 

participation are not inherently good, democratic or progressive – they are ambivalent, 
contingent and thus a site of struggle between different ideological projects. What is 
needed, therefore, is thorough assessments of the political power of specific, concrete, 
particular forms of participatory politics. We need to understand how – in a particular 
context – emerging forms of participatory politics either facilitate an expansion or 
contraction of democracy. This requires that we inform our judgement of participatory 
politics with empirical studies based on a normative set of criteria that is theoretically 
conceptualized. This goal will be taken up in the subsequent sections as well as in 
Chapter 7.   

2.1.4. Participation as a Site of Struggle - A Political Approach to 
Participation 

Within recent debates (Schaefer, et al., 2014), there emerge arguably two main 
approaches for analyzing the ‘participatory turn’ in culture: a sociological approach and a 
political approach (Carpentier, 2016). The sociological approach defines participation 
broadly and includes most forms of human activity that are combined with texts and 
technologies. This perspective understands activities like shopping, posting on social 
media and attendance at cultural events to be participatory because individuals are 
interacting with texts and technologies while taking part in a cultural practices or 
exercising choices through consumption. Analysis of power is often included in this 
conception but remains one of the many secondary concepts to support it (Carpentier, 

2016). This sociological approach is inadequate for our purposes because, as discussed in 
Chapter 1, neoliberal governmentality relies on the participatory condition to reinforce 
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and legitimatize its dominance. As was discussed in Chapter 1, the ‘new spirit of 
capitalism’ and the affective qualities of neoliberalism allow it to restrict the efficacy of 
participatory structures, while simultaneously orchestrating experiences that feel 
participatory but do not actually increasing the decision-making power of the 
participants. In other words, neoliberalism relies on the participatory condition for its 
hegemony. It is necessary, therefore, to understand participatory politics from a political 
point of view, that is, as an antagonistic struggle for legitimation between competing 
models of participation. We need to move beyond “the emptied rhetoric of participation” 
(Carpentier 2013: 3) and instead be more deliberate in how we define participatory 

politics.  

Following Carpentier, I argued we must define participatory politics as activities 
that attempt to equalize the power position of actors in decision-making processes. In 
other words, we need to take a political perspective on participation. By doing this we 
can better understand how participatory politics can operate as a counter-hegemonic force 
aimed at disarticulation/re-articulation of the current neoliberal order in favour of a more 
democratic society. In contrast to the sociological approach, the political approach 
suggests a narrower definition of participation. It focuses on the role of power in defining 
participation, particularly as it relates to inequalities and decision-making processes (see 
Carpentier, 2011; Carpentier, Dahlgren, and Pasquali, 2014).  The political approach 
draws on the field of democratic and political theory (Pateman, 1970; Mouffe, 2000, 
2005) to consider how the history of liberal democratic societies have rested upon the 
structural exclusion of certain actors from participation in political institutions and the 
public sphere (Barney, 2016: xii). A political perspective situates participation within a 
historical context by acknowledging that the history of democracy has been characterized 
by an ongoing struggle to increase levels of participation (Carpentier, 2011: 351). 

The central claim of the political approach is that participation is an open signifier 
and thus site of struggle between different ideological projects (and their proponents). 

Nico Carpentier (2011) makes the important distinction between minimal and maximal 
definitions of participation and asserts that all participation occurs along a continuum 
between these two archetypical models. The minimalist model confines democracy to 
processes of representation, where participation is limited to elite selection through 
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elections, and the political to the domain where political elites organize their decision-
making processes. The maximalist model conceives of political participation as a 
dimension of the social (Mouffe, 2000), where other societal spheres (such as everyday 
life, the economy, culture and media) can play a role in the sphere of political decision-
making. Carpentier argues that minimalist versions of participation tend to protect the 
power positions of privileged (elite) actors, to the detriment of non-privileged (non-elite) 
actors, without totally excluding the latter. In contrast, more maximalist versions of 
participation strive for a full equilibrium between all actors (which protects the non-
privileged actors) (Carpentier, 2016: 73). Carpentier argues that the overemphasis on the 

minimalist forms of electoral-representative democracy is ideological and reinforces 
depoliticized versions of participation. Setting maximalist participation as a critical 
standard for participatory politics addresses what sociological perspectives often 
overlook - namely, the inevitable confrontation between emerging maximalist forms of 
political participation and forms of minimalist participation that are ‘recognized’ by the 
ruling elite. For Carpentier, the normative goal of participatory politics, ought to be “the 
equalization of power relations between privileged and non-privileged actors in formal or 
informal decision-making processes” (Carpentier, 2016: 77). 

The Reimagine CBC initiative offers a Canadian example of how a campaign can 
employ political and maximalist interpretation of participatory politics (Mahoney, 2014). 
Launched in 2012, Reimagine CBC was an initiative that invited the public to offer their 
ideas for the future of the public broadcaster the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation 
(CBC). The campaign was in response to severe budget cuts proposed by the 
Conservative government in 2012 that were crippling to the broadcaster and which 
sparked a major strategic review of both internal and external operational strategies 
(Casey, 2012). Funded by the Canadian Media Guild (the union of CBC employees) and 
led by engagement organizations Openmedia, Leadnow.ca and Gen Why Media, the 
stated objective of Reimagine CBC was to engage the public in articulating the future of 

public media as ‘good for democracy’ and to emphasize the importance of the public 
broadcaster being ‘nimble’ in terms of new media and technology. Over the eleven-
month duration of the project, the campaign used a combination of advocacy, crowd-
sourcing and public consultation to encourage participation. The elements included a 
petition (signed by 35,000 people and delivered to thirteen Member of Parliament 
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constituency offices); an ‘online ideas platform’ (which collected nearly 500 ideas) where 
participants were asked to submit and vote on ideas about the kind of public broadcaster 
they wanted the CBC to be; a digital survey (completed by over 10,000 people) that 
ranked and categorized the ideas into five major priorities; testimonials and stories from 
artists, writers, educators and the public that detailed stories and memories of the role of 
the public broadcaster in their lives; in-person events across the country, including local 
‘kitchen table’ gatherings (28 in all), street teams, and large public events held in 
Vancouver and Toronto which included performances from spoken-word poets, 
musicians and writers, and a panel discussion about how to make the CBC stronger and 

more relevant to Canadians (Yeo & Trusz, 2012). In all, over 35,000 people had 
participated in the consultation process in one way or another that contributed to the final 
report, titled Make It Yours (Cross & Skinner, 2016). 

The data collected from the all the engagement activities was then organized into 
a crowd-sourced policy reform report detailing five citizen-driven recommendations of 
how to innovate the CBC for the digital age. The report was submitted to the Canadian 
Radio-television and Telecommunications Commission (CRTC) at CBC’s licensing 
hearing in November 2012. It is difficult to determine the precise impact the Reimagine 
CBC project has on decision-making at the CBC, largely because Reimagine CBC was 
not sanctioned by the CBC and decision-making processes at the CBC are closed off 
from the public. However, representatives from the CRTC said the report and campaign 
functioned as a “guidepost” and “case study” for how to make media policy (Yeo 
&Trusz, 2011) and communication scholars (Cross & Skinner, 2016) remarked that 
“Reimagine CBC had conducted one of the most creative and comprehensive public 
consultation processes ever seen about the future of the CBC or the role of media in 
Canada”. (175) 

By putting significant pressure on the policy process through a range of 
participatory opportunities - from organizing and creating campaign materials, to directly 

voicing specific concerns, to attending public events, to simply signing a petition - 
Reimagine CBC provides an example of a maximalist interpretation of participation, 
where participant decision-making was situated at the center of the initiative through 
aggregate feedback facilitated by digital and cultural tools. Furthermore, and crucially, 
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the initiative interfaced with an existing set of political institutions and decision-making 
processes. In this case, the focus of maximalist participation is as much about changing 
institutional policy (at the CBC and CRTC) as it is about transforming the way policy is 
changed. It also demonstrates how participatory politics can enable large collectives to 
imagine public institutions in ways that move beyond the norms of neoliberal rationality 
by reasserting the necessity of the public sector. This orientation can be observed in the 
opening section of the Make It Yours report where the campaign describes both its goals 
and its process of crowd-sourcing and public consultation: 

We were motivated by the belief that public media is a crucial part of a 
healthy media ecology precisely because it operates differently from the 
private big telecom empires. The CBC is unique because we, as citizens, 
can get involved directly in shaping its future. The CBC has a mandate to 
serve the public interest and must engage with the public to determine what 
it is (Yeo &Trusz, 2011). 

2.2. Setting a Critical Standard 

2.2.1. Radical and Agonistic Models of Democracy 

In addition to Carpentier’s minimalist/maximalist framework for evaluating 
participatory politics, the models of radical democracy and counter-democracy also 
provide important theoretical tools for gauging current practices of participatory politics 
within the context of neoliberal societies. In Hegemony and Socialist Strategy: Towards a 
Radical Democratic Politics Laclau and Mouffe's (1985) outline a post-structuralist 
model of radical democracy which was developed to address the type of political struggle 
that is possible after collective identities, particularly that of the ‘‘working class’’, are no 
longer dependent and stable subject positions. They contend that collective political 
action does not require essential and steady identities and propose a ‘‘new political 
imaginary’’ that functions through and across contingent and shifting collective identities 
(1985: 152). This new imaginary is not based on identities such as race, gender or 

sexuality but rather based on identifications with common objectives and adversaries. 
These collective identifications function as strategic alliances between groups that 
establish ‘‘chains of equivalence’’ with each other’s particular struggles (1985: 170–
171). Importantly, these chains of equivalence do not erase the differences between the 
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groups but join them with others based on a shared antagonism. As Laclau and Mouffe 
describe: ‘‘Renunciation of the category of subject as a unitary, transparent and sutured 
entity opens the way to the recognition of the specificity of the antagonisms constituted 
on the basis of different subject positions, and, hence, the possibility of the deepening of 
a pluralist and democratic conception’’ (1985: 166).  

Chantal Mouffe further elaborated on these ideas with her agonistic model of 
democracy developed in The Democratic Paradox (2000) and On the Political (2005). 
This model revolves around a distinction between ‘the political’ and politics:  

By "the political," I refer to the dimension of antagonism that is inherent in 
all human society, antagonism that can take many different forms and can 
emerge in diverse social relations. "Politics," on the other hand, refers to the 
ensemble of practices, discourses and institutions that seek to establish a 
certain order and to organize human coexistence in conditions that are 
always potentially conflictual because they are affected by the dimension of 
"the political." It is only when we acknowledge this dimension of "the 
political" and understand that "politics" consists in domesticating hostility, 
only in trying to defuse the potential antagonism that exists in human 
relations, that we can pose the fundamental question for democratic politics 
(Mouffe, 2000b). 

In contrast to the consensus-orientated model of deliberative democracy, the 
agonistic democratic model takes into consideration the heterogeneity and differences 
expressed through democratic discourse and extends the realm of the ‘political’ from a 
consensual to a conflictual locus. Here, Mouffe emphasizes the role of hegemony - which 
is the claim that every social order is cemented by practices that conceal the origins of 
political institutions. In other words, societal norms and institutions appear to proceed 
from a natural order. While a given social order is perceived as natural or as ‘common 
sense’, it is actually the result of practices that have become dominant, rather than 
practices that are objective or inevitable. Hegemony always gives expression to a 
particular structure of power relations, and this defines its political character (Mouffe, 
2000; 2005). For Mouffe, the conflictual dimension of the political is bound up with the 
hegemonic nature of social relations, and with disagreement over the ways in which a 
society ought to be structured and about what kinds of power relations are just and unjust 
(Ruitenberg, 2009: 272). Mouffe sees true consensus as an impossibility because certain 
views, opinions, ideologies will always be excluded. In other words, power relations have 
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a decisive impact on who or what is included and excluded, on who gets to decide and 
who does not, even on what is possible to decide upon. A healthy and vibrant democracy, 
therefore, depends on contestation to bring to forward what dominant forces attempt to 
keep concealed (Smith, 1998; Little and Lloyd, 2009).  

The idea of ‘the political’ and agonistic models of radical democracy help to 
make clear the struggle over participation. A key issues for Mouffe was the way in which 
the contestation of (neo-liberal) capitalism becomes technocratic accommodation. The 
most obvious example of this began in 1990s with the shift in social democratic parties to 
‘Third Way’ politics, led by politicians like Bill Clinton in the United States, Tony Blair 

in the United Kingdom, and Jean Chrétien in Canada.  ‘Third Way’ ideology tried to 
synthesize right-wing economic and left-wing social policies into a viable centrist 
ideology. By attempting to disappear conflict between right and left, Mouffe argues this 
type of centrism functions to eliminate places within mainstream democratic politics for 
debate about alternatives. For Mouffe, the ‘post-politics’ of the Third Way creates the 
danger that agonism will become antagonism (directed towards enemies who must be 
excluded from politics, rather than opponents who can be debated within the public 
sphere).  

The hegemonic position of neoliberalism means that alternatives to it are often co-
opted or deemed as either impractical or undesirable, even while digital communication 
and emerging forms of participatory politics makes these approaches increasingly viable. 
Furthermore, the illusion that there is a neoliberal consensus, negates the convictions and 
loyalties that are increasingly moving people into political participation. In their attempt 
to reconcile neoliberalism with democracy, formal political institutions tend to erase the 
tension that exist at the core of Western liberal democracies and they are therefore unable 
to come to terms with how political participation is changing. For Mouffe, the real danger 
lies in suppressing the personal convictions and loyalties that are driving participatory 
politics: ‘‘An important difference with the model of ‘deliberative democracy’ is that for 

‘agonistic pluralism,’ the prime task of democratic politics is not to eliminate passions 
from the sphere of the public, but to mobilize these passions towards democratic 
designs’’ (Mouffe 2000a: 103). From a radical democratic perspective, democracy is not 
a static state but understood as an always ongoing, always incomplete project. Mouffe 
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helps us remember that dominant political institutions and processes are a “...temporary 
and precarious articulation of contingent practices. Things could always have been 
different, and every order is established through the exclusion of other possibilities.” 
(Mouffe: 2000, 2005). It is only by acknowledging the contingent nature of social order 
that one can grasp the struggle over conflicting visions of how to organize society. 
Mouffe’s analysis, therefore, situates participatory politics as important to the struggle 
over competing visions of society.  

The forms of participatory politics discussed earlier in this chapter (personalized 
politics, viral engagement, subactivism, civic culture, etc.) are not mutually exclusive 

from participation with formal political institutions. On the contrary, these approaches are 
arguably contributing to the formation of political viewpoints more generally. By 
pointing out the distinctive dimensions of the political, Mouffe helps us make the 
important distinction between forms of political participation that seek to resolve single 
issues within existing hegemonic relations and forms that seek to establish different 
hegemonic relations altogether (Ruitenberg, 2009: 280). Importantly, this does not entail 
a rejection of institutional politics but rather aims to use participatory politic to transform 
institutional politics by having “one foot in the existing common sense, and the other in 
the possibility of change” (Errejon, Mouffe and Jones 2016: 44). 

2.2.2. Counter-democracy 

Like radical and agonistic models of democracy, the notion of counter-democracy 
(Rosanvallon, 2008) articulates an approach to political participation that explicitly 
addresses democratic inequality. The term counter-democracy names the phenomenon in 
which distrust of power is expressed and organized within democracies (Warren, 2010). 
The concept was developed by Pierre Rosanvallon to describe how democratic 
participation has been changing (and in some respects improving), in ways that do not 
involve electoral competition between political parties or the formation of governments 
by the winners. He traces manifestations of counter-democracy as far back as ancient 
Greece but argues that it is the contemporary erosion of trust in politics that makes the 

need for counter-democracy pressing.  
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By counter-democracy I mean not the opposite of democracy but rather a 
form of democracy that reinforces the usual electoral democracy as a kind 
of buttress, a democracy of indirect powers disseminated throughout society 
in other words, a durable democracy of distrust, which complements the 
episodic democracy of the usual electoral-representative system. Thus 
counter-democracy is part of a larger system that also includes legal 
democratic institutions. It seeks to complement those institutions and extend 
their influence, to shore them up (Rosanvallon, 2008: 8).  

Rosanvallon sees distrust of power as an essential dimension of democracy, and 
his central question is how distrust should be organized so that its democratic potentials 
might be captured. Rosanvallon argues that the current crisis in Western democracies has 
resulted from the complexity of contemporary democracies that has rendered political 
decision making neither visible nor comprehensible to citizens. He coins the term 
“unpolitical democracy” (2008: 22–24) to describe a condition in which the actions of 
formal democratic institutions cannot be related to common problems, narratives, and 
rules, such that the people might be said to rule themselves (Warren, 2010: 894). Under 
these circumstances, counter-democracy does not try to avoid the politics of distrust, but 
instead tries to organize distrust as a positive force for addressing cynicism and 

improving existing institutionalized forms of political participation. Rosanvallon argues 
that we must find ways of channeling counter-democracy into effective venues and 
institutions, the forms of which already exist in the press, institutionalized opposition, 
nongovernmental organizations, government consultation processes, and the like. This is 
where the concept of counter-democracy dovetails nicely with participatory politics. The 
counter-democracy helps us identify how participatory politics can be productively 
channeled to endow governance-based participation with democratic credentials, not least 
because they guard against co-optation, merely apparent participation, and participation 
without power (Warren, 2010: 895). In other words, conceived through the framework of 
counter-democracy, participatory politics often leverages distrust to make political 
decision-making more visible if not more pluralistic, and differentiated by issue. As was 
discussed in Chapter 1, this is bringing a renewed engagement across the political 
spectrum with an array of groups, mostly operating outside the confines of party politics 
but often trying to impact on legislation, enter the public sphere. As Dahlgren points out: 

The political stage is populated by many established single-issue groups, 
temporary issue publics, lobbying outfits, NGO’s, social movements, 
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protest activists, citizen networks and other formations, active at local, 
regional, national and global levels. On other fronts, alongside of – or 
instead of – traditional politics, many citizens are also exploring ‘life- ‘, 
‘identity- ‘, and ‘cultural’ politics. Indeed, the realm of politics is 
transmuting, as citizens broaden the notion of what constitutes the political. 

Increasingly, radical, agonistic and counter democratic approaches that draw on 
practices of participatory politics can be observed within Canadian political culture. 
Consider the resurgence of the indigenous rights movement that has occurred over the 
past decade. The indigenous sovereignty movement has combined the distrust of 
government decisions and counter-hegemonic position with participatory media-based 
organizing and direct action to demand settler democracies open space for postcolonial 
politics, resist colonial paradigms and rewrite collective narratives from Indigenous 
perspectives (Brady & Kelly, 2017). Perhaps the most dramatic expression of this was the 
Idle No More (INM) movement which began in December 2012 in reaction to legislation 
introduced by Stephen Harper’s Conservative government that made significant changes 
to the Indian Act and environmental legislation (Inman, Smis, & Cambou, 2013). The 
rapid growth of INM was perpetuated by an array of online and offline activities 

including flash mob round dances, teach-ins, and the widespread production of articles, 
videos, visual art, posters, images, slogans and digital memes that were circulated 
through networks that span across the globe (Callison & Hermida, 2015; Dahlberg-
Grundberg & Lindgren, 2015; Gray & Gordo, 2014; Tupper, 2014; Wood, 2015; 
Wotherspoon & Hansen, 2013). Transmedia mobilization and political storytelling was a 
key feature of the INM, where indigenous publics used “hashtag activism” (Moscato, 
2016) as a “rallying cry” (Barker, 2015: 48) to tell personal stories of how they 
experience neo-colonialism in Canada and to mobilize indigenous communities and their 
non-indigenous supporters to act in support of indigenous rights.  

In Why Voice Matters, Nick Couldry (2010) defines voice as the capacity of 
people to "give an account of themselves and of their place in the world" in ways that are 
not only personally meaningful but can also be heard and acted on by others. Couldry 
makes clear that serious work on the politics of "voice" requires us to go beyond "a 
celebration of speaking or telling stories," and focus on a larger "political context," when 
describing the forces that enable or block certain voices from being taken seriously as 
part of ongoing struggles over power (130 in Jenkins et al, 2016). The participatory 
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nature of the Idle No More allowed for myriad of contributions that presented an 
alternative form of reconciliation in the Canadian media and political ecology. It expands 
the scope of political discourse to include the deep structural injustices of patriarchal, 
colonial-capitalist societies – a narrative which mainstream political discourse rarely 
acknowledge (McLeod, 2015).  

The networked publics of Idle No More created circulation infrastructure that was 
able to be re-ignited to counter dominant and oppressive narratives that would resurface.  
The power of this network infrastructure was demonstrated through the indigenous-led 
movement that arose in response to the ‘Canada 150’ festivities in 2017. Canada 150 was 

a half-billion-dollar national celebration that marked the sesquicentennial anniversary of 
Canadian Confederation and the #Resistance150 movement was created by indigenous 
activists and artists to confront the colonial and “self-aggrandizing narratives of Canadian 
exceptionalism” (Andrusieczko, 2017). Hashtags such as #resistance150, 
#Colonialism150, #unsettling150, and #canada150yearsofbrokentreaties operated as 
digital counterpublics where participants used social media to showcase the ways 
Indigenous peoples have resisted and continue to resist the policies of the Canadian 
government and to bring attention to the government’s role in the marginalization, 
segregation, and acts of cultural genocide. There were also cultural and media projects 
that re-framed the Canada 150 initiative, including poster campaigns, memes, art 
projects, music shows and media projects that sought to show non-Indigenous people 
what the celebration signified to indigenous people and what they could do about it 
(Sandals, 2017). For instance, the ‘150 Acts of Reconciliation’ guide to reconciliation for 
non-Indigenous Canadians created by Gwich'in woman that that proposed everyday acts 
that average Canadians can undertake to “think about Indigenous-settler relationships in 
new ways” (Trochu, 2017). A Buzzfeed listicle “12 Easy Steps For Canadians To Follow 
If They’re Serious About Reconciliation” that outlined reconciliation using only memes 
and animated GIFs to make the point that reconciliation “starts with land and ends with 

showing the hell up” (Hafez, 2017). Artist Chippewar (a.k.a. Jay Soule of Thames First 
Nation) made satirical versions of the Canada 150 logo with taglines that read “Canada 
150 Years of Genocide,” “Canada 150 Years of Assimilation” and “Canada 150 Years of 
Broken Treaties,” which were made into free sticker packs that were available online 
(Sandals, 2017). The websites https://www.150toomany.com/ and http://unsettling150.ca/ 
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offered resources for learning about colonization and decolonization. Perhaps the most 
dramatic act was when a teepee was erected at Parliament Hill in protest of the Canada 
150 celebrations, an action organized by the Idle No More network (Beaumont, 2017).  

These actions amount to a national narrative that undermined the legitimacy of the 
celebration and brought the topic of indigenous sovereignty and justice back into the 
public discourse. The networked counter publics forced new narrative frames that 
refocused attention on the culture, struggles, identities and political demands of 
indigenous people. The participatory and de-centralized nature of these counter-narratives 
proved crucial not only for a new generation of indigenous people but for the 

development of political consciousness of non-indigenous Canadians. But the question 
arises – are these savvy uses of communication really participatory beyond the small 
number of individuals who create/design/organize content? Several scholars of 
participatory politics argue that, yes – particularly for marginalized groups – new media 
tools and infrastructures allow a form of ‘everyday talk’ that is crucial for the 
development of political consciousness, for reinforcing shared cultural norms and for 
working out alternatives to the dominant culture’s views  of their identities (Harris-
Lacewell, 2006: 4 in Jenkins, et. al, 2016: 24). Sasha Costanza-Chock (2014) uses the 
term “transmedia mobilization” to expand what counts as participation. He explains how 
transmedia mobilization is a transition in the role of movement communication from 
content creation to aggregation, curation, remix and recirculation of rich media texts 
through networked movement formation. Because it is open to participation by the social 
base of the movement, transmedia mobilization is the key strategic media form for an era 
of networked social movements. Media, Costanza-Chock argues, is not just about 
messaging but rather serves to strengthen movement identity formation and political 
outcomes.  

The approach to participatory politics taken by indigenous publics demonstrate 
how transmedia mobilization by many authors across platforms is not just a way of 

communicating political messages but is a cornerstone of political participation aimed at 
the equalization of power distribution and decision-making. It makes clear how to think 
of participation politically and strategically, in terms of nodal points of power that need 
to be targeted and transformed in order to create the conditions for a new, more 
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democratic-participatory hegemony. As such, the contemporary indigenous rights 
movement provides a normative-critical standard against which to measure practices of 
participatory politics.  

2.2.3. A New Normative Criteria for Participatory Politics 

In this chapter, I have outlined the numerous conceptions of participatory politics. 
The definition most used in contemporary literature draws on some version of the 
definition provided by Jenkins (2016: 2):  

…that point where participatory culture meets political and civic 
participation, where political change is promoted through social and cultural 
mechanism rather than through established political institutions and where 
citizens see themselves as capable of expressing their political concerns – 
often through the production and circulation of media. 

Similarly, Kahne, Middaugh, and Allen (2014: 3) define participatory politics as 
“interactive, peer-based acts through which individuals and groups seek to exert both 
voice and influence on issues of public concern”. 

These definitions are useful because they account for the central role of media in 
new forms of political participation and the continuous expansion of ‘creative’, 
‘personalized’, ‘individualized’ or ‘conscious’ modes of participation. While these 

definitions sufficiently account for how the modes of political participation have changed 
in the context of neoliberalism, the problem with both these definitions is that they do not 
account for the inequality of power associated with diverse modes of participatory 
politics. In other words, these definitions (and much of the discussions of participatory 
politics) often focus the ‘styles’, ‘impacts’ and ‘levels’ rather than focus on the specific 
ways in which participatory politics interacts with neoliberal structures of power. 
Furthermore, by deliberately excluding political institutions and decision making from 
the definition of participatory politics these definitions give up what should be the central 
purpose of participatory politics – namely, building and confronting institutional power. 
In other words, by not focusing on decision-making, these definitions do not account for 
the ways neoliberalism co-opts and leverages participatory politics.    
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In contrast, Carpentier’s definition of participatory politics refers to “the 
equalization of power relations between privileged and non-privileged actors in formal or 
informal decision-making processes” (see Carpentier 2011; Carpentier, Dahlgren, and 
Pasquali 2014). Carpentier draws on Chantal Mouffe’s (2000b) notion of agonism and 
New Left definitions of participation from Pateman (1970) and Arnstein (1969) to 
foreground the significance of power, decision making and struggle. However, while 
Carpentier’s definition accounts for institutional power and decision making, it does not 
adequately address the cultural and social nature of contemporary political participation.  

Therefore, I argue we must combine the definitions provided by Carpentier and 

Jenkins, in order to discuss and evaluate participatory politics in ways that 1) account for 
the role of institutional power within neoliberal societies; 2) account for the ways 
‘participatory culture’ influences how politics/power is practiced. Therefore, I propose a 
new definition of participatory politics as follows:  

Participatory politics is when citizens express their political concerns – 
through the production and circulation of media or other cultural 
mechanisms – with the goal of addressing power relations between 
privileged and non-privileged actors in formal or informal decision-making 
processes.  

This new definition requires that all practices defined as participatory politics 
must have a clear ‘theory of change’. In other words – to be considered ‘participatory 
politics’ practices must have a clear connection to formal and informal decision making. 
As Natalie Fenton (Schaefer, et. al, 2014) describes participatory practice needs to be: 

…explanatory, pragmatic, and, perhaps more contentiously but crucially, 
normative. I need to be able to provide an explanation for what I perceive 
to be wrong with the society I am seeking to change and identify how to 
change it with feasible and practical goals... 

The implication of changing the definition of participatory politics means that 
there are many practices which will can no longer be considered participatory politics 
under the new definition. The hope is that the new definition necessitates that we be more 
specific in how we describe, discuss, design and engage in practices of participatory 

politics. For example, if I have to justify an action such as boycotting a certain brand of 
shoes in the context of this new definition – I have to explain how that action effects 
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decision-making. This could be decision making at the company that makes the shoes, 
this could be government decision making that sets the policies for the industries or this 
could be decision making on how the profits of the company will be spent.  

2.3. Conclusion 

Drawing on the literature associated with public sphere theory; participatory 
politics; counter-democracy and radical democracy this chapter highlights a range of 
different ways public participation has been understood and practiced. I have shown how 

the changes associated with networked digital media have shifted conceptions of the 
public sphere from a single universal public sphere to multiple, contested publics, how 
conceptions of participatory politics focus on practices of everyday life that unfold at 
intersection of institutional ‘politics’ and ‘the political’ and how participation can be re-
focused in more political ways by narrowing its focus on power relations and institutional 
decision-making. I posited that to better evaluate the efficacy of participatory politics, we 
need to root our analysis in a political interpretation of participation – one that operates 
as a “countervailing power” (Fung and Wright, 2003) that demands more consequential 
forms of democratic engagement and centers decision-making power. I suggest that 
radical, agonistic and counter models of democracy can provide the theoretical tools for 
setting a critical standard for participatory politics. This theoretical positioning helps to 
address the critiques associated with the “participatory condition” while also clarifying 
how participatory politics can operate as a counter-power to neoliberal forms of 
governance. Indeed, participatory politics is indispensable to efforts of democratic 
renewal and innovation – but can only be politically decisive if it takes a counter-
hegemonic orientation that pushes for maximalist participation focused on altering power 
dynamics and decision-making processes. The significance of choosing and reviewing 

these literatures as a way of framing my research is that each presents an important angle 
of the public realm and each envisages different ways to understand the participatory 
initiatives. I shall elaborate on these differences in the case study chapters that follow 
(Chapters 4-6).   
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Chapter 3.  
 
Methodology 

This chapter describes the key phases of the research process, tracing how 
theoretical knowledge was brought into relation with empirical findings to generate the 
results of this study. In order to address the research questions and objectives discussed in 
the introduction, I draw inspiration from Potter and Wetherell (1987) who suggest that 

the work resulting from the research process should be recognized as 1) Coherent – it has 
facilitated a movement between data, analysis and theory; 2) Fruitful – it has addressed 
the research objectives and helps to bring into conversation a range of different research 
audiences and publics (1987:169-72). As a coherent and fruitful research project, the 
methodological goal in this dissertation is to illustrate how practices of participatory 
politics manifest across multiple sites within the Canadian context and how these 
practices relate both to broader societal dynamics of neoliberalism and to emerging forms 
of democratic participation.  

Drawing on the tradition of critical ethnography and utilizing the case study 
method, this research employs a multi-sited qualitative approach to organize the data 
collection and analysis. The research concentrates specifically on three case studies that 
deploy various practices of participatory politics (community engaged art, digital crowd-
sourcing, social media, media production and circulation, etc.) to facilitate new forms of 
political and civic life.  The first section of this chapter begins by establishing my own 
positionality within the research, the modes of reflexivity that played a role in this 
research process and the decision to use critical ethnography as a methodology. In the 
second section, I describe the case study method, justify its use, explain how the case 

studies were selected and briefly describe each case. The third section details the data 
collection and procedures that were used to generate data for the case studies. The final 
section discusses the analytic approach that has been deployed to make sense of the data.  



88 

3.1. Position of the Researcher 

Since beginning my master’s degree in media production in 2008 at Ryerson 
University, I have been interested in how media and cultural practices can be used to 
facilitate political awareness and new forms of democratic participation. My interest in 
this topic coincided with the rapid rise of 'web 2.0' within Western societies and the 
growing popularity of social media platforms and peer-to-peer networks. These were the 
early days of widespread social media adoption; before platforms like Facebook and 

Twitter had become fully commodified and when salient messages could reach thousands 
or millions of people through early social networks. I was absorbed by the profound 
potential of new media culture to transform how people participate in society. 
Increasingly I witnessed how young people were using their proficiency with media and 
communication to form new affiliations, express and circulate ideas, and engage in 
decentralized problem solving. The collective enthusiasm for "organizing without 
organizations” was palpable as more people were able to create media content, find like-
minded individuals or start political movements for issues they cared about.    

After completing my MA, I moved to Vancouver and helped start a non-profit 
film school called Pull Focus. As the first employee of Pull Focus, my role was to liaise 
with non-profit organizations and filmmakers to build a community of support around the 
provision of an affordable, accelerated education in film and media production, focused 
on progressive social change. In the role of community outreach coordinator, I could see 
how the transformation in information and communication technology facilitated deep 
changes in political participation and experiences of civic agency which led many of us to 
believe that networked digital media was changing the balance of power between 
political institutions, publics and civil society.   

After two years at Pull Focus, I started my own organization, Gen Why Media 
which is a creative agency focused on new form public engagement. The organization 
started with a short documentary film I created, with Gen Why Media co-founder Fiona 
Rayher, that explored the novel ways young people were engaging with social and 
political issues. Gen Why Media grew into a social enterprise that produced media, 
public art and events on behalf of progressive organizations. As creative director of the 
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organization for six years, I helped to produce dozens of community engagement 
projects, including documentary films, workshops, participatory public art projects, large-
scale events, civic campaigns, web videos and intergenerational dialogues. These projects 
were often deeply collaborative and took place within an ecology of relationships 
between municipalities, post-secondary institutions, local businesses, media 
organizations, art collectives and advocacy groups across Canada.  

Our work resonated with the communities of young people we engaged – we 
would regularly sell out events with hundreds of people, be invited to comment in the 
media on political engagement issues and gained national attention for projects, including 

Reimagine CBC, the 'Bring Your Boomers' intergenerational dialogue series and the 
Fractured Land documentary project, which aired on the Canadian Broadcasting 
Corporation (CBC) and the Knowledge Network. What struck me throughout engaging in 
this work was how often young people who were visibly engaged in social and political 
issues, did not think of themselves as 'political' and eschewed the word, 'politics,' as a 
description of their participation. I noticed that emerging forms of civic and political 
participation were less focused on formal or conventional political institutions like 
political parties, unions or even elections, and more orientated toward cultural 
transformation that was often promised by a 'social movement approach' to political 
participation – one that merged culture and politics more explicitly. I grew increasingly 
curious about why younger people were so averse to the idea of politics and what this 
revealed about how we understand political voice and agency. I wanted to better 
understand how and why political participation was changing, what these changes meant 
for political agency and how they related to established and formal democratic processes. 
These questions led to the current research project.  

As I began to engage with the literature as part of my PhD program, I realized that 
I had been largely relying on unproblematized assumptions about the connection between 
a ‘progressive’ political orientation and emerging forms of participatory politics. These 

assumptions were thrown into question the more I began to understand that while digital 
culture offers powerful new affordances for democratic participation, it often leaves 
untouched the basic political infrastructures through which power is deployed and 
resources allocated.  In reflecting on the community of practice I was a part of, it became 
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apparent that powerful engagement projects, often led by young people, were 
disconnected from decision-making and power structures associated with the social and 
political goals they advocated.  

Having realized I was not able to justify many of my own assumptions regarding 
participatory politics, I have been continually challenged with how to deal with my own 
political biases. Prior to my starting my PhD, I had not sufficiently recognized my own 
investments in certain forms of practice and my own positionality. Once I became more 
aware of these, I had to consider the impact that my biases could potentially have on the 
research process. I also needed to acknowledge that my own subject position as a white, 

female, straight, Canadian citizen, university-affiliated scholar with training in media and 
cultural production shapes both my theoretical and methodological approach. In several 
ways, my access as a researcher became possible because of the other roles I played 
through my professional and social networks. Because of my role as Creative Director of 
Gen Why Media, the research participants in this study were familiar with me and trusted 
me.  If I had not been in the position I was in, I believe it would have been significantly 
more difficult to gain the access that I did. Without question, my regular interactions with 
activists and organizers in social movements complicate my role as researcher which is 
why I determined critical ethnography was the most appropriate methodology for this 
study.  

3.2. Critical Ethnography 

Jim Thomas (1993: 3) defines critical ethnography as: 

Critical ethnography is a type of reflection that examines culture, 
knowledge and action. It expands our horizons for choice and widens our 
experiential capacity to see, hear, and feel. It deepens and sharpens ethical 
commitments by forcing us to develop and act upon value commitments in 
the context of political agendas. Critical ethnographers describe, analyze, 
and open to scrutiny otherwise hidden agendas, power centers and 
assumptions that inhibit, repress and constrain. 

Critical ethnography (CE) is “conventional ethnography with a political purpose” 
(Thomas, 1993: 4). Like conventional ethnography, critical ethnography examines culture 
through a particular tradition of methods, qualitative interpretation of data, adherence to a 
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symbolic interactionist paradigm, and a preference for the tactical use of developing 
grounded theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967 in Thomas, 1993: 4). In using grounded theory 
tactically (rather than substantively), I approach engagement with the data in ways that 
are related to my theoretical concerns and map on to the orientations and domains 
explored in the literature.  

In contrast to conventional approaches, critical ethnography rejects the idea that 
knowledge acquisition or observation is value-free and questions the possibility that any 
authoritative account exists. This perspective understands ethnographic research is 
always subjective, situated, and partial (Britzman, 2000; Pierre & Pillow, 2000). It offers 

"a more direct style of thinking about the relationship among knowledge, society and 
political action…it offers a powerful means of critiquing culture and the role of research 
within it.” (Thomas, 1993: vii). As Poyntz explains, the post-structuralist critique of 
positivist forms of research resulted in “a keener understanding … of the fact that all 
knowledge is negotiated and constructed through language, which is to say all knowledge 
is relational and political” (Poyntz, 2008: 90).  

The notion of reflexivity is foundational to critical ethnography. Reflexivity is the 
capacity of language and thought to bend back upon itself, thus making it possible to 
regard oneself as ‘other’. Through a constant mirroring of the self, one eventually 
becomes reflexive about the situated, socially constructed nature of the self, and by 
extension, the other. In this formulation, the self is multiple and constructed - always 
becoming and never quite fixed. As such, the ethnographic productions of such a self and 
the ‘cultural other’ are always historically and culturally contingent (Babcock, 1980 in 
Foley, 2010: 473).  

In using critical ethnography as a methodology, my goal is to leverage a more 
intuitive, experiential way of knowing while paying attention to how the practices and 
discourses of my discipline affect what and how I think and write. Occupying the role of 
“dialogic knower” or “witness to a cultural scene” positions me as a much less 

authoritative learner and obligates me to embrace my personal indebtedness and 
responsibility towards the individuals I am observing and interacting with (Foley, 2010: 
475). This form of reflexive epistemology allows me to ground my theoretical constructs 
in the everyday cultural practices of the subjects and draw on an experiential, abductive 
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(deductive and inductive) way of knowing. As Foley describes, “an abductive 
ethnographer must tack back and forth mentally between her concrete field experience 
and her abstract theoretical explanations of that experience” in order to produce a 
“reasonably objective, authoritative account of the cultural other” (Foley, 2010: 476). 

Given the characteristics of critical ethnography discussed above, I deemed it a 
suitable methodology for several reasons. The first reason for using critical ethnography 
is to foreground critical reflection. As discussed above, within this research project I am 
both the researcher and in some contexts, a facilitator, designer, producer and participant 
in the case studies I am examining. Inevitably, this complicates my relationship to the 

participants as well as the research. My professional history and relationships have 
allowed me to participate in the activities of the case studies and granted me a rare and 
in-depth perspective. However, my position also presents risks associated that my own 
blind spots and biases that might lead me to romanticize the case studies or be 
excessively praiseful or critical of their approach and impacts. To address this problem, I 
have attempted to write about the case studies in ways that are less vulnerable to 
distortion by emotional attachment while still telling the story of each case study. For 
instance, when interviewing subjects, I have attempted to determine their perspective 
rather than praise their approach. My goal is to translate my own passion for political 
engagement into a narrative that contains nuances and contradictions in the hope of better 
understanding how and why new forms of political engagement have arisen and what 
they mean (Thomas, 1993: 47).  

Second, critical ethnography is primarily about the study of culture and one of the 
core areas of inquiry of this research study is exploring new political cultures – how they 
are facilitated, enacted, inhibited, co-opted and undermined. Informed by Darin Barney's 
(2016, vii) assertion that in liberal, capitalist, and technological societies participation is 
assumed to be both “environmental” and “normative”, critical ethnography allows for a 
questioning of the tacit cultural assumptions and values associated with the participatory 

condition. Critical ethnography is particularly useful when studying a phenomenon such 
as participation which has been generalized with the popularization of digital media and 
has assumed positive connotations across societal discourse. As a consequence, critical 
ethnography provides a useful methodological framework for analyzing “the promises 
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and impasses of participation, its hopes and disappointments, its illusions and 
recuperations” (Barney, 2016: viii).  

Third, one of the central ideas guiding critical ethnography is that “social life is 
constructed in contexts of power” (Noblit, 2004: 184). As discussed in Chapters 1 and 2, 
the rhetoric of “participation” is easily co-opted within disempowering agendas that 
reinforce neo-liberal hegemony and treat participation as an instrumentalist approach to 
mass communication rather than as a political methodology of building power. Critical 
ethnography allows one to pay attention to the ways structural factors shape culture and 
how these structural power relations materialize in the lives of research participants and 

in the dynamics being studied.  As opposed to some critical research that takes a more 
distant view, such as critical theorists' focus on analyzing the commodification of culture, 
my employment of critical ethnography focuses on immersion within particular context 
allowing me to examine political culture through the discourses and practices on the 
ground, rather than through abstract political theories that do not always have a bearing 
on lived reality.  

Following Thomas (1993: 47), I draw on two primary sets of questions to guide 
my reflectivity. The first set of questions is an attempt to demythologize the knowledge-
production process by challenging my own authority: How do my own values and 
ideology influence my work? Have I inadvertently excluded counterexamples that would 
subvert my analysis? How might my study be different if I could redo it? The second set 
of questions centers on accountability and asks, 'so what': How does my study challenge 
injustice? What are the implication for action that arise from my study? This focus on 
reflexivity and accountability aligns with my commitment to produce knowledge that can 
be applied to problems in the research setting and is relevant to the needs and concerns of 
the research subjects (Thomas, 1993: 26). In other words, critical ethnography allows me 
to reconcile action with inquiry and to “pursue both the truth and solutions to concrete 
problems simultaneously” (Whyte, Greenwood, & Lazes, 1991, p. 21 in Thomas, 1993: 

27).  
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3.3. Case Study Strategy  

It is often stressed that the case study approach to doing research should be 
described a strategy rather than a method because “in one sense, all research is case study 
research: there is always some unit, or set of units, in relation to which data are collected 
and/or analyzed” (Gomm, et. al, 2000: 2). Case studies, therefore, are defined by the 
focus on the instance of the phenomenon, not by the method used to study it (Brewer, 
2000: 76). Yin describes case study as an approach for doing research “which involves an 

empirical investigation of a particular contemporary phenomenon within its real-life 
context using multiple sources of evidence” (Yin, 1981; 1994 in Robson, 1993: 178).  

One of the primary reasons I chose the case study method, was because of its 
applicability to practice. As Gomm, Hammersley and Foster (2000:7) point out, the link 
between case study inquiry and various forms of occupational practice is well 
established. Indeed, the notion of the case study is manifest in numerous professional 
contexts such as law, medicine, social work and education, where the aim is to not only 
develop knowledge but also to search for a remedy to some problem presented in the 
case. In my case I am interested in doing research that has influence on practice, 
particularly on how practices of participatory politics might be improved to better 
facilitate political agency.  

The link between case study inquiry and professional practice is sometimes 
regarded as a weakness, indicating an unscientific approach to research. This critique 
usually centers the issue of generalizability and whether case study research can draw 
conclusions about some general type of phenomena or about the members of a wider 
population of cases. From this perspective, the weakness of most case study research is 
associated with small sample sizes and concerns over the feasibility of studying the 

general by means of the (Brewer, 2000: 77). This critique of generalizability posits that 
by studying small samples, the researcher produces findings that cannot be generalized.   

However, as other researchers have pointed out, the generalizability critique 
favors positivism in ways that are problematic such as the idea that we can produce 
knowledge that is free of time and context or the belief that law-like generalizations can 
provide a self-sufficient basis for understanding in a particular case (Gomm et. al, 2000: 
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8). For instance, Stake (2000) argues that what is required of case study research is not 
that it provide generalizations but rather that it describe the case properly and in a way 
that captures its unique features. What is crucial for case study research is that it feed into 
processes that facilitate the "transfer" of findings from one setting to another based on 
"fit" (Lincoln and Guba, 2000). Lincoln and Guba argue that the purpose of case study 
research is to produce 'working hypotheses' that can be used in attempts to understand 
other cases. In other words, it is not the typicality or representativeness of the case that is 
relevant but the particular features or characteristics of the case that make it an ideal one 
for the set of issues or concerns in question (Snow and Trom, 2002).  

Case studies are often used in literature on contemporary forms of participatory 
politics to articulate ‘working hypotheses’ that illustrate the connection between the 
theory and practice (Carpentier, 2011; Karpf, 2012; Jenkins, & Carpentier, 2013; 
Schaefer et. al., 2014, Bennett & Segerberg; 2013; Bakardjieva, 2016). Collaborative 
volumes such as Bennett (2008), Delwiche & Henderson (2012), Allen & Light (2015), 
Barney et.al (2016), Jenkins et.al (2016) and Gordon & Mihailidis (2016) use case studies 
to facilitate an interdisciplinary dialogue and theory-building on the challenges and 
opportunities of emerging forms of on-the-ground examples of participatory politics. In 
my own research and practice, I found this work to be useful for understanding not only 
how diverse practices of participatory politics play out on the ground but also how these 
practices can be theorized to further develop our theoretical understanding of how 
political engagement is evolving.  

Indeed, theory-building is an important task within these discussions because 
much of the contemporary literature on participatory politics uses the language of 
‘empowerment’ and ‘agency’ while often falling short of adequately engaging with how 
power within neoliberal societies operates and is constituted. As Chris Kelty (2012: 29) 
points out:  

‘Participating’ in Facebook is not the same thing as participating in a Free 
Software project, to say nothing of participating in the democratic 
governance of a state. If there are indeed different ‘participatory cultures’ 
then the work of explaining their differences must be done by thinking 
concretely about the practices, tools, ideologies, and technologies that make 
them up.  
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Given these issues and despite the limitations of the case study approach I 
considered it to be the most useful because it allows me to focus on the practices of 
participatory politics, interpret their meaning and impact. Moreover, the cases serve as 
real world examples for developing new language that describes how the characteristics, 
values, practices and implications of participatory politics confront and challenge the 
processes of both neoliberal society and institutions and processes of democracy.  

The choice to focus on three case studies reflects “multi-sited” mode of 
ethnography (Pierides, 2010). This approach attempts to contextualize the local worlds of 
ethnographic encounters within the global processes of a broader system (Marcus, 1995, 

1998). It “moves out from the single sites and local situations of conventional 
ethnographic research designs to examine the circulation of cultural meanings, objects, 
and identities in diffuse time-space” (1995: 96). Objects and relationships can be 
identified and followed in multi-sited ethnographies using “mapping strategies” (1995: 
96) that trace phenomena within different settings of a complex cultural phenomenon to 
formulate baseline conceptual identities that “turn out to be contingent and malleable as 
one traces it” (1995: 106). The advantage of multi-sited ethnographies is that they allow 
the researcher to make connections between dynamic sites that do not have obvious 
association within the accepted macro-level themes of the system. It is here that multi-
sited ethnography might be understood as a way to collapse the micro-macro distinction. 
As such, multi-sited ethnography makes it possible to simultaneously consider multiple 
research sites that are dynamic and changing. 

3.3.1. Selecting the cases 

In the process of selecting the cases, I was cognizant of choosing projects that 
would map on to the orientations and domains explored in the literature – hence my 
engagement with grounded theory tactically rather than substantively. As I engaged with 
the literature discussed in Chapter 1 and 2, I started to see how the emergent practices of 
participatory politics I witnessed as a practitioner and theoretical domains were brought 
into relation with one another in overlapping and contingent ways. I wanted to select 

cases, therefore, that allowed me to closely and reflexively investigate the degree to 
which ‘participatory paradoxes’ are generated in practice. As I began to think about 
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possible cases, I drew on strategy proposed by Burgess (1984:61) to identify cases that 
would be accessible (where I had access and easy entry to the research site) and 
participatory (where I was able to participate in the activities). I created a short list of 
potential cases that would be both accessible and participatory during the time period that 
I had available. There were resource constraints here as I was a lone researcher with 
limited time available for data collection, generation and analysis.  

After exploring various options, research schedules and possible combinations of 
cases, I chose three case studies I was involved in either as a participant or a facilitator. 
Building on the idea that case studies are “made” according to one’s theoretical reading 

of them (Ragin, 1992), I interpreted the case studies as instances of participatory politics 
within the context of neoliberal society which interacted in some capacity with formal 
political institutions. As was discussed above, the cases were not chosen to be 
representative or generalizable, rather they were selected because they present an 
opportunity to disrupt and expand conventional thinking about emerging forms of 
democratic participation and participatory politics in Canada. In other words, the case 
studies serve as “ideal types” (Weber, 1904/2017) or illustrative examples of 
participatory politics that allow for clarification on the relevant theoretical issues 
surrounding phenomena of participatory politics. The aim, therefore, is the theoretical 
extension and refinement in the areas of participatory politics, public sphere theory and 
emergent forms of informal political engagement.  

Initially, I selected the three cases because they were accessible and fit the criteria 
implied by the literature I had familiarized myself with. However, it is also important to 
note that I was attracted to this set of cases because they each were working to realize a 
form of participatory politics that interests me personally. I am personally compelled by 
forms of participatory politics that utilized art, media and technology to engage new 
constituencies. I am excited by practices that are geared to the re-distribution of political 
power through broad-based crowd-sourcing efforts as in OpenMedia’s case; I am 

enthusiastic by the possibilities offered by ‘DIY’ and peer-to-peer models of civic 
engagement suggested by 150 Years Young and I welcome the idea of using art-making 
as a form of electoral dialogue and engagement, as in the case of the Creative Publics.  
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3.3.2. The Case Studies 

Apathy is Boring’s 150 Years Young Project 

The first case study focused on a major project of the national youth engagement 
organization, Apathy is Boring called 150 Years Young (150YY). The 150YY project 
engaged young Canadians aged 18-30 from five Canadian cities (Montreal, Ottawa, 
Toronto, Edmonton, and Vancouver) who collected photos and stories about youth civic 
engagement in Canada. The photos and stories from the five cities were then uploaded to 
a photoblog dedicated to the project via the hashtag #150yy and shared widely through 
social media (Facebook, Twitter and Instagram). The initiative also consisted of staging 
“creative interventions” throughout the five cities during the summer 2017 where the 
photos and quotes from the stories were projected on the side of city buildings in high-

traffic downtown spaces.  

This case was selected because it serves as an example of a government-
sponsored project that is situated as a bridge between formal political institutions and 
informal modes of participatory politics. This is important because it allows me to 
examine forms of publicness and participation that not only differ from formal political 
institutions but is also supported by them. The case also presents a collection of projects 
that illustrate emerging forms of democratic and civic engagement in Canada that are 
often motivated by a sense of individual purpose and personal expression rather than 
obligation to government. 

Creative Publics 

The second case is Creative Publics: Art-Making Inspired by the Federal Election, 
which was a project that facilitated public art-making as a space for low-tech, in-person 
political engagement with the 2015 Canadian federal election. This case was chosen 
because it provides an opportunity to explore physical sites where participatory politics 
interfaces directly with participation in a formal political process, namely, the Canadian 
federal election. Furthermore, this case study provides an opportunity to examine how 
cultural and art practices can act as a form of political discourse within neoliberal 

democratic societies, how these practices bridge ‘politics’ and ‘the political’, and what 
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the meaning and implications are for understanding what participatory politics is and how 
it operates.   

OpenMedia 

The third case study examines the work of digital rights advocacy organization 
OpenMedia, specifically, their process of using participatory politics to crowd-source 
policy recommendation reports and pressure the government into adopting a public 
interest position on Internet and telecommunications issues. This case study was selected 
because it offered an example of agonistic participatory politics that attempts to 
democratize decision-making processes at the federal level.  

3.4. Balancing depth and breadth 

The key dilemma for case study researchers is balancing the need for ‘depth’ and 
‘breadth’ (Brewer, 2000:77). As a result, case study researchers need to grapple with how 
many cases should be investigated and the amount of detailed information that needs to 
be collected about each case (Gomm, Hammersley and Foster, 2004:3). To address the 
issue of breadth, I chose to focus on three cases (instead on one) which allowed me to 
study multiple approaches to participatory politics in some detail and provided more 
scope than would otherwise be possible if I only focused on one case. The greater breadth 
provided by three case studies also allows me to explore relationship between the cases 
and allows the research to, at least potentially, be made relevant to a broader public and a 
wider variety of other initiatives. My contention is that the case studies make it possible 
to investigate relationships and hierarchies between different ideas of participatory 
politics, how different performative styles are generated in practice, and how the goals of 
participatory politics are mobilized in practice. The aspiration was that by comparing and 
analyzing the case studies, the contingency of these forms of practice can be brought to 

the fore and some of the dynamism of this still-emerging field can be plotted.  

To address the issue of depth, I chose cases that I was involved in, which allowed 
me to start with a deeper understanding of the nature and goals of the initiatives. In 
describing the research associated with the organization Youth Radio, Soep and Chavez 
(2010) write about how their “thick participation” with their research site allowed them to 
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develop “a dialogic approach to fieldwork, analysis, and writing” in which they move 
between their experiences as participants, using their own “personal accounts [to] connect 
the cultural and structural, placing the self and the conventions and eccentricities of 
storytelling in a social context” (Soep & Chavez, 2010: 7). Like Soep & Chavez, I play 
multiple and interconnected roles as a thick participant - conversing, collaborating, 
supporting, and working with the people and project involved in the case studies. With 
respect to the Creative Publics case study, I was the project lead – I helped design the 
project goals, execute the interventions, facilitated the art-making with participants, 
coordinated partnerships, managed the budget, and lead the media outreach; at the same 

time as I interviewed participants, wrote field notes, and engaged in other research 
activities. In the context of the Apathy is Boring case study, I worked as a project 
coordinator and consultant for several months which meant I helped to recruit 
participants, publicize the initiative and negotiate partnerships. With the OpenMedia case 
study, I had less direct involvement with the practices I studied, however, through my 
work at Gen Why Media, I have worked with OpenMedia on several occasions over the 
years and maintained several personal relationships with former and current staff.  

3.5. Data collection and procedures 

In order to gain a comprehensive understanding of practices of participatory 
politics, multiple sources of evidence were used. This allowed for different viewpoints on 
participatory politics, more detailed descriptive information and for observations to be 
validated through a "triangulation of sources" (Feagin, et.al, 1991). The data collection 
for each field study happened intermittently throughout a two-year period, beginning with 
the Creative Publics field study in August 2015 and ending after the conclusion of the 
150 Years Young project in the Fall of 2017.  

3.5.1. Observation 

In addition to pure observation, there was frequent opportunities for participant 
observation with the case studies - informal discussion with participants, volunteers, 
project facilitators and organizational staff. As a participant-observer, I observed 
interactions and activities through participating in them and frequently approached other 
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participants to explain their interpretation of what was going on. I used these instances to 
clarify my understanding of the case studies as well as to gain information on the 
rationale and underlying dynamics behind the practices deployed. Because of my existing 
relationships with several of the people involved in the case studies, I was able to build 
trust quickly and provided a more relaxed way to interact and to discuss the research 
topic.  

Apathy is Boring - I began collecting observational data in Fall of 2016 through 
web-research, where I gathered information about AisB’s work, including promotion and 
informational materials about their programs. I observed their social media activity and 

collected media assets they had produced (videos, news interviews, reports, images, etc.). 
Once I started working with Apathy is Boring in January of 2017, I made observations 
while attending regular meetings with staff and two organizational retreats in the Spring 
and Summer of 2017.  

Creative Publics - I began collecting data using observation in the Summer 
months of 2015 leading up to the Creative Publics field study. Observation continued 
throughout the execution of the project, from September to November 2015. I attended 
the four interventions and took part in all the activities associated with the project 
including making collages, drawing the chalkboard letters, talking with members of the 
public, attending project team meetings and public events associated with the exhibiting 
of the project. I found it difficult yet beneficial to operate as both a facilitator and 
observer of the interventions. On one hand, it was stressful to keep up with observations 
while also trying to help manage a project on the ground.  On the other hand, the dual 
role allowed me to closely interact with facilitators and participants of the project. This 
open-ended process of observation and interaction allowed for spontaneous moments of 
conversation and informal interviews which helped me clarify my understanding of the 
experience through the perspectives of people involved in the project.  

OpenMedia - I began collecting data in Winter of 2016 through web-research that 

gathered information about OpenMedia’s work, including campaign media assets 
(videos, news interviews, blogs, reports, images, etc.), press releases and media stories. 
As OpenMedia engaged supporters in the crowd-sourcing process for Canada's Privacy 
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Plan throughout 2016, I closely observed their emails to supporters as well as social 
media interactions between OpenMedia staff and supporters.  

3.5.2. Field notes (descriptive and reflective):  

Apathy is Boring - I recorded weekly field notes throughout the Fall of 2017 
while working closely with the organization to execute the 150 Years Young project. 
These observations took place at two organizational retreats in the Spring and Summer of 
2017 and at two public events in Vancouver associated with the 150 Years Young project 
where the photos and stories were projected on the walls of buildings in public areas. I 
recorded notes that detailed my own perceptions of these activities and reflections of how 
I felt the project was unfolding, noting unexpected issues that arose and noteworthy 
encounters with staff, volunteers and participants. I also detailed the spatial elements of 

the physical sites, including the AisB office, how people interacted with each other, the 
type of things people were saying and doing. 

Creative Publics – During the execution of Creative Publics interventions, I kept 
field notes that described the spaces, scenes, people and encounters associated with 
research sites (LeCompte and Schensul, 1999: 32-33). Following each intervention, the 
project team had de-brief meetings to discuss the events of the day and instances they had 
observed. I recorded notes of these meetings along with my own perceptions and 
reflections of the day. I noted surprises and issues that arose through the day and detailed 
my most noteworthy encounters. I also detailed the spatial elements of the physical sites, 
including how people moved through the site, the number of people participating, the 
type of things people were doing near the sites, the conversation people were having, and 
the type of creative activities participant chose to participate in.   

OpenMedia – I recorded sporadic field notes while observing OpenMedia’s social 
media activity and crowd-sourcing efforts throughout 2016. I noted how the organization 
was reaching out to supporters and the ways they were using digital media to encourage 
participation. While conducting interviews with OpenMedia staff at their offices 
throughout the Fall of 2017, I recorded notes after each interview, noting themes, patterns 

and tensions that had come up during the interview. I also made notes of inconsistencies 
and instances where it seemed the interviewee was conflicted in their responses to 
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questions. While visiting the OpenMedia office in the Fall of 2017, I recorded 
observations in relation to the physical space, including the layout of the space, how 
many people were in the office and the types of posters on the wall.  

In addition to descriptive notes, I also recorded reflective field notes that 
described the dynamics of the case studies more generally and patterns I was noticing. I 
tracked the practices that were being used by facilitators of the projects and how this 
compared with more formal or institutional approaches. I also paid attention to the way 
the practices and dynamics within the projects mirrored aspects of neoliberalism such as 
reinforcing values of consumer culture and individualism. I was looking for instances 

where the case studies encountered tensions, contradictions, and challenges. I also paid 
special attention to actions and instances that seemed to be a success or a “win” with 
respect to participatory politics. These reflections played a key role in shaping my 
analysis in Chapter 7. 

3.5.3. Interviews 

Apathy is Boring – I conducted five interviews with AisB current and former 
staff, founder and broad members and twenty interviews with volunteers involved in the 
executing the 150 Years Young project.  

Creative Publics – I conducted twenty-two interviews with people who 
participated in the art-making activities at the Creative Publics intervention sites as well 
as two interviews with the artist-facilitators who were involved in leading the Creative 
Publics field study.  

OpenMedia - I conducted six interviews with past and present OpenMedia staff 
members, founder and one expert in Canadian telecommunications policy.  

The formal interviews were conducted one-on-one and lasted between forty-five 
and ninety minutes. Most of the interviews were conducted face-to-face but, in some 
cases, they were recorded over phone or video conference. All interviews were recorded 
using a small digital audio recorder or a video camera, with the explicit permission of 
interviewees. These recordings were fully transcribed. Laura Clawson (2009) describes 
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the importance of balancing the anonymization of interview participants with the 
researcher’s ability to portray and analyze the interviews accurately. Some of the case 
studies have been high profile which could make potential interviewees identifiable based 
on their role in the organization or project. To address this, I explained the nature and 
goals of the study and gave interviewees the choice to remain anonymous, which most 
participants chose to do. As a result, my analysis is presented based on themes that 
became apparent during the interviews rather than identifying who said what. I used 
broad characteristics and titles (e.g., senior campaigner, junior staff member, etc.) to 
describe and differentiate who was speaking. This approach helps ensure confidentiality 

(as desired by the interviewee) while also establishing a clear and organized structure 
when presenting research findings and the analysis.  

3.5.4. Surveys 

Apathy is Boring - I conducted short surveys with 23 participants who 
participated in 150 Years Young project in Vancouver to get a general sense of their 
impressions of their experience.  

Creative Publics - I conducted short surveys with 67 of participants who made 
collages as part of the Creative Publics interventions to get a general sense of who was 
participating in the interventions and their impressions of their experience.   

3.5.5. Artifacts 

Apathy is Boring - Artifacts collected included the 150 stories and photos 
produced during the 150 Years Young project which contained stories from each of the 
five cities where the project was executed. I also collected all promotional materials and 
media stories concerning the 150 Years Young Project and informational materials about 
Apathy is Boring such as annual reports, preparatory material volunteers received, 
evaluative materials, visioning/brainstorming documents and research reports.  

Creative Publics – Artifacts collected included 85 collages produced by 
participants at the Creative Publics sites and visual documentation of the sites including 
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photos and video of the chalkboard letters where participants wrote down what they were 
voting for.  

OpenMedia - Artifacts collected included promotional and informational 
materials including the five crowd-sourced reports produced by OpenMedia. I compiled 
an archive of campaign-produced media including photographs, audio and video 
recording, web images, artwork, and texts posted to campaign websites, as well as to 
social networking and video-sharing platforms such as Facebook, Twitter, Flickr and 
YouTube. I also gathered screen captures of campaign emails to supporters and many 
digital posters, memes, e-petitions, media releases, blogs and newsletters.  

3.6. Data Analysis  

The case studies drove how I made sense of and organized the data for analysis. I 
did this so I could consider the context of each case study and identify the connections 
between them as I conducted several phases of analysis. Using NVIVO software, I 
created three case study folders where the interviews, field notes, artifacts, surveys and 
other documentation associated with each case was located. I used the data analysis 
process to structure each case study chapter in the same way: First, each case study 
chapter begins with background and contextual information pertinent to the case. Second, 
they describe the case in detail and summarize the data gathered (through interviews, 
surveys, observation, artifacts, etc.) about practices of participatory politics that were 
used in the case study. Third, I provide some preliminary analysis of the data that draws 
out the patterns emerging from the data and introduce themes that will be further take up 
in Chapter 7.  

3.6.1. Coding  

The coding process unfolded over a staggered time period. I began some 
preliminary coding after the Creative Publics field study in Winter of 2016, however 

most of the coding was done once all the data was compiled during the Spring of 2018. 
Drawing on the strategies proposed by LeCompte and Schensul (1999), I found it useful 
to develop my coding strategies and categories after all the data was in one place. 
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Looking at the data as a whole allowed me to study it closely, revisit patterns and gain a 
thorough perspective on the material.  

I went through the data several times using NVIVO, utilizing both inductive and 
deductive approaches to analysis. The first phase of coding took an inductive approach 
and consisted of going through all the material twice to see what would emerge naturally. 
As I reviewed and began coding the material, I organized the data to identify categories 
that emerged from the material. At first, I looked for patterns and relationships that 
developed within each case study and later looked for patterns and relationships that 
arose across case studies. The codes I developed in this stage were mostly descriptive and 

represented major themes that reoccurred in interviews, observations and fieldnotes of 
each case. Such themes were coded using terms like "ladder of engagement", "campaign 
design" and "theory of change" which describe specific tactics, strategies, and activities 
that manifested within the cases. These codes were recorded in a codebook that I used to 
keep track of the patterns that emerged and refined specific codes as I went. I noticed that 
having revisited certain coded material, I could clarify definitions and draw connections 
between the cases. For instance, I noticed "translation" and "ladder of engagement" 
emerged numerous times within and across case studies. At first, I thought these to be 
isolated characteristics that described processes of participatory politics but having 
revisited the coded material a second and third time, I speculated as to whether these two 
were linked and what the relation between 'translation' and 'the ladder of engagement' 
might be.   

The second phase of coding included going through the material two more times, 
but this time taking a deductive approach where I created new codes based on theoretical 
frameworks discussed in Chapter 2. The new codes were added to the codebook and I 
developed an integrated coding scheme for all materials which allowed me to apply codes 
across case studies. For instance, I created codes such as "participatory politics - 
mobilization", "participatory politics - circulation", "digital divide", "lifestyle politics", 

“individualism”, “consumer citizenship” and “entrepreneurialism” to keep track of how 
tensions and contradictions between democratic engagement and neoliberalism arose 
within the case studies. After the first two phases of organizing the data, I went through 
the existing codes and created a higher order of ‘parent’ codes to designate the major 
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themes across the three cases. This allowed me to see how the case were related and what 
insights could be gleaned in reference to the larger research objectives. 

3.6.2. Sense-making 

To help me make sense of my data, I drew on Miles and Huberman’s (1994: 245-
6 in Robson, 1993: 480-481) list of thirteen tactics for generating meaning: 

1. Noting patterns, themes and trends.  

2. Seeing plausibility: Do the trends, patterns and conclusion make 
sense? 

3. Clustering: Grouping events, places, people, process, etc. together if 
they appear to have similar patterns or characteristics. 

4. Making metaphors: Metaphors are rich, data-reducing and pattern-
making devices which help to connect data with theory.  

5. Counting: Helps to enable you to see what’s there by counting 
frequency of occurrence of recurrent events.  

6. Making contracts and comparisons: Establishing similarities and 
differences between and within data sets. 

7. Partitioning variables: Splitting variables may help in finding more 
coherent descriptions and explanations. 

8. Subsuming into the general: Linking specific data to general concepts 
and categories. 

9. Factoring: Attempting to discover the factors underlying the process 
under investigation.  

10. Noting relations between variables: Using matrix displays other 
methods to study interrelationships between different parts of the data. 

11. Finding intervening variables: Trying to establish the presence and 
effect of variable intervening between different variables. 

12. Building a logical chain of evidence: Trying to understand trends and 
patterns through developing logical relationships.  

13. Making conceptual/theoretical coherence: Moving from data to 
constructs to theories through analysis and categorization.  
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I kept a research journal within NVIVO where I used these tactics to reflect on the 
data and record my interpretations. My basis of reflections focused on the research 
questions and identifying the practices of participatory politics that took place within the 
three case studies and the extent to which these practices support or undermine 
democratic engagement within neoliberal societies.  To structure my theoretical analysis 
of the case studies, I draw on the literature discussed in Chapter 2 (New Left conceptions, 
public sphere theory and participatory culture) to describe and conceptualize the modes 
of participatory politics being expressed in the data and tensions that arise within and 
between the cases. For instance, I use New Left conceptions of participatory democracy 

to discuss how participation vis-a-vis identity and lifestyle politics have come to play a 
key role in bridging "politics" with "the political" in contemporary practices of 
participatory politics but have also contributed to de-politicizing frames of individualism 
and consumer-citizenship. I use public sphere theory to consider how digital culture, 
media technology and peer-to-peer networks has changed the nature of deliberation and 
what this means for political engagement processes. I use participatory culture to discuss 
the specific practices, strategies and tactics that are used to engage new constituencies in 
political issues through digital media.  

In Chapter 7, I use the data analysis to address the two research questions that are 
the focus of this study: 

• RQ 1: What are the contradictions and tensions that animate participatory 
political practices in the Canadian context? 

• RQ 2: How do participatory politics allow publics to provide counter-
rationalities to neoliberal forms of governmentality?  

To answer these questions, I use the data analysis outline in this chapter to 
explore how the practices of participatory politics manifest democratic values such as 
inclusion and political equality while also displaying characteristics associated with 
neoliberalism such as privatization, individualism, and commodification. I also use the 
data analysis to map the connections and contradiction between the case studies and 

discuss alternative frameworks that could be used to understand practices of participatory 
politics – these frameworks center the importance of political, radical and counter 
approaches to participatory politics.  
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Chapter 4.  
 
Case Study: 150 Years Young 

4.1. Introduction 

This chapter focuses on the case study of 150 Years Young (150YY), a major 
project led by national youth engagement organization Apathy is Boring (AisB). The 
150YY project consisted of a collection of 150 stories produced by young people in five 
Canadian cities that describe how civic and political participation is being taken up by 
people in their 20s. These stories include everything from indigenous youth banding 
together to fund the construction of a skate park on Reserve, to a young woman building 
robots that pick-up trash along Canadian coastlines, to a transgender YouTuber who 
leverages social media to create an online community and support system for other young 
people.  

The 150YY project was financed by Heritage Canada through the ‘Canada 150’ 
initiative and AisB receives substantial financial support from the federal government, 
including the newly established Canada Youth Service Corps. As such, this case study 
provides an opportunity to examine a state-financed initiative which utilizes informal, 
youth-led, and creative approaches to democratic participation and that leverages a sense 
of individual purpose and personal expression rather than obligation to government. The 
aim of the case study is to examine practices of participatory politics that not only differ 
from conventions of representative democracy but present difficult questions around the 

connections between neoliberal governmentality and the numerous new manifestations of 
participatory politics currently emerging among young people in Canada. In Chapter 7, I 
return to the 150YY case to discuss the contradictions and tensions that animate 
participatory political practices in the Canadian context. 

I begin by looking at how the category of ‘youth’ is used ideologically in 
neoliberal societies and focus on how this plays out as a form of governmentality in the 
Canadian context. I then turn to the case study to describe the work of Apathy is Boring 
and their recent project 150 Years Young. Through analysis of the data collected in the 
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case study, I describe how 150YY demonstrates emerging practices of participatory 
politics. Source materials for my observations and analysis include interviews with AisB 
staff, board members and volunteers involved in executing the 150YY project, 
ethnographic notes generated through observations I made while attending two 
organizational retreats and sample of stories produced as part of the 150 YY project.  

4.2. Neoliberalism and the Category of 'Youth' 

 ‘Youth’ often denotes a binary population that is either inherently progressive or 

revolutionary on the one hand, or apathetic and passive on the other (Kennelly 2011; 
Kwon, 2013). In public discourse, youth are either one of two personas: a source of 
imminent problems, panics and anxieties – they are lazy, violent, entitled, uninformed or 
a horizon of hope for the future – they are innovative, entrepreneurial, progressive, and 
technologically savvy. Young people are often chastised as the apolitical harbingers of an 
incipient ‘crisis of democracy’ (Howe, 2011; Furlong and Cartmel 2007) while 
simultaneously proclaimed as the authors of sophisticated new forms of politics, most 
notably within digital realms (Coleman, 2006, Farthing, 2007).   

However, both of these characterizations often overlook the more fundamental 
issues of how the category of youth is used to serve specific political developments. In 
their book Youth Rising?: The Politics of Youth in the Global Economy, Sukarieh and 
Tannock explain how within neoliberal societies, the category of “youth” is commonly 
used ideologically to serve elite agendas (2015: 8). The authors describe how the ‘global 
turn to youth’ (2015: 14) has led organizations such as the World Bank, United States 
Agency for International Development, and Coca-Cola to direct substantial attention and 
resources toward interventions with young people to justify and reinforce their position 
and ideological agendas. They suggest there are three reasons why “youth” is exploited as 

a social technology in political projects. First, youth represents a social category that can 
be understood as a denotation of “new” vs. “old”. This can function as an ideological 
symbol of transformation that implies a new political agenda. Second, as a politically 
vague concept, youth is often seen as the preferred alternative for unsettling wearisome 
social categories such as class and race. The ambiguity of the term obscures real 
differences of political position and creates a false sense of universality and harmony 
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among young people who exist across the political spectrum (2015: 5). Third, youth 
infers an “in-between” life stage of childhood and adulthood that functions to marginalize 
important political claims being made by youth as 'naïve' allowing political elites to 
downplay the significance of movements that oppose neoliberal hegemony and ensure 
that political responses remain narrow, offering little to alter the broader social and 
economic context (Sukarieh and Tannock, 2015: 108).  

Exploiting the concept of youth in these ways often results in encouraging youth 
to simply ‘get involved’ and feel good about their contributions regardless of what those 
contributions are or who they serve. This criticism is often made about some forms of 

participatory or do-it-yourself (DIY) politics more generally, as was discussed in Chapter 
2. Contrary to the rhetoric of ‘empowerment’ or ‘participation’, DIY efforts often 
promote notions of individualized responses to the social problems that detract attention 
from wider structural factors that perpetuate inequalities associated with social class, 
ethnicity, race and gender. In other words, the neoliberal interpretation of youth 
empowerment, and often DIY or participatory culture in general, tends to understand 
social problems not as the result of the exploitative and destructive nature of capitalism 
but rather issues that can be solved through volunteerism, creativity, market-based 
solutions and the consumption patterns of individuals. While acts of volunteering, 
fundraising or conscious consumption are not inherently counterproductive, without a 
direct link to systems of power, they function to shifts the attention of young people away 
from critically reflecting on broader structural issues (such as the distribution of wealth) 
and focus instead on what they can do as individuals (DeCaro, 2014). What is 
counterproductive is how the neoliberal framing of youth empowerment prevents young 
people from recognizing how they are implicated in systems of oppression and how they 
might transform structures of inequality and the worldviews that normalize them 
(Jefferess, 2012).  

4.3. Canadian Context 

In Canada, the ideal of youth engagement has been championed by Liberal 
governments for decades. The first contemporary version of a national youth engagement 
program dates back to Lester B. Pearson's creation of the Company for Young Canadians 
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(CYC) in 1966, inspired by President John F. Kennedy's Peace Corps. Pearson’s aim was 
to provide a state-sponsored program that would help direct the frustrations of a restless 
and exasperated generation of young Canadians towards community service (Dickenson 
& Campbell, 2008). For a youth service program, the CYC had a radical political 
philosophy with the core of the youth leadership being made up of New Left activists 
who drew inspiration from the Port Huron Statement and the Students for a Democratic 
Society (SDS) in the United States. After some tumultuous years and some high-profile 
scandals, the CYC was abandoned in 1977 and Pierre Trudeau's Liberal government 
created Katimavik to replace it - a national initiative that educated Canadian youth 

through intensive volunteer work. That initiative was cancelled by the Mulroney 
government in mid-1980s but was later reinstated by subsequent Liberal governments in 
1990s before being cut by Stephen Harper’s Conservative government in 2012 (Wherry, 
2018). 3 

In his campaign to become Prime Minister in 2015, Justin Trudeau portrayed 
himself as a youth-focused candidate. This gave him an edge among young voters, 
according to opinion polls conducted during the campaign (Grenier, 2016). After being 
elected Prime Minister with a large portion of the youth vote (youth voter participation 
increased by 8.3 points from 57.1% compared to 38.8% in 2011), Trudeau named himself 
Minister of Youth and appointed the first-ever Prime Minister’s Youth Council to advise 
him. In 2018, the liberal government launched a revamped Canada Service Corps with a 
commitment of $105 million over three years to recruit young people (those aged 15 to 
30) into community service projects across the country.  

While this history seems to suggest that the Liberal party and the current Prime 
Minister have political convictions on the importance of youth engagement, what remains 
unclear is the degree to which efforts to support ‘youth citizenship’ result in reinforcing 
or undermining neoliberal hegemony. The critical literature on youth participation tends 
to argue that the dominant discourse within institutionalized youth programs function in 

                                                
3 In 2009, Justin Trudeau (who was then a new Member of Parliament and had spent four years as the chair 
of Katimavik) proposed that a House of Commons committee study the creation of a new national youth 
program (Open Parliament, 2009). That motion was defeated, and when Katimavik was cut in 2012 by 
Stephen Harper's Conservatives, Trudeau voiced strong opposition to the decision (CBC, 2012). 
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highly tokenistic terms. Token efforts are then celebrated through neoliberal narratives of 
youth empowerment while obscuring deeper examinations of youth social exclusions 
(Bessant, 2003; Kwon, 2013). Critics problematize words like ‘youth voice’ and 
‘decision making’ and deconstruct other taken-for-granted concepts to reveal their role in 
governing particular conducts (Bragg, 2007; Kennelly, 2011; Raby, 2014; Tait, 1995; 
Benard, 2016 ). For instance, Jacqueline Kennelly (2011) draws on youth citizenship 
education in Canada and ethnographic research with young activists to highlight intrinsic 
tensions between permissible citizenship roles of the ‘good citizen’ who is a self-
improving individual and the disvalued ‘bad activist’ who is engaged in more collective 

and confrontational acts of resistance. Kennelly illustrates how contemporary liberal 
notions of ‘active citizenship’ predominately manifest as individualized charitable work, 
undertaken on behalf of others by members of the middle classes in ways that are 
comfortably consistent with parameters laid out by the capitalist state.  

Additionally, Poyntz’ (2017) work shows how neoliberal policy orientations tend 
to focus attention on the role of innovation and individual entrepreneurial leadership 
while negating the structural conditions within which these practices are situated. Poyntz 
studied youth media organizations in Canada to show how a growing emphasis on social 
enterprise, increased reliance on precarious labour practices and disciplinary audit 
cultures have combined to re-shape the development of youth-led and youth-serving 
organizations in Canada along neoliberal lines. He notes how “beginning in the 1990s, 
two federal austerity budgets (1994 and 1995) dramatically altered the funding landscape 
for youth-serving nonprofit community groups in Canada. A key feature of both budgets 
was the downloading of federal funding responsibilities to provincial and local 
authorities, undoing decades of federal support and releasing the federal government of 
responsibility for various program areas” (2017: 284). As long-term core operational 
support has been replaced by project-based funding models, organizations (including 
those with a long track record of program development) typically operate in an 

environment of enforced precarity. As Poyntz describes: “Project-based funding regimes 
typically exclude support for administration, communication and marketing, and core 
staffing costs, meaning they compromise the development of long-term programming, 
even when such programing has proven to be successful and meaningful for participants” 
(2017: 284).  This often results in less time for training and development which means 
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less capacity for ongoing policy advocacy and activism (Gibson et al., 2007; Kwon, 
2013). Poyntz notes how this form of governmentality has “become common across 
jurisdictions where neoliberalism has taken hold, as part of efforts to reduce the size of 
the state and expand the field of market activity. In Canada, the effects of shifts in federal 
funding support have been pronounced.” The shifts in public spending demonstrate how 
neoliberalism function to simultaneously promote the ideal of youth empowerment while 
undermining attempts to build a reciprocal relationship with the state.  

The work of Kennelly, Poyntz and other critical literature take the position that 
because notions of ‘youth empowerment’ have so often been co-opted through processes 

of neoliberal governmentality, youth political participation must explicitly challenge 
neoliberal hegemony in order to achieve social and political change. Otherwise, efforts of 
political participation will either be undermined or appropriated by dominant political 
agendas. 

This position is necessary since the progressive rhetoric of ‘youth empowerment’ 
professed by Prime Minister Justin Trudeau and the Liberal government sounds 
encouraging, but their actions suggest otherwise. Indeed, since taking power in 2015, 
Trudeau's Liberals have been described as attempting to blend neoliberal policies with 
the rhetoric of contemporary left-leaning populism, a move some describe as "neo-
liberalism with a human face" (Walkom, 2016). In several ways, the Trudeau Liberals 
used the spectacle of youthful progressive politics to pursue status quo neoliberal 
policies. For instance, while the Liberal government has foregrounded the importance of 
climate change and indigenous rights, it is using tax dollars to purchase the Kinder 
Morgan oil pipeline which directly violates duty to consult laws and undermines 
Canada’s commitment to climate change targets (a move that was denounced by the 
Prime Minister’s Youth Council); they have aggressively moved to privatize future 
infrastructure investments - including roads, bridges, and public transit - through the 
newly founded Canada Infrastructure Bank (Lukacs, 2016); they are pushing for selling 

off key public assets including airport authorities and port authorities (Samphir, 2016); 
and they have pushed for the ratification of the Canada-European Union Comprehensive 
Economic Trade Agreement (CETA), which contains an 'investment protection' provision 
that allows transnational corporations to sue national governments over public interest 
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measures that affect future profits (McGregor, 2016). Behind the progressive posturing, 
in other words, Trudeau’s Liberal government has not diverged from the norms of 
neoliberalism but rather doubled-down on policies that will have a disproportionally 
negative effect on future generations, negatively affecting young people in areas of 
climate change, income inequality, democracy and public ownership of common 
resources (Patterson, 2017).  It is within this fraught and contradictory context that we 
turn to the case study.  

4.4. 150 Years Young Project 

4.4.1. Apathy is Boring 

Apathy is Boring (AisB) describes itself as a youth-led national non-partisan 
charitable organization that uses art and technology to educate Canadian youth about 
democracy (Apathy is Boring, 2017). It began in 2004 when Ilona Dougherty (then 23 
years old), Paul Shore (then 30 years old) and Mackenzie Duncan (then 20 years old) 
started a project that sought to engage their peers to vote in the 2004 federal election 
using music, art, digital technology and a media outreach campaign. After the election, 
the three friends identified a need for a youth-led organization focused on democracy and 
political engagement and so AisB was born.  

As one founder describes, the initial impetus behind starting AisB was to connect 
informal political engagement with voting in elections:  

I was very involved in the environmental justice and anti-globalization 
work that was happening in the late 1990s....but even my peers who 
were very actively engaged in politics weren't engaging with the 
democratic system and weren't voting. I remember having had one 
conversation about the idea that if everyone who has been at the free 
trade protest in Quebec City in 2001 had just gone out to vote, things 
would be quite different in terms of what the political landscape looked 
like in the Canadian context....so that was the initial idea of Apathy is 
Boring - trying to connect more informal, outside-the-system type 
activities with formal systems of power...You can't just work outside the 
system, you have to do both - work at the grassroots community level 
and also engaging with those in power.  

Since its founding, AisB’s mission has been to reach Canadians aged 18–35 and 
facilitate their participation in democratic life through educational resources, 
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communication campaigns and programming tailored to young people. The organization 
is funded through a combination of foundation support, individual donations, revenue 
from its workshops and consulting services and the Federal Government of Canada which 
has provided project-based funding on and off since the organization’s founding (Apathy 
is Boring, 2017). As an explicitly ‘youth-led’ organization, AisB presents itself as being 
accountable to young people and presenting ‘youth as decision-makers’.  This means the 
executive director, staff, volunteers and several board members are made of young people 
themselves who collectively participate in the visioning processes and contribute directly 
to the governance and programming of AisB. AisB also facilitates youth decision-making 

by facilitating youth advisory networks for other organizations and governments.  

By providing “low risk entry points” and “going to where young people are” the 
goal of the organization is to support broad participation by breaking down physical, 
linguistic or visual barriers to democratic participation (Apathy is Boring, 2018a). AisB 
has reached millions of young Canadians through a variety of ways - creating PSAs and 
web content targeted at young people, working directly with Elections Canada to target 
youth voters, tabling at concerts and engaging musicians to serve as role models for 
voting, hosting civic/political literacy workshops, creating digital and analog educational 
resources for youth such as ‘candidate kits’, conducting media interviews, facilitating 
youth access to politicians through dialogue sessions and leading ‘call to action’ 
campaigns. One staff member remarked how being youth-led is core to how they operate: 

Youth culture is not a stagnant thing. We recognize that young people 
are the best experts in youth culture - it is changing week-to-week, 
month-to-month therefore young people's lived experience is valuable 
in figuring out how to get them engaged. In this digital age, the way 
people interact is changing so fast. Taking a paternalistic view of young 
people can miss the mark in actually engaging them. There's constantly 
new ways that young people are choosing to be heard. Facebook didn't 
exist a decade ago. We constantly have to be ready for new approaches 
and not stuck within formal systems. 

As a non-partisan organization, AisB adheres to a “don’t preach” policy where 
they refrain from taking sides on heated political issues and are open to young people 
from all sides of the political spectrum. Their aim is to first and foremost provide basic 
education about the democratic process and help connect young people with others in 
their community – they are explicitly not an activist organization. They are not focused 
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on an antagonist position toward the state but rather focused on ‘peer-to-peer’ 
engagement in issues that youth deem to be important. As one founder and former staff 
member describes: 

What has differentiated us (from other organization doing youth 
engagement) was we were talking to our peers, we were youth-led and 
we were really aimed at trying to reach unengaged and mainstream 
youth rather than preaching to the converted. We had this philosophy 
of being really focused on engaging unengaged youth and to be clear 
that definition of unengaged youth was not youth-at-risk. We really saw 
our role as engaging mainstream young people and we really fought 
against being perceived as an activist organization that would attract 
activist youth. Activist youth are going to be supported by a myriad of 
other organizations but our purpose was to support the archetypal 
twenty-something who is living in their mom's basement playing video 
games all day who has never really thought that politics had anything 
to do with their lives. That was the young person that we were really 
trying to mobilize and not the young person who is deeply involved in 
political conversations already.  

AisB’s stance on activism and non-partisanship makes it difficult for their work to 
challenge neo-liberal hegemony directly. For instance, the organization is reluctant to use 
direct and critical language against government policies or parties, even if those policies 
or parties have direct negative effects on their target constituency of ‘un- or under-
engaged youth’ who, for one reason or another, do not participate in democracy. As was 
discussed in previous chapters, neoliberal public discourse often functions to erase terms 
like racism, misogyny, white-supremacy and colonialism from organizational programs 
and replace them with more ambiguous language like ‘social inclusion’ (Ahmed, 2012; 
Thomas, 2007; Ward & Rivera, 2015 in Bernard, 2016). However, AisB states on its 
website “we recognize that systems of oppression affect youth’s ability to engage in 
democracy in different ways and don’t assume universal experiences” and believe that 
“having more inclusive participation in our democracy is one way to have a more 
equitable society” (Apathy is Boring, 2018b). This seems to indicate an awareness of the 
need for structural transformations but stops short of pointing directly to capitalism as the 

source of economic and democratic inequality.  

AisB’s methodology for developing programs draws on research, 
experimentation, partnerships and iteration. For instance, when a program or project is 
being considered, AisB first confers with both practitioners and researchers to analyze the 
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issue being addressed by the initiative and identify where AisB can have impact. If it is 
determined that the initiative should go ahead, AisB consults with its community to 
ensure it is addressing expressed needs and to determine whether the project is relevant to 
an evolving youth culture. Once the initiative is running, AisB gathers program level and 
strategic level data to evaluate its performance. Ideas are tested and the initiative is 
refined based on feedback from participants and stakeholders. If the initiative is deemed 
successful, it is either built upon or shared with other youth engagement stakeholders.  

Through key partnerships with corporate, governmental and civil society 
organizations, AisB prioritizes (a) project creation, (b) institutional governance and 

decision-making, and c) involvement in community-based issues as a way to support 
long-term participation in multiple levels of citizenship and democratic engagement. This 
approach avoids binary distinctions such as conventional versus the unconventional or 
formal versus informal. Rather it conceives of youth participation as an emergent, 
dynamic and creative process that moves along a spectrum, between 
conventional/unconventional and formal/informal modes. AisB core programming 
includes four integrated initiatives where democratic participation is offered through 
individual and collective levels: 

• Reach: communication and outreach program 

• Rise: civic/political skill-building program 

• Vote: voter mobilization program 

• Youth Friendly: consulting services provided to organizations, institutions 
and government to engage youth in decision-making 

One youth board member describes AisB’s unique position within the political 
ecosystem:  

Our niche is really around helping youth realize their political power. I 
think being able to influence those spaces in a way that's really inclusive 
is what we are trying to figure out. As an organization that lies outside 
of formal political institutions, we can iterate and make mistakes and 
stay in touch with culture. We are youth-led which can make us more 
efficient engagement actors than government could ever be in terms of 
adaptation. 
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For Apathy is Boring, “helping youth realize their political power” is related to 
democratic literacy (as it relates to representative democracy in Canada) and facilitating 
youth decision-making through voting and other means. In some respects this orientation 
reflects a liberal perspective on youth voice which tends to be optimistic and relatively 
unquestioning about the ability of youth to share power with elite adult decision makers. 
It assumes that listening to youth will enable more ‘authentic’ relations between youth 
and government while also working to ‘empower’ young people and help them to 
become better citizens. Such perspectives, however, seem reluctant to engage with the 
power relations that have accorded youth their new authority to speak, or to be critically 

reflexive about how ‘youth voice’  is shaped and channeled in specific ways that might 
undermine the social change efforts of youth (Bragg, 2007). In other words, AisB’s 
position risks presuming that young people have political power which they simply need 
to use when actually there could be larger structural problem of disempowerment that is 
inherent to a neoliberal political economy.   

However, there were indications AisB staff are aware of these dynamics, which is 
why they have recently revamped their programing to focus more directly on building 
power among youth in more diverse ways. When describing the strategic rationale for the 
organization, a director of the organization explained:  

We realized that just asking people to vote a couple weeks before an 
election wasn't actually generating the kind of movement mobility we 
were looking to create. Now, we're taking a deeper approach of getting 
young people passionate and involved and thinking about voting as one 
way to create change, not as the end goal. One way we are doing this 
is by trying to build power in the margins and ensuring that those whose 
voices aren't typically heard within formal processes are being more 
represented in those spaces. What we're looking to do is support young 
people to take charge of the condition that they live in by working 
together and collaboratively. 

In a public talk discussing AisB’s theory of change (You Tube, 2018), the 
Executive Director Carolyn Loutfi described a framework developed by Battilana and 

Kimsey (2017) which identifies three distinct roles played by youth engaging in political 
action. The roles of “agitator, innovator, and orchestrator” map how young people must 
be provided with open and flexible ways to cultivating their political capacity through 
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both ‘leadership development’ as well as education, community organizing and voter 
mobilization. Battilana and Kimsey (2017) explain:  

An agitator brings the grievances of specific individuals or groups to the 
forefront of public awareness. An innovator creates an actionable solution 
to address these grievances. And an orchestrator coordinates action across 
groups, organizations, and sectors to scale the proposed solution. Any 
pathway to social change requires all three. Agitation without innovation 
means complaints without ways forward, and innovation without 
orchestration means ideas without impact. 

AisB’s new theory of change posits that while increasing participation in formal 
political institutions is a critical concern, supporting youth-led democratic innovation 
better responds to the changing patterns of civic and political participation by facilitating 
multiple forms of participation where young people respond to a collective problem by 
developing or contributing to a solution.  

4.4.2. 150 Years Young Project 

The 150 YY project took place in 2016-2017 and recruited twelve 'city 
ambassadors' from five Canadian cities (Montreal, Ottawa, Toronto, Edmonton, and 
Vancouver) who ventured out into their own communities to have face-to-face 
conversations with their peers and collect photos and stories about youth engagement in 
Canada. The project was designed to attract ‘engaged millennials’ (those born between 
1980-1995) and leverage their networks to reach broader networks of less engaged young 
people across Canada. The 150YY project marked a shift in strategy for AisB, where 
instead of focusing on ‘engaging the unengaged’ directly, they focused on leveraging the 
local networks of already-engaged young people in order to reach unengaged or under 
engagement youth through peer-to-peer outreach. As such, a key aspect of the 150YY 

project was about fostering peer leadership among young people, rather than simply 
affecting young audiences.  

The design of the project drew on the massive popularity of 'Humans of New 
York', a photoblog and book of street portraits and interviews collected on the streets of 
New York City. The project presented itself as a way for young Canadians "to tell our 
own story about youth in Canada" and create space "to acknowledge and feature the 
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diverse ways young people are shaping their communities across Canada and mobilize 
the potential of their peers" (Apathy is Boring, 2018c). Using captioned photos posted on 
social media, the 150YY city ambassadors documented a myriad of civic, political, social 
and cultural forms of engagement practiced through portraits and short stories based on 
interviews with the participants. The photos and stories from the five cities were then 
uploaded to a photoblog dedicated to the project via the hashtag #150yy, shared widely 
through social media (Facebook, Twitter and Instagram) and included in zines that were 
distributed throughout coffee shops (Figure 4.1). The initiative also involved staging 
“creative interventions” throughout the five cities during the summer of 2017. The 

interventions consisted of the photos and stories being projected, billboard-sized, on the 
side of city buildings in high-traffic downtown spaces such as Vancouver's Davie 
Village, Montreal’s Mile End and Ottawa’s ByWard Market. Here, city ambassadors and 
volunteers hosted 'Street Talks' to generate conversations about millennial engagement 
(Figure 4.2 and 4.3).   
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Figure 4.1. Zines and stories produced as part of 150YY project 
Image: Apathy is Boring. Reproduced with permission. 
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Figure 4.2. Projection event in Toronto, Ontario June 2017 
Photo: Apathy is Boring. Reproduced with permission. 

 
Figure 4.3. ‘Street talks’ intervention in Toronto, Ontario, June 2017 
Photo: Apathy is Boring. Reproduced with permission. 
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One of the main project leads of the 150YY project describes it as:  

We envisioned this project as a way for youth to define for themselves 
what civic engagement looked like in their communities today and to 
celebrate success stories of how young people are making a difference 
and shaping our country. Most of the stories that came out were pretty 
unique in terms of how people co-created for themselves, or with their 
friends, a proposed solution to an issue they were facing. 150 Years 
Young was a really great way for us to build new relationships with 
different youth communities in five cities around the country and do that 
with local teams of youth.  

An AisB board member describes the 150YY project as:  

150 YY was about showing how youth are taking something they care 
about and doing something about it. I think changing the narrative is a 
big part of it. It was about creating a multiplicity narrative, which makes 
it more likely that a diversity of people see themselves in it.  

The 150YY project was predominantly funded by the Canadian government, 
through the 'Canada 150 Fund' administered by the Department of Canadian Heritage. It 

received $148,460 from the government to carry out the project and was one of 38 high-
profile “pan-Canadian signature projects,” (Minister of Canadian Heritage, 2016a) 
identified by Heritage Canada as “large-scale, participation-oriented activities, of national 
scope and with high impact” (Minister of Canadian Heritage, 2016b). The project also 
received funding from the Royal Bank of Canada and had numerous partners who 
contributed to outreach and recruitment of participants such as the Canadian Red Cross, 
the National Association of Friendship Centres, Canadian Alliance of Student 
Associations, English-Language Arts Network, VICE Media, CBC, and iPolitics. 

4.5. Data Analysis 

4.5.1. Ambassador Interviews 

There were twelve ambassadors that participated in the 150 YY project who were 
the key contributors in creating 150 profiles. I conducted 30-45 minute interviews with 
eight of the twelve ambassadors. The interview participants were those who responded to 
my request and were available to be interviewed between May-August, 2017. As an 
ambassador myself, I also collected ethnographic data as a participant observer.  
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Interviews with the ambassadors reflected patterns of participation that were 
consistent with the literature on participatory culture and politics. For instance, the 
production and circulation of media - the process of collecting photos, writing stories and 
sharing them on social media – frequently came up as an important and empowering for 
youth to ‘use their voice’ (Allen and Light, 2015; Jenkins et al., 2016). It was repeated 
several times that producing and circulating the profiles of their peers was an 
empowering way to demonstrate the value youth are bringing to communities and 
organizations. One ambassador said that by supporting youth to speak up about what 
matters to them, they became more self-aware and more confident in “speaking truth to 

power”. Here we can observe how “interactive, peer-based acts" were being utilized by 
individuals and groups to "exert both voice and influence on issues of public concern” 
(Cohen, et. al., 2012: 3).  

A second pattern that emerged throughout the interviews revealed how the 
distributed network model of the project played a central role in connecting ambassadors 
with people, groups and organizations in their city in order to find and produce the stories 
from the 150 YY project. Several ambassadors spoke about how 150 YY gave them an 
excuse to research and connect with young people working on civic engagement and 
service initiatives. As one ambassador from Montreal remarked: 

 I didn’t want to pick people that were all from the same organized 
network, I wanted to bring people together who had an idea or a passion 
and created something that addressed a need, not just someone on an 
executive committee.  

Describing what it was like to interview people, one Toronto ambassador 
described being inspired by their experience meeting the founders of the Sad Collective, a 
project that uses social media and street art to start conversations about mental health. 
They explained: 

 I’m glad I was the one who got to meet these incredible people and to 
get to know them and their initiative; it made me want to volunteer with 
their initiative. I walked away (from the interview) filling flabbergasted 
at how articulate, passionate and authentic they were. It was an 
incredible and humbling experience. 

Going through the process of meeting people and finding stories was described as 
inspiring and educational, with some ambassadors saying they learned from their peers 
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about what is involved in starting and running community-based projects. Another 
Toronto ambassador remarked how the project helped them better understand the social, 
cultural and political ways people are working towards social change. This ambassador 
described how the 150YY project inspired him to think more deeply about his career 
path:  

Learning (in the interview) about the work the 350.org is doing around 
(climate change) policy, made me think that maybe this is a direction I 
could move in. I thought more deeply about the trajectory of my career 
after having profiled people working on these issues. 

One ambassador described how the process of making the profiles allowed them 
to learn new skills (such as interviewing skills, writing, photography, research, 
storytelling) that could that they could apply in their careers. Another said that in the 
process of researching participants, they found potential job opportunities. Here we can 
observe how new practices of participatory politics have emerged alongside changing 
norms and values associated with civic and political participation. Indeed, this seems to 
reflect Bennett’s (2008) theory of “actualizing citizenship,” in which politics is 
understood as a broader set of concerns—from identity politics to community activism—
and is often motivated by a sense of individual purpose and personal expression rather 
than obligation to government. It is important to note that, while ambassadors reflected 
positively on their interactions with their peers, they mentioned the role of political elites 
or formal institutions (Cohen, et. al., 2012).  

The third pattern reflected the appeal of tangible and local manifestations of 
participation. Ambassadors described how the 150YY project helped them to see their 
city “through a different lens” and better understand the social issues facing their local 
communities, such as refugee settlement and disability rights. An Edmonton ambassador 
described:  

I learned about the degree to which my community is connected - we 
would interview one person and then try to go with someone completely 
different but we found out that the problems they face are similar.  

A Toronto-based ambassador described an experience of interviewing an 
indigenous young person in his community:  
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The first story I did was with a guy named Corey who helped to fundraise 
to build a skate park on his reserve, I thought this was a great way to 
have a lasting impact in your community. People affecting their 
communities in small ways really stuck out for me.  

Several ambassadors described traveling to neighborhoods they had not been 
before and meeting new people they might not otherwise met. As one ambassador from 
Edmonton described:  

I felt like I was making new friends because the people were around my 
age and doing similar projects to what I’m interested in. This project 
(150 YY) has been a good way to build community and see what people 
are doing outside my own field. I made sure I was interviewing people 
in the sciences, arts, do things I would never be exposed to on a 
everyday basis.  

Another ambassador from Montreal described:  

I felt like I connected with Montreal in a different way, the project got 
me out meeting people beyond my immediate sphere of influence, 
especially people who are younger than me, which was really nice. 

Another person simply said: 

…this project exposed me to a lot of exceptional people in my 
community.  

Several ambassadors described how they had quite in-depth and moving 
conversations with the participants:  

I found the interview to be great in terms of relationship building, it 
allowed for that mutual exchange of respect, I could get know people 
beyond a surface conversation. 

One way to understand these patterns is through Dahlgren’s idea of civic culture 
(2003), which emphasizes the need to focus on the "sociocultural circumstances of 
citizens" and how these circumstances can influence patterns democratic participation. 
Dahlgren notes how new forms of political participation entail new forms of 
communicative activity which establish links between the personal and the societal. 
These modes of engagement can produce reflexive interactions that have political value 
by introducing new needs and perspectives, without deferring to formal decision-making 
procedures. In some ways the looseness and creativity of 150 YY project acted as a 
mediating domain between culture and political participation – opening up new avenues 
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into political agency using culture. On the other hand, the ambassador interviews reveal a 
somewhat underwhelming response in terms of the concrete impacts of the exercise. 
While the face-to-face interactions in interviews and at the projections seemed to spark 
some meaningful discussions, the interactions did not seem to build the kind of sustained 
relationships required for consequential social change organizing.  

4.5.2. 150 YY Stories 

There were 150 stories collected by ambassadors as part of the 150YY project. 
The stories surfaced dozens of youth-led activities, projects and organizations that would 
have otherwise been extremely difficult to find. The 150 YY stories are consistent with 
the research discussed in Chapter 2 that shows how new forms of 'creative’, 'DIY' or 
‘personalized’ modes of political participation have become increasingly common as they 

revealed a myriad of community initiatives, art projects, social enterprises, technological 
inventions, advocacy campaigns, and peer-to-peer educational resources.  

Data Analysis Framework 

Given the ambiguities surrounding emerging forms of political participation and 
in order to analyze the 150YY stories collected, I drew on the “framework for youth-led 
social change” developed by Ho, Clarke & Dougherty (2015). This framework was 
originally developed as a way to identify how youth – defined as young people 15–24 
years of age – have been agents of change in Canada. It is designed to understand the 
relationships between topics, engagement types, organization types, strategies and 
impacts of youth engagement and the most effective route for achieving the social goals 
of youth-led engagement. As Ho, Clarke & Dougherty describe, the framework 
synthesizes scattered information from several contexts and fields of study, including: 

• Four strategies (Apathy is Boring, 2004; Canada25, 2005; Llewellyn et al., 
2010; Clarke & Dougherty, 2010); 

• Five categories of topic (Alvord et al., 2004; Bach, 2009; Canada25, 2005; 
Centre of Excellence for Youth Engagement, n.d.; Ho & Chernushevich, 2009; 
Jahromi et al., 2012; Sen, 2007; Wilson, 2000);  

• Three scales of impact (Clarke & Dougherty, 2010); 
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• Eight types of youth-led engagement (Alter, 2007; Canada25, 2005; Dees, 
1998; Gauthier, 2003; Jahromi et al., 2012; Jenkins et al., 2003; Keeter, 
Jenkins, Zukin, & Andolina, 2003; Lenzi et al., 2012; Light, 2006; Manning, 
2008; McLeod, 2000; O’Toole et al., 2003; Sen, 2007; Sherrod & Youniss, 
2002; Wilson, 2000);  

• Six types of youth organization (Clarke & Dougherty, 2010; Canada25, 2005; 
Llewellyn et al., 2010). 

  



130 

Table 4.1. Framework of youth-led social change (Ho, Clarke & Dougherty, 
2015) 

Category   Definition 
STRATEGY     
  Sub-Category   

  Socialization  

Synonymous with awareness-raising, making someone 
care about or aware of the social issue, whether that is 
through educational or marketing campaigns or actions 
that generate public discussion or will about an issue that 
was not initially in public view.� 

  Influence  
Indirectly influencing individuals, constituencies, 
organizations, communities, decision makers, broad 
populations or sectors to take action in addressing the 
social problem 

  Power 
Directly impacting the social problem by being or 
becoming the decision maker/authority who can take 
direct action 

  Partnership  
Directly impact the social problem through mutually 
beneficial cooperation with individuals, constituencies, 
organizations, communities, decision makers, broad 
populations or sectors.  

IMPACT SCALE      
  Sub-Category   

  Individual� Affecting one or more persons on their own; single-entity 
changes ensure� �  

  Community or 
inter-organization  

Affecting localized community or organizational scale 
such that changes are a common and accepted practice 
within this group of entities 

  National or 
international  

Social change has been institutionalized; macro scale. 
Also known as systemic impact 

PRIMARY TOPIC     
  Sub-Category   

  Human rights & 
democracy�  

Focuses on similar issues to the social justice category, 
but within a political or systemic sphere; examples may 
include proposing or fighting laws, topics regarding 
elections, or vocalizing concerns regarding government 
bodies�  

  
Equality, 
empowerment & 
social justice 

Includes – but is not limited to – issues of 
intergenerational equity, economic disparity (especially 
poverty), accessibility and access to services. This topic 
does not include legal battles, elections or other items 
that would fall under the democracy topic; however, the 
categories may overlap in some cases 



131 

Category   Definition 

  Environment 

Topics that relate to the health, wellbeing or integrity of 
the biophysical, natural environment. May include 
landscapes, habitats, other natural areas, as well as the 
species that inhabit them. All fauna – wildlife or domestic 
– are included in this topic, with the exception of human 
beings�  

  Human health & 
safety 

The mental and physical wellness of human beings. 
Includes holistic health 

  
Science, business, 
technology & 
development  

Includes topics relevant to energy, infrastructure (any 
infrastructure related to essential services, including 
electricity, education – like schools, running water, 
heating and cooling, roads, railways and other aspects of 
development), sciences (including health sciences where 
they related to research and innovation), and other 
concepts relating to the built environment which do not fit 
elsewhere  

  Education� 

Engagement that focuses on providing education 
(workshops, classes, informal learning, etc.), or which 
focus on the concept of education itself – enhancing, 
reforming, or otherwise addressing shortcomings of its 
implementation� 

  Culture & religion Topics related to any combination of culture, faith, and 
religion  

TYPE OF 
ENGAGEMENT    

  

  Sub-Category   

  Philanthropy  
The donation of money, either during or after a person’s 
life, including fundraising. When youth are not able to be 
philanthropists themselves, there are many partnership 
opportunities available  

  Volunteerism 
Volunteering, is ‘‘a planned form of helping others, which 
takes place over a period of time, in an organizational 
setting, and for which the volunteer expects no direct 
compensation’’ (Canada25, 2005: 10) 

  Political 
engagement 

Can be understood as community-oriented or political, it 
is also known as social activism. This engagement is 
characterized by a variety of political acts or inactions 

  Public policy 
May include national governments and community 
development institutions, which youth may approach as 
partners, or which youth may target for implementing 
changes, or being in direct power themselves  

  Economic activity 
An organization which has a social mission and which 
makes money, balancing between economic/ commercial 
and social motives�  

  Arts Engagement through artistic expression, including visual 
arts, music and dance� 
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Category   Definition 

  Research & 
innovation 

Creating changes by implementing innovative solutions to 
existing problems, including the use of new and existing 
research to further society’s knowledge or understanding 
of a particular subject 

  Other Any other type of engagement 
ORGANIZATIONAL 
TYPE   

  

  Sub-Category   
  Individual  Not an organization; a single youth affecting change�  

  (Informal) group 

Youth who collaborate – often organizing into a single 
identity – so as to increase support and pool together 
resources so the group may accomplish common goals. 
This may be a temporary or long- term arrangement� 

  For-profit company 

A group of youth working together under a single identity 
for the purpose of achieving common goals and driven 
largely by markets and profits/financial returns. Formally 
registered as a company of some kind�  

  Social enterprise 
A group of youth working together under a single identity 
with a balanced motivation toward both economic 
success/sustainability and social welfare/improvement 

  Non-profit 
organization 

A group of youth working together under a single identity 
for the purpose of achieving social goals and driven 
primarily by a drive to fulfill a mutually accepted mission. 
Registered as a non-profit organization or a charity� 

  Advisory body 
A group of youth working together under a single identity 
to provide feedback and recommendations to another 
(often non-youth) organization 

 

A total of 128 stories were analyzed from the 150 collected, some stories were 
discarded because they either did not contain adequate information or involved 

participants that were under 18 years old. I used this framework to keep track of patterns 
and trends among the stories. From there, I analyzed the similarities and differences 
between and within data sets for each city and paid close attention to both high and low 
frequencies across the different categories and sub-categories. Then, I linked insights 
from the data to general concepts and themes that were explored in Chapters 1 and 2 to 
identify contradictions and tensions that appear in the profiles and to what degree they 
provide evidence of counter-rationalities to neoliberal forms of governmentality.  
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Data Analysis (of 150YY stories) 

Table 4.2. Frequency counts for youth-led social change categories (non-
mutually exclusive).  

Total eligible stories: 128                 
                  
  Frequency 
City Toronto Ottawa Montreal Edmonton Vancouver   Total  % 

         
Category and sub-
categories                 
Strategy                 
Socialization 22 21 14 14 20  91 71% 
Influence 23 18 24 15 21  101 79% 
Power 12 6 11 4 4  37 29% 
Partnership 20 19 26 14 14  93 73% 
Topics         
Human rights and 
democracy 2 3 5 3 2  15 12% 

Equality, empowerment 
and social justice 17 14 21 13 17  82 64% 

Environment 5 5 1 2 5  18 14% 
Human health and safety 13 9 8 2 6  38 30% 
Science, business, 
technology and 
infrastructure 

3 3 3 2 0  11 9% 

Education 8 10 10 6 4  38 38% 
Culture and religion 5 2 4 7 1  19 15% 
Impact         
Individual 6 4 2 1 4  17 13% 
Community or inter-
organization 21 22 27 19 20  109 85% 

National or international 7 3 11 2 2  25 19% 
Type of engagement          
Philanthropy  0 2  0 0  2 1% 
Volunteerism  8 4 14 7 7  40 31% 
Political engagement  2 5 4 5 12  28 22% 
Public policy  5 4 6 5 7  27 21% 
Economic activity  1 2 0 0 0  3 2% 
Arts  5 7 4 12 8  36 28% 
Research & innovation  5 1 4 1 0  11 9% 
Other 15 14 12 4 11  56 44% 
Org. type          
Individual  8 17 2 8 7  42 33% 
(Informal) group  6 8 2 7 8  31 24% 
For-profit company  0 0 0 1 1  2 1% 
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Total eligible stories: 128                 
                  
  Frequency 
City Toronto Ottawa Montreal Edmonton Vancouver   Total  % 

         
Category and sub-
categories                 
Social enterprise  3 8 4 1 0   16 12% 
Non-profit organization  18 11 22 11 19   81 63% 
Advisory body 6 4 3 0 1   14 11% 
        2         

Described as ‘Founder’ 12 16 15 8 3   54 42% 

 

Frequency and relationship between categories 

Using the Youth-led Social Change Framework categories, the 128 stories were 
coded. The stories were analyzed by the frequency of the categories and sub-categories 

that characterized them. The categories and sub-categories were not mutually exclusive – 
meaning several sub-categories could be represented by one story. For example, a story 
about providing basic services to refugees could be counted within the ‘type of 
engagement’ category as both public policy and volunteerism sub-categories, depending 
on the nature of the story. Some categories were analyzed together because when applied 
in practice there was a clear connection and so it made sense to discuss them in relation 
to each other. For instance, the category of ‘strategy’ is discussed in combination with 
‘impact scale’; ‘engagement type’ is combined with ‘organizational type’ and ‘primary 
topic’ is discussed on its own.  

Strategy and impact scale 

When analyzing the strategy and impact scale categories, I had expected 
socialization and ‘awareness raising’ to be the most prevalent sub-category within 
strategy category, but it was actually influence (79%) and partnerships (73%) that 
reflected the highest frequency of occurrence across the stories (with socialization at 
71%). The low frequency of a ‘power’ strategy was also revealing. Many of the activities 
and projects sought to influence action through bringing together other people around a 
specific goal– whether that be through activities like organizing access to basic services 

for refugees, facilitating haircuts for low-income youth, peer-counselling for indigenous 
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language revitalization, procuring more performances spaces for community art projects 
within a city or helping provide food for homeless residents:  

Deanna Lentini (Toronto): Ever since she was little, Deanna has cared 
deeply about homelessness on the streets of Toronto. She carried 
loonies and toonies in her coat pockets and she immersed herself in 
extracurricular activities rooted in social justice. After she received a 
fast food gift card in exchange for volunteer work one night, Deanna 
gave it away to an individual she passed on the street. With the help of 
family and friends, more gift cards, and a seed funding grant from York 
University, Deanna founded Fix the 6ix to carry her actions forward and 
support Toronto’s most in-need residents. In addition to doing bulk 
purchases for shelters throughout Toronto’s six boroughs, Fix the 6ix 
distributes gift cards to individuals on the streets — and humanizes 
homelessness by sharing their stories. “This program is so different from 
just giving someone a sandwich or giving out goods, because there’s 
social capital in giving someone a gift card. Wealth does not determine 
worth.” 

Rather than being predominantly rooted in media and communication (which is 
what I had anticipated), projects were more centered in various forms of structured and 
unstructured local community organizing. It could be speculated that partnerships (at 
73% frequency) played a key role in influence strategies (as indicated by its frequency 
related to influence), where the youth partnered with non-profit organization, government 
agencies, educational institution, or their peers to in order to execute their projects.  

Ayan (Vancouver): My experience (as a refuge from Kenya) in Canada 
hasn’t been that good. My first class, a guy asked me, ‘You’re an African 
Muslim and you made it to university?’ Someone else tried to pull off my 
headscarf. After that, I missed classes for a week and then approached 
the Peak (Simon Fraser University’s student newspaper) and wrote an 
article about the different challenges immigrants and refugees survive. 
I am now working on a project with Mosaic (an organization that 
provides services for immigrants and refugees) and I do presentations 
with World University Services of Canada (A global development 
organization that improves education, employment, and empowerment 
opportunities for youth, women, and refugees).  

Within the ‘impact scale’ category, the majority of the stories sought community 
impact or impact within an organization or sector (85%).  

Widia Larivière and Mélanie Lumsden (Montreal): We realized that there 
is a gap in the education system. As young people, we don’t learn about 
our common history or the history of Indigenous peoples in schools. It 
creates racism, discrimination and stereotypes. We decided to become 
social entrepreneurs to do this work formally through our own 
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organization. We created a business plan and named our organization 
Mikana which means “path” in Anishinaabe. We decided not to wait for 
the government to create history books or lessons that include our 
common history, colonialism or how Canada was created.  

Individualized forms of impact were surprisingly low and usually in the form of 
some sort of counselling or one-on-one support (13%). Activities that sought macro or 
systemic impact (19%) were usually affiliated with larger organizations and issues such 
as global health.  

Primary Topic 

Science, business, technology and infrastructure ranked the lowest on the 
frequency of topics (9%) as did human rights and democracy (12%). The majority of the 
stories were centered around the topic of equality, empowerment and social justice 
(64%). Stories described how the identity and a lived experience of discrimination played 
a key role in the decision to become engaged and guided the types of practices deployed 
by young people who were profiled: 

Bashir Mohamed (Edmonton): Bashir wasn’t always as involved in the 
city as he is today. After a year abroad, Bashir returned to Edmonton to 
work for the government. That is when “the incident” occurred. One day 
while biking down the street, Bashir was verbally assaulted with racial 
slurs by someone in a nearby vehicle. He was able to catch a large 
portion of the interaction on video and after posting this to social media, 
the incident blew up. This started a conversation in the city about race. 
Bashir, although not surprised about the racism that occurred, was 
surprised by the reaction to the video. Not only did he get an outpouring 
of words of support, he also came across a number of people who had 
similar stories. It was at this point that Bashir decided he needed to get 
more involved in the community. Volunteering with initiatives and 
projects such as Black Lives Matter YEG & Area as the co-chair for 
policing and hosting events around Edmonton which bring community 
leaders and members together to learn and discuss the history of 
Alberta. Bashir notes the relevance and need for such discussions 
around race and history in Alberta not only based on his personal 
experiences as a black man in Alberta but also based on the global 
climate of today. 

Anayah Phares (Toronto): Anayah grew up in foster care. The first time 
she met a former youth in care who was not struggling but thriving, it 
changed her perspective — she gained better confidence and belief in 
her own potential. Anayah founded CHEERS (Creating Hope and 
Ensuring Excellent Roads to Success), a community-based mentorship 
program that supports youth transitioning from government care to 
independence. Peer mentors use their lived experience to support youth 
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in transition from care in developing life skills like financial management, 
conflict resolution and pursuing higher education. In turn, they are also 
supported by community mentors who raise awareness in their own 
networks to make change.  

Type of Engagement and Organizational Type 

The ‘type of engagement’ category and ‘organizational type’ reflected a relatively 
high frequency of volunteerism (31%) in relation to other sub-categories which is 
consistent with empirical data that indicates volunteer rates among youth are high and 
often above the national average (Turcotte, 2015; Environics, 2017). The moderately high 
frequency of arts and culture related activities (28%) was also consistent with literature 
on youth and participatory politics which demonstrates a high prevalence among youth in 
producing and disseminating cultural artifacts and exchanging ideas through symbolic 
and expressive means (Gaztambide-Fernández & Arráiz Matute, 2015;Allen and Light, 
2015; Jenkins et al., 2016).  

What was most notable within the ‘type of engagement’ category was the high 
frequency of activities that fell into the ‘other’ sub-category (44%) because they could 
not be classified via existing sub-categories such as volunteerism or philanthropy. For 
instance, many of the stories described activities that were part of a job in the social 
sector – such as a project coordinator or communication officer for a non-profit 
organization or charity: 

Alia and Megan (Toronto):  Alia and Megan both work on Jane’s Walk as 
Project Director and Walk Leader, respectively. This Toronto-based 
initiative was started by Jane Jacobs in order to encourage community 
engagement, and accomplish foundational political work that is only 
possible by opening dialogue, face-to-face, within a neighbourhood. Alia 
describes this as an essential function in the face of today’s arguments 
on online settings like Facebook and YouTube that are not conducive to 
deliberation. With Jane’s Walk, Alia and Megan make an effort to provide 
opportunities for community members to be able to look each other in 
the eye, share what they care about and physically point to their 
surroundings as the reasons for why they care. Therefore, when 
supporting the implementation of Jane’s Walks around the world, Alia 
encourages their execution to be unique and tailored to where the walk 
is happening. In addition to Jane’s Walk, Megan works with Slow Foods 
– a global, grassroots organization working to prevent the 
disappearance of food cultures and traditions and increase awareness of 
where the food being eaten comes from, and how our food choices affect 
the world around us. Through initiatives like this, she hopes to improve 
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access to, and knowledge of, healthier food options for people of all 
backgrounds. 

Kevin Rambally (Toronto): Kevin Rambally is a black queer individual 
who grew up in an area with no services that catered to the LGBTQ2+ 
community. Now a clinical social worker, Kevin works with the queer 
and trans population and has always been a huge advocate for change. 
In addition to his work, Kevin is also the Youth Beyond Barriers 
Coordinator at the Associate Youth Services for Peel organization, and 
works as a Health Promotion and Community Education Coordinator at 
the PEEL HIV/AIDS network. In addition to all of this, Kevin is now on 
the Board of Directors for Pride Toronto and continues to be a strong 
advocate for the needs of the queer and trans communities. 

Additionally, many stories that fell into the “other” sub-category (44%) in ‘type 
of engagement’ were projects that were started and sustained by a young person or group 
of young people as part of an entrepreneurial project (collective, organization or 
business) they launched on their own to address an issue. These patterns co-incited with 
the high frequency of ‘non-profit’ (63%) and ‘individual’ (33%) and informal group 
(24%) sub-categories within the ‘organization type’ category. Many stories reflected 
efforts of individuals to address a problem or need in a novel way by utilizing their 
unique skillset or position within a community. Indeed, 42% of the 128 stories described 
an individual as the ‘founder’ of an organization, project, business or collective. These 
stories detailed initiatives such as: Sacraspice Community Services teach youth culinary 
skills to empower them to choose healthier food options despite social challenges; 
Reaching Intelligent Souls Everywhere (RISE) help to create a safe and welcoming 
platform for self-expression and healing through the performance arts; Robot Missions 
brings together makers and environmentalist to build robots that clean-up trash; Lorde 
Inc. is a modeling agency focusing on countering Western-centric ideas of beauty and 

promoting people of color in the modeling sector; Soular Backpack is a start-up that 
makes backpacks with solar panels, a battery, and lamp and uses a one-for- one model to 
pair buyers from established economies to support the users in East Africa; Sad 
Collective uses social media and street art to start conversations about mental health; 
Québec Inclusif is a movement that unites active citizens from across the political 
spectrum of Québec society to promote respect for religious diversity and intercultural 
understanding.  
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4.6. Tensions and Contradictions  

In Chapter 4, I explored the 150YY project and discussed how the category of 
‘youth’ is often used ideologically to serve specific political developments through 
processes of “affirmative governmentality” (Soo-Ah Kwon, 2013). This is a context 
where young people are invited to participate in institutionalized spaces as a way to 
legitimize the narratives and policies that seek to obtain their compliance in being 
governed. Through my analysis of practices of participation that were documented in the 

150YY stories, I observed key patterns that reflected the participatory paradoxes 
discussed in Chapter 2: 1) forms of civic or political participation that lack connection to 
institutional and/or state power; 2) the individualization of social, civic and political 
participation, often through discourses of entrepreneurship. It is not surprising that these 
themes emerged from the data, given the hegemony of neoliberalism. What is surprising, 
is the nuanced ways these themes were being leveraged by young people and what this 
means for new forms of political and civic participation. The discussion below explores 
these patterns by drawing on the literature introduced in Chapters 1 and 2, analysis of 
stories, interviews with AisB staff and the 150YY ambassadors and my own 
interpretations as a participant observer.  

As was discussed in Chapter 2, the first paradox of participatory politics within 
neoliberalism is the way participation both undermines democratic institutions and 
creates new opportunities for engagement with democratic institutions. What was 
somewhat surprising but consistent with this paradox, was the low frequency (29%) with 
which ‘power’ (the aim to directly impact decision makers, policies or political 
institutions) showed up in the ‘strategy’ category. While some stories focused on policy 
or politicians, most stopped short of explicitly discussing power or addressing 

institutional forms of power. Furthermore, in the ‘topics’ category, human rights and 
democracy ranked as the second lowest (12%). Rather than try to convince authority 
figures to change their minds about a policy, the majority of the stories seemed to put an 
emphasis on working hands-on with community members to address (or bring attention 
to) a problem or provide a needed service that had been identified.  This Do-It-Yourself 
(DIY) or Do-It-Together (DIT) ethos seemed to reflect some of the neoliberal tendencies 
discussed in Chapter 1, where certain forms of civic engagement encourage a privatized 
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model of public services and where responsibility for key areas of policy, such as poverty 
or the environment, is shifted away from the state towards market forces, civil society 
and the individual. The net effect is to place more and more of the issues that matter to 
people out the realm of government accountability.  

Within the 150YY stories, the apparent lack of critical consideration of 
government accountability manifested as a non-acknowledgement of formal systems of 
power and the role of the state in supporting social projects. The combination of 
disincentives and a lack of motivation or knowledge in navigating government-supported 
programs, made it so that influencing decision-making was not a top priority and, in some 

cases, it seemed like a distraction. This was the case even though the participants 
expressed concern and enthusiasm for the issues they were working on. The implication 
of this is that participants become ‘invested in’ forms of participation that undermine 
their collective power and reinforce existing power dynamics that rely on individualism.  

For instance, there were several stories that focused on mental health and the need 
for more mental health support among youth. However, none of the stories made the 
connection to the role of public health care in addressing mental health. On the contrary, 
the stories suggested dealing with mental health issues was primarily the role of online 
forums, YouTube videos, university programs and non-profit organizations – approaches 
that encouraged young people to find their own solutions and “take charge of their own 
wellbeing”. The prominent role of non-profit and community organizations reflects what 
some refer to as “government through community”, a depoliticizing tendency of 
neoliberalism which is attributed to the way civil society associations fill the vacuum left 
by the dismantling of the welfare state (Rose 1999; Dean 1999; Isin 2000; Ilcan and 
Basok 2004). Others suggest that the appeal of community-centered non-governmental 
organizations is precisely their distance from politics because, while ‘politics’ has 
increasingly become a dirty word, community-based voluntary organizations have gained 
trust and legitimacy through their grassroots approach (Vrasti, 2009). This illustrates how 

concern for and interest in social and political issues gets de-politicized by removing the 
collectivist orientation and constraining what is possible through such projects. 

Additionally, the high frequency with which ‘cultural’ or ‘artistic’ goals were 
mentioned in the stories reflect a key aspect of the neoliberal condition, namely the 
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fetishization of ‘creativity’ as a motivating factor in participation. As Mcguigan (2016) 
points out, enterprising ‘creativity’ has arisen to great prominence in neoliberal society as 
more people are subjected to the general uncertainty of precarious labour and must 
fashion personal initiative in order to cope with a context where collective representation 
has been eliminated or severely restricted. Moreover, the values of creativity, culture and 
artistry are not at odds with neoliberal economics; they have instead been integrated into 
a logic of neoliberal productivity and action (Boltanski and Chiapello, 2007). 

While these patterns of depoliticization were reflected in the 150YY project, it is 
also important to consider the ‘theory of change’ of a project like 150YY. Indeed, the 

engagement strategy was based on the knowledge that young people are already alienated 
from formal politics and therefore sought to showcase alternative avenues for political 
engagement and to lead young people ‘up the ladder’ of participation. As one senior staff 
person explained, formal political activity is important but not always the top priority:  

There's a definition of democracy that we've been using in the office: 
"Democracy is not fundamentally national, nor is it fundamentally about 
voting, but it is fundamentally about people taking charge of the 
conditions under which they live." For us, that struck a chord in terms 
of thinking about democracy as the process by which people come 
together collaboratively to make decisions for the community and for 
the conditions that surround them. We're not saying that we don't want 
people to vote. We do think that is still an important way to build power. 
We just think that voting is not the core objective of democracy. The 
core objective of democracy is for people to work collaboratively on 
coming up with decisions to address problems…Voting is one of those 
tools for how we engage in that collaborative process. You can’t really 
create systems of change right now in Canada without engaging with 
the systems that are in place. It's definitely not to disregard what's 
currently there, but it's to deepen the process. 

The above comments seem to reflect aspects of the ‘anti-apathy’ paradigm 
discussed in Chapter 2 (Dalton, 2008, 2014; Phelps, 2012; Norris, 1999, 2002, 2011; 
Inglehart, 1990), which argues that young people have an interest in politics and support 
democracy but feel alienated from political institutions and do not believe they provide 

sufficient opportunities for democratic participation. This is also consistent with themes 
discussed in the literature which describe how younger citizens have an aversion to 
“duty-based” forms of participation and prefer “actualizing” modes that allow them to 
realize their distinctive civic and political aspirations (Bennett, 2012: 26). Indeed, many 
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of the 150YY stories reflected a desire to facilitate, mediate and negotiate networks, and 
deploy social capital in ways that enabled others to express themselves, access services 
and participate in community.  

Rather than (or perhaps in addition to) affirmative governmentality, the 150YY 
stories could reflect, as Pippa Norris (1999, 2002, 2011) argues, more sophisticated 
citizens who are dissatisfied with traditional hierarchical institutions and who harbour a 
growing desire for more vibrant and responsive forms of political participation (1999: 
27). The unconventional forms of participation that were documented in the 150YY 
stories suggest young people are turning to ‘micro-political’ or ‘cause-oriented’ actions, 

that are focused on influencing local communities and personal networks rather than 
formal institutions. In many cases, subpolitics seems to be a more attractive proposition 
than formal politics because rather than focusing on what young people perceive to be 
unresponsive but “symbolically rich political institutions” (Beck, 1997: 98), it allows 
young people to use their creativity and vision to contribute to the public sphere in ways 
that feel more meaningful to them. In some cases, the participants expressed a feeling of 
outright refusal to engage with political institutions or processes. For instance, one young 
indigenous participant in 150YY described the relationship to institutional politics in the 
following way:  

There’s many of First Nations people that don’t vote. A lot of that comes 
from our traditional teaching of: once we vote (in the colonial system), 
we are steping outside of our own form of democracy that we call ‘the 
great law of peace’ (the oral constitution of the Iroquois Confederacy). 
Voting isn’t the answer to everything. For us, we prefer our form of 
democracy which has been around for thousands of years.  

In response to the narrow choices in the formal political arena and the legacy of 
colonialism in Canada, it is not surprising that young indigenous people chose to engage 
in their own traditions rather than with the state institutions that continue to oppress them. 
As Walter Mignolo (2011) points out, decolonization can be seen as working outside the 
“rules of the game(s)” of neoliberalism. However, there is a difference between working 
outside of dominant political institutions and power structures in order to challenge them, 
and working outside of them in ways that do not intersect with those institutions and 
structures. While the refusal to participate in systems of oppression is understandable, it 
is still necessary to engage with these systems in order to challenge them effectively. 
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Indeed, neoliberalism (and neocolonialism for that matter) is fine with (and often 
encourages) forms of politics that retreat from or do not challenge their authority to 
structure social and political life. In other words, the crux of participatory politics is less 
about working inside or outside ‘the system’ and more whether that system is challenged, 
resisted, transformed – or, left intact. One of the reasons the decolonization movement is 
able to resist neoliberalism and neocolonialism in powerful ways is because it challenges 
these regimes from both the ‘outside’, through exercising cultural and political 
sovereignty, and from the ‘inside’ by working with dominant institutions and 
governments to settle land claims and gain reparations for past exploitations.  

In addition to creativity and community, entrepreneurship was a consistent theme 
throughout the 150YY project. As was discussed above, many of the stories expressed a 
fondness for a DIY entrepreneurial ethic. Indeed, 42% of the stories profiled an 
individual who was described as the ‘founder’ of an organization, project, business or 
collective. Most of these projects could be labeled as ‘social entrepreneurship’, a broad 
term used to describe an approach to solving social problems that draws on principles 
from the business sector and has been the focus of many educational programs targeted at 
youth in Canada (Council of Ontario Universities, 2013). The elusive concept of social 
entrepreneurship has taken on a variety of meanings. In some cases, it refers to 
entrepreneurs using business skills and knowledge to create enterprises that accomplish 
social purposes, while being commercially viable. In other cases, social entrepreneurship 
is focused on innovations that have consequences for social problems, often with 
relatively little attention to economic viability by ordinary business criteria. In other 
scenarios, social entrepreneurship manifests as a way to produce small changes in the 
short term that reverberate through existing systems to ‘scale’ large changes in the longer 
term (Alvord, et. al, 2004).  

Some commentators have made persuasive critiques of the field of social 
entrepreneurship. For instance, Ganz, Kay & Spicer (2018) argue that social 

entrepreneurship is concerned with technical innovations to mostly knowledge problems 
while our biggest collective problems are actually about power. Power problems, they 
suggest, are only solved by the kind of democratic political action involved in collective 
social movements. In other words, the field of social entrepreneurship either undervalues 
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or deliberately undermines public voice and the role of government in shaping social 
conditions. Szeman (2015) argues the pervasiveness of entrepreneurship has come to 
permeate our social imaginaries to the point where it denotes an unquestioned ‘common 
sense’, a social value with the legitimacy to shape public policy, social development, 
economic futures, and cultural beliefs and expectations. He describes the subjectivity of 
the entrepreneur as “the neoliberal subject par excellence—the perfect figure for a world 
in which the market has replaced society” and describes how the subjectivity of 
entrepreneur is taken up within neoliberal societies: 

….the disappearance of the state is not viewed as a consequence of a series 
of political decisions that favor the operations of capitalism and further the 
ends of an economic elite but rather as a clearing of the way for a new 
condition of contemporary life linked to the historical victory of liberalism 
and the ubiquity of new communication technologies, and the fantasies of 
the unfettered individual freedoms that attend both (2015:476).  

While it is true that dominant narratives of entrepreneurship can exacerbate 
challenges associated with inequality and undermine collectivist orientations required for 
democratic participation, it is also true that social entrepreneurship as a form of 
participation can create opportunities for more adaptive and flexible responses to the 
complex set of issues facing humanity – from climate change and income inequality to 
gender discrimination and racism. Solutions to social problems such as these demand 
fundamental transformations in political, economic, cultural and social structures. These 
transformations must operate on multiple levels and in several realms simultaneously. 
Therefore, the value of entrepreneurship in this context is in the figure of the political 
entrepreneur – the creative, dynamic, motivated ‘individual’ who uses their creativity, 
social networks, and digital technologies to assemble novel forms of collective action and 
solidarity that directly confront structures of power.  In other words, social 
entrepreneurship requires a ‘consequentialist’ dimension in order to fortify its political 
impacts. An example of this form of political entrepreneurship can be observed in 16-
year-old Swedish climate activist Greta Thunberg. In August 2018, she became famous 

for speeches she gave at the COP24 UN Climate Conference and the World Economic 
Forum where she called out rich elites for obstructing progress on climate change issues. 
She was also responsible for starting the first school strike for climate outside the 
Swedish parliament building (Crouch, 2018) which inspired school students across the 
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globe to take part in student strikes. As of December 2018, more than 20,000 students 
held strikes in at least 270 cities (Carrington, 2018).  

Therefore, contrary to the ideas that social entrepreneurship is guided by a 
neoliberal belief in the unfettered market, the entrepreneurial ethic of youth does not 
necessarily undermine the role of government and democratic voice, it responds to a 
neoliberal context that is falling short of meeting people’s needs. What has become clear 
is that young people understand that social change often requires operating outside formal 
political systems to push for change. The 150YY stories demonstrate a desire among 
youth to provide pathways for civic action by their peers and members of their 

community. At a time when young people are retreating from political institutions, the 
entrepreneurial ethic appears to give young people the motivation and opportunities to 
make a contribution - often cutting through the cynicism, division and alienation that is 
paralyzing our democracy.  

However, while this case study indicates that young people are leveraging the 
hegemony of entrepreneurship to pursue to political concerns, over-reliance on 
entrepreneurialism risks perpetuating inconsequential forms of participatory politics 
which can ultimately deepen cynicism and withdrawal.  Indeed, the ubiquity of 
entrepreneurial subject can function to dismiss the role of government as a potential 
counter to the power of markets or discount the role of social institutions in addressing 
issues of wealth redistribution. What is required, therefore, is a focus on political 
entrepreneurship – a form of entrepreneurship that aims to mobilize collective action 
targeted at changing the structure and organization of power. Without this orientation, 
efforts of social entrepreneurship is of limited political utility in the context of 
participatory politics within neoliberal society. 

If we use the new definition of participatory politics I outlined in the introduction 
of this chapter, we can see that the practices of participatory politics of the 150YY project 
do indeed use cultural mechanisms to express political concerns but, in many cases, fall 

short of framing those projects in a way that strives to address power relations between 
privileged and non-privileged actors. On aggregate, the 150YY project is saying 
something important about how young people want to participate – they want to 
participate in ways that are meaningful, social, creative and consequential. But without 
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channeling this energy toward reforming how decisions are made, the projects come off 
as looking co-opted or negligible, when they actually represent important shifts in 
political participation. In other words, the emphasis on community, creativity and 
entrepreneurship needs to be combined with an understanding among young people that 
the purpose of participation is to address power relations between privileged and non-
privileged actors. I am not talking about ‘youth advisory councils’ where young people 
are consulted but decision-making is ultimately in the hands of adults or elites. I am 
talking about youth actually governing and having a say in how resources are distributed.  

In order for this to manifest in broad and consequential ways, we need youth 

spaces within political organizations and cultural institutions where neoliberalism is 
named, explained, criticized and challenged. It is in conjunction with these institutional 
supports that participatory politics can have a tangible effect. Related to this is the need 
for basic political knowledge and training of how policies are developed, how decisions 
are made, how power works and how it is disrupted. As has been documented, civic 
literacy in Canada is alarmingly poor. For instance, the Canadian Election Study found 
that 60% of Canadians could identify their premier in 2015, compared to 90% in 1984 
(Morden et. al, 2019). In addition, a poll conducted in 2008 by the Dominion Institute 
and Ipsos Reid found that half of respondents thought the prime minister was directly 
elected (Ipsos Reid, 2008) while a 2010 study found that nearly 20% of Canadian adults 
are “inattentive” to the news (Howe, 2011: 35; Morden et. al, 2019).  

This is perhaps not surprising since if we consider that in most high schools, 
civics is only touched on in history or social studies curriculums and civics courses are 
often not a requirement for a high school diploma (see Osborne, 2000; Milner & Lewis, 
2011; Morden et. al, 2019). Furthermore, even if civics is taught, the nature of the 
curriculum can function to re-enforce neoliberal values. As Kennelley (2009: 133) points 
out in her study of secondary school curriculum in Canada:  

…(civics curricula in Canada) does little to inform individuals about their 
rights and entitlements as citizens within the state (e.g., to education, health 
care, welfare). Instead, the form of subjectivity implied by the civics 
curricula is the model of the desirable citizen within the context of 
neoliberal states, whose qualities include endless self-scrutiny, an 
individualized focus on one’s personal development over and above the 
well-being of the collective…The repeated return to the notion of 
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responsibility becomes the ultimate individual, self-reflexive burden of the 
citizen in neoliberal times.  

 Given these dynamics, the critical question for participatory politics is how to 
both educate and mobilize people/youth around demanding a shift in governance and how 
to make collective decision making more accessible to more people. Combining practices 
of participatory politics with civic literacy and consequential decision making would not 
only attract more young people to participate in society (because participation would be 
on their terms), it would allow young people to learn how to make collective decisions 
that have implications beyond themselves. Without explicitly analyzing and addressing 
power relations between privileged and non-privileged actors in formal or informal 
decision-making processes, the trends of participatory politics demonstrated in 150YY 
are severely limited in terms of political impact. An example of this is the youth-led 
movement against gun violence in America which erupted after a gunman opened fire at 
Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School in Parkland, Florida, killing seventeen students 
and staff members in February 2018. The Parkland students who lead the #NeverAgain 
movement focused not only motivating their peers, organizing networks and changing 

decision-making among elected politicians but also on making clear how the gun lobby 
funds political campaigns as well as mainstream media organizations. The students were 
successful in getting gun law reform at both the state and federal level (Wikipedia 
contributors, 2019).  

This example makes clear how participatory politics must address power relations 
and decision-making or risk getting co-opted or de-politized. In short, at some point you 
have to confront networks of power if you want to change society. The failure to 
articulate a more explicit political dimension means that a project like 150YY are 
severely impeded in their ability to have critical impact. So, at the end of this case study, 
we can conclude that the social entrepreneurship demonstrated through the 150YY stories 
cannot challenge the hegemony of neo-liberalism on its own. It must be combined with a 
larger narrative and political education that is explicitly against neoliberalism – its 
doctrine, its policy agenda and its manifestation in the cultural interactions of everyday 
life.  
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Since 150YY, AisB has pursed their RISE program which invites young people to 
lead their own community projects that address issues like mental health, social isolation 
and climate change. The idea here is that AisB facilitates youth to lead their own projects 
in collaboration with their peers, which is a positive step toward facilitating the capacity 
of youth as decision makers, community organizers and movement builders. The crucial 
factor to consider with RISE is if and how it shifts the position of young people in 
relation to institutional power and allows them to shape the conditions that create their 
everyday experiences.  

4.7. Conclusion 

At the beginning of this chapter I discussed how the category of ‘youth’ is often 
used as a form of “affirmative governmentality” (Kwon, 2013) where young people are 
invited to participate in institutionalized spaces to legitimize the narratives and policies 
that seek to obtain their compliance in being governed. This can have the effect of 
transforming youth-orientated non-profits into extensions of the state, rendering political 
efforts (that speak out against injustice and demand meaningful change in state action) 
inherently contradictory (Benard, 2016).  

In the case of the 150YY project, we can observe evidence of affirmative 
governmentality in several aspects of the project. First, the 150YY project was one of 38 
“signature projects” of the Canada 150 initiative which represented nearly 40 per cent of 
the $200-million the federal government spent on Canada 150 (Leblanc & Hannay, 
2017). With the majority of the funding for 150YY coming from the Government of 
Canada through the Canada 150 Fund, the project had to adhere to the “goal” of the Fund 
which was “to create opportunities for Canadians to participate in activities that 
contribute to building a sense of pride and attachment to Canada” (Heritage Canada, 

2017). Because “advocacy projects” were not eligible for funding, the 150YY project 
could not be critical of the government or its policies without putting at risk critical future 
funding opportunities. As a result, the project had to represent ‘youth engagement’ as a 
non-threatening endeavour which rendered it politically inconsequential. In other words, 
even if the stories dealt with political issues such as climate change, poverty or 
decolonization, the 150YY project was restricted from saying anything critical about the 
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federal government, even though the actions of the government were directly implicated 
in some of the issues brought up in the stories.  

Second, the intention of the 150YY project was to use youth ‘voice’ (Couldry, 
2010) as a way for young people to take control of and shape their own modes and 
narratives of engagement. Voice in this context is the capacity of people to “give an 
account of themselves and of their place in the world” in terms that are not only 
personally meaningful but can also be heard and acted on by others. While the 150YY 
did offer genuine opportunities for voice through the stories, the forces of affirmative 
governmetality resulted in the project often manifesting as “a celebration of people 

speaking and telling their stories”, but without being placed in a larger political context 
that describes the forces that enable or block certain voices from being taken seriously as 
part of ongoing struggles over power (Couldry, 2010: 130).  

While the ‘agitator, innovator, and orchestrator’ framework and AisB’s theory of 
change present compelling ways to approach youth political participation, it is important 
to take into consideration how the structural disempowerment of neoliberalism can 
undermine these efforts. It could be that there is a fear or reluctance among organizations 
like AisB to acknowledge that certain forms of behavior (such as making a video, 
launching an Instagram project or starting a company) orientates politics around culture 
rather than power which can impair critical analysis and social change efforts. Indeed, as 
Jodi Dean (2005) makes clear, there is risk that expressive politics can become an end 
unto itself – an exercise in voice with little or no hope of influence. But, there are other 
ways to understand AisB’s approach to political participation: cultural and social change 
encouraged by the organization may have cumulative impacts; DIY projects and 
campaigns may increase visibility of people and issues without achieving immediate 
success; individuals and groups may be acquiring or mastering competencies and 
resources that they can deploy more efficiently in the future (Jenkins, 2016: 268). In other 
words, while systemic and institutional change should be the primary goal of 

participatory politics, there is also immense value in cultural and educational qualities of 
expressive politics.  

This case study has explored how the 150 Years Young project illustrates how 
new patterns of political participation present contradictory and contingent dynamics that 
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both reinforce neoliberal forms of governmentality and present counter-rationalities to 
neoliberalism. In the previous chapters, we have established that there is a growing 
retreat from formal and institutional mechanisms of political participation while forms of 
‘participatory’ political activities are increasing – particularly among younger 
demographics. This shift means that fewer young people are voting and joining political 
parties and more young people are participating in non-institutional, ‘alternative’ or 
‘elite-challenging’ activities (Painter-Main, 2014). Nowadays, building an app, becoming 
a vegan, boycotting or buycotting a product, planting a garden, throwing a street party, 
forwarding emails, yarn bombing, attending a political poetry slam – can all be 

considered emerging forms of participatory ‘do-it-yourself’ citizenship (Ratto and Boler, 
2014). It is important to keep in mind that while emerging forms of participatory politics 
such as these offer novel and sometimes innovative ways to engage in politics, they can 
also assume the problematic atomistic individual associated with neoliberalism - where 
individual choice obscures realities of social hierarchies and power differentials. Indeed, 
these potentially ‘political’ practices may align with or be appropriated by the neoliberal 
status quo which, as was discussed in Chapters 1 and 2, undermines democratic 
institutions and disempowers collectivist politics. Indeed, there are valid objections to the 
idea that ‘planting a garden’, ‘buying organic’ or ‘throwing a street party’ are political 
acts and considering them political simply obscures how power operates in contemporary 
societies. Furthermore, the growing diversity of new modes of participation makes it hard 
to avoid purely subjective definitions of what constitutes political participation and what 
does not. This runs the risk of potentially considering every action in daily life to be 
political which renders the term ‘political’ practically meaningless. Van Deth points out 
that “many newer, ‘creative’, ‘personalized’, ‘individualized’ or ‘conscious’ modes of 
participation such as political consumption, street parties or guerrilla gardening are non-
political activities used for political purposes” (2014: 350). She argues that in order to tell 
the difference between political and non-political engagement, it is important to consider 

the aims and intentions of the activities in question and develop a coherent schema for 
distinguishing between political and non-political (or apolitical) action. This is where my 
new definition of participatory politics is useful because it helps to sort through and 
evaluate the myriad of activities that are considered political participation today. As a 
reminder, the definition established in Chapter 2 is:  
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Participatory politics is when citizens express their political concerns – 
through the production and circulation of media or other cultural 
mechanisms – with the goal of addressing power relations between 
privileged and non-privileged actors in formal or informal decision-making 
processes.  

In Chapter 7, I discuss 150YY in light of this definition and how the project 
reveals key contradictions in relationship between neoliberal governmentality and 
participatory politics.  
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Chapter 5.  
 
Case Study: Creative Publics  

5.1. Introduction 

While cultural production has always been an important part of political 
movements, much analysis treats these modes of expression as distinct or separate from 
more traditional forms of civic practices and everyday political participation. As was 
discussed in Chapter 2, the “participatory turn” (Jenkins, 2015) in culture and media has 
meant that political participation is increasingly intertwined with identity, self-expression 
and everyday life as “personal action frames” (Bennett and Segerberg, 2012) situate 
political identities in the private sphere where ethics, morality, culture and politics 
intersect. As individuals and groups respond to political issues using the affordance of 
digital media, amateur art, media and cultural production is increasingly becoming an 
important site of political engagement. However, distinguishing ‘political’ from ‘non-
political’ or ‘a-political’ is not a simple task. In the case of Creative Publics, public art-
making alone is not a political activity, but it can become one when participants use the 
activity to engage with and explore political ideas relating to the election.  

Given that there has been a widespread decline in electoral participation over the 
past thirty years in Western democracies, it is of growing importance to interrogate the 
relationship between creative practices and formal political processes such as elections. 
More specifically, it is essential to understand the role of the participatory condition in 

giving expression and affective intensity to the relationship between ‘the political’ 
(Mouffe, 2005) — the everyday relations of power that enable and constrain life — and 
‘politics’ — the  more traditional institutions of political power, specifically elections. 
Often acting as a mediator between politics and the political, amateur cultural production 
now play a key role in “political formations of affect” (Papacharissi, 2015: 9) and in 
constituting the mediapolis during elections – a space that interweaves social and political 
life with communication networks and media discourses (Bakardjieva, 2016).  
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In this chapter I focus on assessing amateur art-making as a form of participatory 
politics within the context of a federal election where it operated both as an instrumental 
action for voter engagement and an expressive activity of self-actualization and dialogue. 
This chapter (and subsequent analysis in Chapter 7) aims to provide more insight into the 
relationship between what I called political making (do-it-yourself/do-it-together art, 
media or cultural production focused on political issues) and traditional political 
participation while exploring how participatory art is implicated in the mediation of 
politics and the political. I begin by describing the societal context of the election and 
explore a cross-country ecology of do-it-yourself (DIY) art, media and cultural 

production that emerge leading up to the election. I then focus on an experimental field 
study I led, Creative Publics: Art-Making Inspired by the Federal Election, that 
orchestrated temporary sites for amateur art-making as a way to inquire into how 
participatory arts could be used to facilitate temporary political public spheres.  

The aim of this chapter is to illustrate how people use political making to find 
their way through, or lose themselves in, the ‘complex web of private and public worlds’ 
(Couldry 2006: 335) that characterize the public participation within an election. In 
addressing the two research questions of this dissertation, this chapter focuses on what 
kind of articulations of the political arise through creative acts when applied to traditional 
democratic institutions like elections. In what follows, I draw on interviews with people 
who participated in the art-making activities, and ethnographic notes generated via 
observations I made while attending the events. It is with this inquiry in mind that we 
turn to the 2015 Canadian Federal Election. 

5.2. 2015 Canadian Federal Election  

In Canada, the national government operates as a parliamentary system, 

composed of three parts: the monarch, the Senate, and the House of Commons. There are 
338 members of parliament (MPs) that are directly elected by eligible Canadian voters, 
with each MP representing a single electoral district. Although there are over a dozen 
political parties that participate in federal elections and only five of these parties have 
seats in parliament, the Canadian government has essentially operated under a two-party 
system in which the centre-right Conservative Party competes with the centre-left Liberal 
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Party for control of the House of Commons. The further left New Democratic Party and 
Bloc Quebecois Quebec separatist party are two influential smaller parties, but neither 
have been elected to power. The Green Party holds one seat. 

The 2015 Federal Election was the longest in Canadian history. Running for 
eleven weeks, the length of the election greatly exceeded the 36-day statutory minimum 
for elections in Canada. Since the 11-week campaign was more than twice the minimum 
length, the campaign spending limits more than doubled, to around $50 million for a 
registered party running candidates in all 338 ridings. Since the Conservatives had many 
monied supporters, many observers saw this as a move by the incumbent Conservative 

Party to establish an advantage over their opponents (Fletcher, 2015). 

The extra-long election cycle allowed the electorate more time to consider 
candidate and party platforms, and perhaps a better chance for voters to make an 
informed choice. More time also allowed for a remarkable range of issues to get their due 
airing and the emotionality of the campaign to intensify. Resentment in the body politic 
was palpable as then Prime Minister Stephen Harper of the Conservative party, had 
alienated large swaths of the electorate with a series of aggressive policies and draconian 
actions against civil society. Over its nine-year tenure, the Harper regime was accused of 
making sweeping changes to laws and regulations with no debate in Parliament through 
Omnibus budget bills that negatively impacted environmental protections, voting rights, 
government surveillance, and public spending on social programs. Outrage grew as the 
Harper government was accused of silencing environmental scientists, spying on 
activists, and targeting civil society groups for audits through the Canada Revenue 
Agency (CRA) (Healy, 2008). 

As the election date drew closer, there were two specific moments that evoked 
strong affective resonance from the Canadian public and had a decisive influence on the 
tone of the election. The first was when the Conservatives re-asserted their position on 
banning Muslim women from wearing the niqab during citizenship ceremonies and 

threatened to take the matter to the Supreme Court. While only a small minority of 
women wanted to wear niqabs at citizenship ceremonies, it was used by the Conservative 
government as a form of ‘dog-whistle politics’ to exploit Islamophobia as a wedge issue 
to divide the public (Bryden, 2015). Their strategy backfired when they attempted to pass 
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the ‘Zero Tolerance for Barbaric Cultural Practices Act’ and pledged to create a “barbaric 
cultural practices” tip line for neighbours to report on each other if they suspected acts of 
polygamy, forced marriages, and female genital mutilation (Powers, 2015). The public 
responded by condemning the move, the government lost in court and the architects of 
the policy eventually apologized with some claiming that it was the key mistake that cost 
them the election (Payton, 2016). The second moment was the Conservative 
government’s handling of the Syrian refugee crisis. After a photograph of a lifeless three-
year-old Alan Kurdi made international headlines in the middle of the election campaign, 
it was revealed Kurdi’s aunt had made an effort to sponsor his family’s application for 

refugee status but was denied by then Conservative Minister of Immigration, Chris 
Alexander. 

These two attempts to use racism and fear-mongering for political gain failed. 
And as the Conservatives deployed other attempts to undermine indigenous people, erode 
civil liberties and undercut democratic institutions - the election quickly became about 
the ‘becoming’ of the collective identity of Canada. Collectively the country was asking: 
what kind of country do we want to become and what values guide us? The collective 
moral identity of Canada as a caring, open, tolerant, diverse and progressive country was 
being openly contested by a hostile government and a Prime Minister who was 
increasingly perceived, in the words of once-staunch Conservative Conrad Black, as "... a 
sadistic Victorian schoolmaster," with an "almost sociopathic personality" (Black, 2015). 

Given the contentious state of the election, perhaps it is not surprising that voter 
turnout increased to its highest level in over 20 years, from 61.1 percent in 2011 to 68.3 
percent in 2015 (Elections Canada). Some observers suggest it was strategic voting and 
the “anyone but Harper” unpopularity of the Conservative leader (Kashani, 2015). 
Others attributed it to a generational shift in values that favoured a youthful candidate 
(Liberal leader Justin Trudeau) promising public spending accompanied by the Liberal 
Party’s aggressive social media strategy targeting young voters (Grenier, 2016). Still 

other commentators pointed to the numerous nationally-networked, celebrity-endorsed 
get-out-the-vote campaigns (Tieleman, 2015). It was likely these and other factors 
ultimately led to the Liberals winning a majority government in the 2015 federal election. 
Nevertheless, these post-rationalisations overlook the dynamic and fluid changes that 
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occurred during the long election campaign itself - including the role of creative and 
cultural production in constituting new forms of political participation in response to 
events at the time. 

5.3. A National Ecology of Participatory Political Culture  

As was discussed in Chapter 2, citizens are using participatory art, media and 
culture to fashion new, dynamic political environments. Leading up to the election, 
political agency appeared to be expanding through new political repertoires of creativity 

that allowed citizen to use images and film, visual art, design, music, dance, theatre, 
social media, data and technology as a form of peer-to-peer engagement. New forms of 
communication media provided the means to create election-related cultural content in 
ways previously unimagined. 

In the months leading up to the election, an array of DIY citizen-produced 
projects used various forms of cultural production to motivate peer-to-peer political 
engagement. The Vote Savvy project, for instance, started by students at the University of 
Guelph, produced over a dozen videos using satire to encourage viewers to organize vote 
mobs. They also started the #myfirsttime video meme series that invited participants to 
make videos describing their first-time voting experiences. Similar projects like Be the 
Vote, Right to Vote, 31 Reasons, and Voting Buddies, used photography, short videos, 
graphic design, hashtags, and social media to engage young people to learn how to cast a 
ballot, how to encourage others to vote, and how to organize in-person events. The 
VOTE4NUDES project even promised provocative nude photos sent over Twitter private 
message to those who could prove they had voted. Other projects used information and 
data to engage voters. Strategicvoting.ca, voteswap.ca, iSideWith.com, votes.mp, 
Pollinize, and I CAN Party drew on data analysis to help people vote strategically and 

decide which candidates most aligned with their values. Mobile application Vote Note 
used GPS technology to pinpoint riding districts for voters, providing them with 
information about candidates, polling station locations, and a clock that counted down to 
election day. 
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Many other projects used art, music, and comedy to disseminate more explicitly 
anti-Conservative messages. Harpoon and Shit Harper Did engaged comedians and 
political cartoonists to make humorous videos aimed at convincing young Canadians to 
vote. Imagine Oct20th and Rock the Indigenous Vote consisted of decentralized music 
shows organized by musicians explicitly calling for a change in government. Canadian 
musicians wrote songs and made music videos to express dissent: the video for Blue 
Rodeo’s song Stealin’ My Dreams garnered over 389,200 views on You Tube (Blue 
Rodeo, 2015); indie bands Hey Rossetta and Yukon Blond’s collaboration, Land You 
Love, received over 72,280 views (Sovereign Sentience, 2015); and Spoken Word Poet 

Shane Koyczan’s poem The Cut (which refers to Stephen Harper as the “pallbearer” of 
Canadian rights and freedoms) attracted over 144,000 views (Koyzan, 2015). Meanwhile, 
Drake the Vote amassed 8,597 signatures calling on hip-hop musician Drake to make a 
PSA about voting (Bowsher, 2015). An election-themed art exhibition also took place in 
Toronto called The Vote Show that included works from acclaimed Canadian artists. As 
part of the Vote Show, a Toronto-based art collective crafted the “My Prime Minister 
Embarrasses Me” tote bags, which sold out soon after appearing online (Krishnan, 2015). 
The Harper Toilet Paper crowdfunding campaign produced rolls of toilet paper printed 
with the face of Stephen Harper to be distributed in swing ridings “where we desperately 
need people to vote strategically” (Lavoie, 2015). 

Despite the proliferation of participatory politics, emerging forms of political 
creativity do not fit neatly into the traditions of political information dissemination 
dominated by legacy media outlets. It is therefore not unsurprising that this transmedia 
ecology of participatory politics went largely unnoticed by media outlets, who were 
instead preoccupied with the “horse race” style reporting and narratives fuelled by 
opinion polls (Prystupa, 2015; Armstrong, 2015; Valiante, 2015). This was the case 
despite it being a broad and vibrant cultural display of creative election engagement. 
More importantly, this ecology reveals the changing nature of political discourse brought 

about through participatory politics. It suggests that citizen-instigated discourse can 
facilitate a creative agency that operates as a peer-to-peer form of political motivation. 
When observed collectively, these creative political expressions reconfigured dynamics 
of power, agency, and the symbolic codes that play out during elections. By blurring the 
boundaries between the personal and the political and by bringing the sociability of the 
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private sphere into public, these projects reveal new political rituals that prioritize the 
affective resonance of creative expression over rationality of deliberative discourse 
(Fenton, 2016: 96).  

5.4. Media Practice and Making Media Studies 

This ecology of the creative political projects leads to questions of how and to 
what extent citizens who produce political culture (rather than consume what was 
produced by the dominant institutions) counter or reinforce neoliberal governmentality, 

cynical appeals to the individualized citizen-consumer and to what extend they support 
democratic participation. These questions will be taken up throughout this chapter and 
again in Chapter 7. The goal of this chapter is to explore and describe how the act of 
‘making’ can provide a new perspective on electoral participation and the degree to 
which such acts might inform new approaches to engagement with institutional politics. 
This draws on an emerging area of study within media and communication studies that 
focuses on practices of creativity and media production. In his book Making Media 
Studies: The creativity turn in media and communication studies, David Gauntlett (2015) 
describes an emerging form of media and communication research that focuses on the act 
of creating media and communications, rather than analysing the reception of news, 
information, or entertainment. This approach views media as “triggers for experience” 
and engages with the political, economic and technological system in terms of how they 
support or suppress everyday creativity. This view assumes an assertive and 
interventionist orientation to media: individuals make and share things because they want 
to do something, create something, communicate with others or bring about a reaction or 
change. Related to this is the concept of “DIY citizenship” (Hartley, 2002; Ratto and 
Boler, 2014) which brings together the affordances of new media with the practice of 

‘critical making’ to describe emerging forms of citizenship that draw on creativity and 
collective know-how.  

From a media sociology perspective, Nick Couldry’s (2012) discussion of media 
practice theory argues that we should think of media as ‘practice’ and direct attention to 
what people are doing, with and around media, rather than focus only on the media 
content itself. This approach is concerned with how people integrate media into their 
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everyday lives in routinized and socially-learned ways, acknowledging that we engage in 
such practices in our efforts to meet human needs and ethical questions about how we 
should live with one another. Informed by these concepts, this chapter explores the idea 
that political making offers a productive frame to explore how creative and political 
engagements intersect at an affective level through the production on art, media and 
culture.  

In recent decades, the topic of participatory art has been hotly debated. Issues of 
authorship, ethics, aesthetic criteria, the vocabulary best suited to describe and critique 
participatory art and its social value have generated lively exchanges around this art’s 

relevance and role in social change agendas (see Bourriaud, 2002; Kwon, 2002; Foster, 
2003; Kester, 2004, 2011; Bishop, 2012). It is not my intention to exhaustively retread 
these debates here. However, below I briefly draw from these debates to clarify the 
frameworks that inform my conception of participatory artistic practice. Community-
engaged arts, also known as “community arts”, refers to forms of  artistic practice in a 
community setting where artists facilitate public engagement activities aimed at social, 
civic or political agendas, such as generating dialogue or  mobilizing communities 
towards a common goal. The practice has its roots in social justice and popular education 
methods (Freire, 1972) and the goal is to help empower communities through coming 
together to create artworks that express their position and experience. Within this 
tradition, the idea of the individualized creative genius is rejected and artists work toward 
building tools for collective creativity (Kelly, 2017).  

The Creative Publics sought to use community-engaged art as a way to explore 
how creativity and art-making can be leveraged as a form of participation with elections. 
The next section focuses on Creative Publics: Art-Making Inspired by the Federal 
Election, a field study that I designed as part of the national research project Art for 
Social Change: An Integrated Research Program in Teaching Evaluation, and Capacity 
Building4. The Creative Publics case study drew practices of community-engaged arts to 

facilitate in-person opportunities for creative participation with the election.   

                                                
4 The Creative Publics field study was supported by the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council 
of Canada, Simon Fraser University (SFU) Community Engagement Initiative, SFU Institute for the 
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5.5. Creative Publics - Art-Making Inspired by the Federal 
Election 

Creative Publics was both an engaged research project that sought to uncover new 
knowledge around practices of political engagement while engaging people in the 

election. To achieve this goal our objectives were to: address the lack of avenues for 
creative participation in federal elections by providing a platform for expression and 
political discussion; contextualize the relationships between formal and non-formal 
political engagement processes; explore how a collaborative process of producing 
artefacts, supervised and mediated by artists, can be used as tool to engage voters in 
reflexive dialogue; decipher whether making art increased participants’ knowledge of 
election issues, their motivation to vote and the efficacy they feel as a voter; experiment 
with new forms of voter engagement in order to develop and evaluate opportunities for 
innovation in democratic participation. The project team consisted of myself, two 
research assistants, two volunteers, three artist-facilitators and two academic advisors. 
Each team member contributed to different aspects of the project – logistical, creative, 
academic and research-related. 

5.5.1. Field Study Timeline 

The filed study began in November 2014 with a community consultation and 
ended in October 2015, after the federal election. 

• November 2014: We held a community consultation at SFU Woodwards that 
was attended by 52 people where we asked participants: How can the arts 
illuminate and mobilize participation in the 2015 federal election?  

• January - April, 2015: Based on the feedback from the community 
consultation, we developed the project concept and visual identity, sought 
community partners and raised the necessary resources for the project.  

• May - June 2015: In collaboration with the Wood Shop Workers Cooperative, 
we built five-foot-tall, free-standing chalk board letters that spelled the word 
VOTE to be used for our Creative Publics activations and interactive art 
installation.  

                                                
Humanities, the Faculty of Communication, Art and Technology at SFU and the SFU School of 
Communication. 
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• September 10th – October 2nd, 2015: In collaboration with mobile art studio 
Tin Can Studio, we traveled to four sites in Metro Vancouver and set up 
activation sites from 12pm-4pm. Out of the hundreds of people passing by the 
sites, individuals were invited to make a mixed-media collage that reflected 
their views on election issues with collage materials, coffee and snacks 
provided. Approximately 500 people interacted with the sites while there were 
90 collages made in total. After participants were finished their collages, they 
were asked to fill out a short survey reflecting on their experience.  

• October 3rd, 2015: We threw a wrap up party called “Not-a-Party Election 
Party” in partnership with SFU Institute for the Humanities that included live 
music, comedy, poetry, and short talks from leading organizers about how to 
get out the vote, how to vote strategically, and how to make sure change 
continues after the election on October 19th.  

• October 12th - 16th, 2015: After the four activations were completed, we 
combined all the collages and mounted them on the VOTE letters to serve as a 
collective expression of how participants felt about elections issues. The public 
art piece was on display SFU Harbour Centre lobby from October 12th-16th 
(the week before voting day). 

Starting in September 2015, Creative Public traveled to four outdoor public 
spaces across Metro Vancouver and set up activations sites with the Tin Can Studio – a 
mobile project space housed in a vintage 18ft Streamline trailer owned and operated by 
two local artists (Figure 5.1). The activations were free and open to the public and 
participants were invited to engage in range of creative and social activities; they could 
make mixed-media collages inspired by elections issues, participate in community choir 
sessions (Figure 5.2), write what they were voting for on life-sized free-standing 
chalkboard block letters that spelt the word VOTE (Figure 5.3 and 5.4), or simply relax 
with a cup of coffee and talk about politics with the Creative Publics team.  
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Figure 5.1. Tin Can (mobile) Studio at Creative Publics site in Surrey, B.C. 
Photo: Tara Mahoney. Reproduced with permission.  
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Figure 5.2. Woodwards Community Singers at Creative Publics intervention site 

in downtown Vancouver, B.C. 
Photo: Kim Gilker. Reproduced with permission. 

  

 
Figure 5.3. Chalkboard VOTE letters in public plaza, Vancouver, B.C. 
Photo: Tara Mahoney. Reproduced with permission.  
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In early October, after the four activations were completed, the artwork of the 
Creative Publics participants was mounted on the VOTE letters culminating in a public 
art installation that was on exhibit in front of the Belzberg Library at SFU Harbour 
Centre campus in downtown Vancouver. During the week leading up to the election, the 
VOTE installation functioned both as an interactive exhibit - mirroring back how 
participants felt about political issues - and a bold reminder to participate in the election.  

 
Figure 5.4. VOTE installation displaying collages at Simon Fraser University 

downtown campus 
Photo: Tara Mahoney. Reproduced with permission. 

Once we launched Creative Publics on social media, numerous individuals, artists 
and community groups emerged expressing a desire to be involved with or contribute to 

the project. This included the Woodwards Community Singers who offered to facilitate 
street choir sessions at the interventions; a visual artist who offered to paint the VOTE 
letters with words relating to election issues; a filmmaker who filmed the interventions 
and made a video for social media; and civil society organizations such as Check Your 
Head and BC Health Coalition who offered to host the VOTE installation at their public 
events.  

I reflected in my field notes that it became clear that there was a palpable desire 
among people to 'do something' related to the election and saw Creative Publics as a 
project they could plug into. Having people facilitate the routine maintenance of 
participatory politics seemed crucial. Indeed, participatory political projects require work 
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and facilitation – someone to conceptualize the project, draw in partners, fundraise, get 
permits, buy supplies, promote the events, etc. I speculated whether the collaborators who 
approached us were attracted to the idea of having someone already taking care of the 
routine and often banal tasks associated with producing a project of this kind. I noted how 
logistical and administrative tasks are often overlooked in favor of the more gratifying 
creative acts associated with making art.  

The overall design of the project was led and initiated by myself and further 
developed in collaboration with the project team. The design process included 
conceptualizing the activities, the spatial design of the intervention sites, the overarching 

aims of the project, deciding what tone to strike when communicating the project and the 
aesthetic qualities of the collage materials and final exhibit. Creative decision making 
continued on an ad hoc basis as we made adjustment to aspects of the project. For 
example, when we set up our first intervention site at Surrey Central Station in Surrey, 
B.C. we had set up flags and wrote on the sidewalk in chalk around the intervention site 
to attract people to the space. The team of seven people all wore black t-shirts with 
'Creative Publics' logo on them. After about an hour, we realized that people were 
actively avoiding the site and speculated that perhaps it was because the flags and t-shirts 
made it appear as though we were trying to sell something. We took down the flags and 
changed our t-shirts and realized that the more informal setting allowed more people to 
approach the site. In another instance, we noticed motivating factors for participation - 
people seemed eager to approach the sites when they were curious about what we were 
doing, when they were given adequate time and space to decide whether to participate 
and when they could take photos of the sites. To leverage this, we made efforts to 
intentionally create curiosity, compelling 'scenes', aesthetically interesting lines of sight 
and wrote friendly chalk board messages inviting participation. 

5.5.2. Collage-Making 

The primary activity at the intervention sites was collage-making. Collage-making 
was chosen as an engagement method because it offers an accessible entry point into 

political discussions which can be perceived as intimidating or confrontational. Collaging 
allows participants to select images that represent how they feel about an issue then use 
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the collage to spark an exchange with another person. The collage becomes an instrument 
through which participants are able to express thoughts and feelings that they might not 
otherwise have been able to articulate and the physical act of collaging provides an 
avenue for which participants can connect to one another outside the constraints of a 
purely verbal exchange. As such, the collage method functions in two ways 
simultaneously: it provides both an open format for personal expression, and a flexible 
structure for political dialogue. This double-function enables participants to tell their 
personal stories in such a way that intersect with broader political issues.   

The collage-making procedure included recruiting participants as they passed-by 

and asking them if they would like to make a collage. Once they agreed, participants 
were provided with collaging tools (a 4X6 piece of durable cardstock, scissors, glue, 
markers) and visual materials that included icons representing public policy themes (eg: 
democratic reform, education, health care, human rights, national security) and news 
headlines cut out from Canadian newspapers (Figure 5.5, 5.6, and 5.7). Once participants 
agreed to make a collage, they were given materials and prompted to respond to the 
question ‘what are you voting for?’ with their collage. They were encouraged to re-write 
headlines, re-mix icons and draw their own images as they reflected their political views 
or concerns.   
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Figure 5.5. Collaging materials at Creative Publics site 
Photo: Tara Mahoney. Reproduced with permission. 

 
Figure 5.6. Participant collage 
Photo: Kim Gilker. Reproduced with permission. 
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Figure 5.7. Participant collage 
Photo: Kim Gilker. Reproduced with permission. 

On average, participants stayed at the intervention sites for between 15-30 
minutes. After they were finished, they were asked to hand in their collage to a team 
member and told their collage would be part of a large art installation, VOTE, which 
displayed the collages in busy public spaces during the final week leading up to the 
election. After handing in their collage, participants were asked to fill out a short survey 
and asked if they wanted to do a 3-minute interview on-camera about their experience 
(Figure 5.8).  
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Figure 5.8 Interview with Creative Publics participant 
Photo: Kim Gilker. Reproduced with permission. 

Themes 

Emergence 

My expectation was that this simple act of making a collage (choosing images, 
cutting, gluing, drawing, etc.) would complement the sometimes conceptually complex 
task of articulating a political point of view. While it was expected that collage-making 
would spark non-discursive forms of political expression, what was not expected was the 
degree to which the process allowed for latent feelings and abstract ideas to become more 
apparent and concrete through a process of emergence. I noticed how the experience of 
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‘emergence’ was experienced both individually and collectively and I reflected in my 
field notes on how these experiences are rare in public life. Many participants remarked 
how they approached the process with a sense of play and experimentation, allowing 
themselves to be intuitively guided by the process:  

I did not know what to expect, I basically just sat down and pulled out 
some pictures of issues I thought I would be interested in. I did not 
really have any particular way of designing it. I knew I just wanted to 
include anything to do with the environment, animal care, and social 
housing (Participant 1).  

I (was) just reading through a bunch of different words… trying to figure 
out which one resonates with me most…it was an emergent process 
(Participant 2).   

I did not know what I was going do when I went in. I just sort of… looked 
at the images and got ideas as I went. I let the images inspire me 
(Participant 3).  

I wanted to look at all the pictures first and then sort out the ones I 
thought I might use… And then, I realized, I was choosing a lot of natural 
things. And certainly something came to me that someone once said to 
me and it was “Tread gently on the Earth” … so I felt I had to write that 
in. (The process) reminded me of the core things that matter to me 
(Participant 4).  

My ideas were kind of abstract and there is strange line of connection 
that had to be made. The icons helped me articulate that and draw out 
a line of thought (Participant 5). 

 ‘Stepping Outside’ 

In addition to describing an emergent process of political expression, a second 
pattern appeared in the interviews where participants remarked how the act of making the 
collage prompted reflexivity and a feeling of ‘stepping outside’ themselves: 

I focused on what is important to me in terms of upcoming elections. I 
stepped outside of my normal everyday way of thinking about politics 
just for a second… and saw it from a slightly different perspective which 
is useful (Participant 1).   

The experience makes you to step outside of yourself and ask yourself 
what is really matters to you … that is a really valuable experience…it 
allows us to move past some of the constraints we put on ourselves 
(Participant 2).  

…it was just nice to step outside my usual frame of how I think about 
politics and elections. It prompted a different sort of mindset which 
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allowed me a little broader view of things and it makes it a little more 
fun too, a little less heavy (Participant 3). 

Connecting Issues 

A third pattern emerged where participants expressed how the process allowed 
them to see things from other perspectives, appreciate how political issues are connected 
and make new realizations about their feelings toward the election. The comments reveal 

how the experience of art-making differs, for example, from the newsletter of a political 
party or a leaders’ debate because it allows participants to translate their private and 
personal realm into public relevance.  

I looked for pictures that really resonated with me like healthcare, the 
environment and human rights. I cut them out (and) put them all 
together in the collage and tried to figure out how they all fit together. 
I realized everything really is connected and there is really no separation 
between the environment, ourselves and each other. So in my collage 
there is animals and environment and health care and old age and 
education and then I drew a DNA strand across all of them…because 
everything really is connected through that mechanism (Participant 1).  

Participant: It is kind of empowering and liberating in a way because I 
get to decide what matters to me. I am realizing as I am doing this that 
the debate around the election is so limited and restricted and kind of 
frustrating (Participant 2).  

Participant: Being able to decide what I care about and express that is 
really empowering. If you watch the leaders’ debate it is alienating and 
frustrating. It seems like they’re just trying score political points than 
saying something…so it was nice to define what I think the discussion 
should be (Participant 3). 

Participant: Collage allows me to find me an outlet to express my 
message directly without being dismissed (Participant 4).  

Participant: I expressed myself poorly and I would not have expected to 
get anything out of this but I actually did. There is only so many things 
you can put on one card which meant that I had to weed out things 
which were not that important in terms of potential election issues so it 
became this small unexpected process of this dealing what is important 
to me in the upcoming elections (Participant 5). 

The majority of the participants expressed what can be considered ‘left-leaning’ 
or ‘progressive’ views which that aligned with elements of the Liberal, Green or New 
Democratic Party platforms. There were some explicitly Conservative participants, who 
from what I could observe, interacted respectfully with fellow participants. Figure 5.9 
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depicts a collage made a conservative young man which shows an effort to connect ideas 
associated with a desire for deeper democracy and public engagement, apparent 
importance/reverence for the Christian religion, the Conservative leader Stephen Harper, 
the military and the law.   

 
Figure 5.9 Participant collage 
Photo: Tara Mahoney Reproduced with permission. 

5.5.3. Surveys 

The goal of the survey was to decipher whether making art increased: 1) 
participant knowledge of election issues; 2) their motivation to vote; 3) the efficacy they 

feel as a voter. I wrote the survey questions and the results were gathered at the activation 
sites in Metro Vancouver: September 10, 2015 at Surrey Central Plaza; September 17, 
2015 at Burnaby Campus Cornerstone; September 22 and October 2, 2015 at Victory 
Square Park. The survey was open to anyone who participated in the collage making 
activity. We kept the survey short to ensure the amount of paperwork would not 
discourage people from engaging in the process. The survey consisted of demographic 
information regarding the age, gender, employment status and education of the 
participants as well as a written reflection and three questions:  
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1. Have you ever voted in a federal election?  

2. To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statement: 
Making this collage increased my motivation to vote. (Strongly agree, 
agree, disagree, etc.)  

3. Making this collage was…… (check all that apply - fun, a waste of 
time, education, helpful for exploring elections issues, etc.)  

Demographic data:  

• 67 respondents to the survey  

• 44.4% women, 54% men and one transgendered person  

• 76% were between 19-34 years old;  

• 75% had either some university or had completed a university degree.  

Response data: 

• 34% of the respondents had never voted in an election  

• 70% of people said they either agreed or strongly agreed that the collage-
making activity increased their motivation to vote  

• 91% said the collage-making activity was fun  

• 60% said it was way for them to feel engaged with politics  

• 34% of people said they found it educational (they learned something)  

• 34% said it was helpful for exploring elections issues  

• 0% described it as a waste of time 

The survey response demonstrated that the project increased the motivation of 
participants to vote in the election, created opportunities for enjoyment and political 
engagement.  

5.5.4. Observation: Interpersonal Exchanges 

In addition to the act of making a collage, other types of political expression 
manifested at the intervention sites. These included intimate interpersonal exchanges 
between participants where connections were drawn between political issues and issues 

that affected their daily life. I observed how the process of making operated as a social 
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lubricant between strangers, standing in for the often-intimidating exchanges that formal 
or confrontational political discourse can elicit. For instance, I overheard revealing, 
emotional and intimate discussions among strangers of how electoral politics intersected 
with their everyday lives; and worried conversations about how scientists had been 
silenced at a time when climate change was accelerating. Exchanges about welfare 
cheques that left only $10/day for food after paying rent. Expressions of anguish about 
how the government had refused to take in Syrian refugees even after the body of Alan 
Kurdi, a three-year-old Syrian boy, washed up on the shores of Turkey. Heart-felt 
descriptions among participants who told each other what the collages represented—their 

young families and aging parents, their dwindling incomes and painful addictions, their 
projected fears and plans for the future. In an interview after making a collage, a middle-
aged white man started crying, expressing the sadness he felt over colonization and the 
deplorable way the Canadian government continues to treat Indigenous people. Another 
participant, a construction worker, was overheard telling a stranger about the shame he 
felt over never talking to his son about politics. At the collaging table, a middle-aged 
woman quietly confessed the reason she was staying so long was because she did not 
want to go back to her abusive home.  

These moments were a different type of political discourse than the discursive 
exchanges described by Habermasian notions of deliberative democracy. They were 
moments of testimony – a form of public truth-telling that revealed the lived experiential 
and emotional implications behind political decisions. The act of testimony brought sub-
politics into view through the affective communication of everyday experience. 
Passionate feelings that arise at the intersection of politics and everyday life, such as fear, 
grief, and despair, are not usually part of the ceaseless chatter that so often dominant in 
election discourse. To be sure, facts, figures, arguments and analysis are necessary, but so 
are our individual subjective truthful accounts of what the feeling of political 
powerlessness or frustration means for us. What does it mean to think you will never 

have stable housing or to be constantly anxious about climate change or to be afraid the 
government will spy on your most intimate moments?  

Art-making was able to provide a non-discursive form of creative exploration 
where people came come to link ‘personal’ events to ‘political’ ones. Similar to ‘political 
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talk’, making a collage allowed for a creating of one’s own interpretations of reality, an 
act which Hannah Arendt says is a necessary form of political power. Collage allows 
people to use images to figure out what they think, cultivate concern for the wider world, 
and develop the form of political power that comes from having your own interpretation 
of the world. Arendt observed that, “powerlessness comes from being inattentively 
caught in the web of human relationships” (1958, 183). If we take this to be true, the 
forms of political talk that manifested at the Creative Publics interventions could be a key 
antidote. As Norgaard (2011: 53) makes clear in her study of climate change denial and 
everyday life, political talk is a form of meaning-making power; it engages the 

“sociological imagination,” that “quality of mind necessary to grasp the constant 
interplay between our private lives and the political world” extolled by sociologist C. W. 
Mills (1959, 13). Drawing in Arendt’s insights into the power of political talk, Eliasoph 
posits, “Power works in part by robbing the powerless of the inclination or ability to 
develop their own interpretations of political issues. With active, mindful political 
participation, we weave reality and a place for ourselves within it. A crucial dimension of 
power is the power to create the contexts of public life itself. This is the power to create 
the public itself.” She goes on to describe how “Without this power to create the etiquette 
for political participation, citizens are powerless. Without the power to determine what 
sorts of questions are worth discussing in public, citizens are deprived of an important 
power, the power to define what is worthy of public debate, what is important” (1998, 
17–18 in Norgaard, 2011: 53-54). 

5.6. Tensions and Contradictions  

In some ways, the Creative Publics project offered what proponents of counter-
publics have long called for – alternatives to dominant discursive practices based on 

privileging critical reason and deliberation while bracketing identity and embodiment. 
Michael Warner (2002) describes how one of the characteristics of a counter-public is 
that the protocols of discourse remain open to affective and expressive dimensions of 
communication – allowing for more pluralistic and performative (rather than 
representative) forms of participation. The participant survey and interview responses 
provide evidence that the Creative Publics facilitated counter-public participation through 
what Grant Kester (2004) calls “dialogical art” - acts where the inter-subjective is 
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integrated with social or political participation through art. Dialogic art is defined by two 
elements - the first is to recognize the social context from which others speak, judge, and 
act; the second constitutes a connected knowledge grounded in our capacity to identify 
with other people.  

Using dialogic art, the Creative Publics project was able to create a counter-space 
for public testimony that allow strangers to open up to each other, quickly and deeply, in 
ways that are rarely available in society at large. Making a collage was not about 
rhetorically justifying a position through reasoned argument. It was about visually 
assembling an emergent political point of view. This approach draws on the affective 

qualities of public discourse. By choosing images, cutting them out, gluing them together 
– participants became both witness and author of their own political hopes and desires, 
fears and frustrations.  

In the beginning I was just picking out the symbols what matter to 
me…the environment, surveillance, education, things like that, and 
then… I thought about what the overall core of my concerns with those 
things were… democracy and whether I have a voice and if this voice is 
really being heard (Participant 1).  

I thought it was really interesting because you are forced to look at 
images and words and think about people voting that you are really 
disagreed with…it really drives home the idea that there is so many 
different perspectives when it comes to voting…and you are sort of 
confronted with those images that mean so much to you but also other 
images that you hate that might mean a lot to other people… so I 
thought that part was really quite impactful (Participant 2) 

Here, collaging functions as an ‘emergent’ and revealing act of both intimacy and 
publicness – an expression of individuality combined with the shared experience of 
assembling a collective expression of political perspectives. In this context, grand 

narratives of formal deliberation were less important than attracting new actors and 
opening up new sites for voice (Couldry, 2010) and political listening (Bickford, 1996).  

Many of the participants who participated reside in the Downtown Eastside of 
Vancouver and in the Vancouver suburb of Surrey - both of which have highly 
heterogeneous populations of students, seniors, indigenous people, professionals, 
homeless citizens, people with disabilities and drug users. It became apparent that the 
mixing of these diverse groups needed the commonness of “third place” (Oldenburg, 
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1999) where they could gather as “micro-publics” (Amin, 2002). Amin (2002) describes 
micro-publics as sites of purposeful organized group activity where people from different 
backgrounds are brought together in ways that provide them with the opportunity to 
break out of fixed patterns of interaction and learn new ways of being and relating. 
Micro-publics can be important sites for political socialization because they provide the 
chance for individuals to show an interest in or support for the well-being of others 
(Conradson, 2003). Creating space within the urban environment for political art-making 
allowed for affective micro-publics – emotional, subjective and interpersonal way to 
respond to election discourse. The unhurried atmosphere of the sites and the slow act of 

collage-making created a space where conversations could be gradual and intermittent, 
allowing for long silences between exchanges as people worked on their collages. The 
qualities of the Creative Publics project allowed people feel a proximity to politics that 
they clearly do not have – as was illustrated in their interview comments: 

Working on art and thinking about the upcoming election…was a good 
way for me to have a little bit broader picture of...how I feel about 
politics…. where I stand on issues that matter to me (Participant 5). 

The drawing, coloring and gluing made it a non-typical situation of 
thinking about politics which was kind of refreshing and lighthearted in 
a way (Participant 6). 

This process was… freeing in a sense because… it was an opportunity to 
have dialogues with community members… It can be difficult to talk 
about these issues because of their controversial nature and because of 
disagreement but this was a really safe place to talk about these issues 
and I feel like everyone had the opportunity to bring their values to the 
table (Participant 7). 

It was really cool to just meet people…some of the participants were 
singing… It felt like this really awesome community space. And I feel 
like we do not really get that that often. To have people… collected… 
sitting… you know… not passing each other by… but actually stopping to 
say hello to a stranger and talking about something meaningful 
(Participant 8). 

With the exception of protests and public talks (which both present multiple 
cognitive, cultural and physical barriers to participation), there are few public spaces and 
opportunities for people to talk about politics or engage in political activities in casual 
and spontaneous ways. Increasingly, debates that once took place face-to-face happen on 
the internet – through Facebook, Twitter and other digital platforms. While social and 
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digital media certainly create opportunities for citizens to participate in addressing public 
challenges, they do not replace the importance of face-to-face interactions in democratic 
participation. As social scientist Sherry Turkle (2016) has found, digital technology can 
harm the ability of user to feel empathy and self-reflect, which causes people to avoid 
face-to-face conversations and other traditional forms of communication. Moreover, 
social media has also been shown to perpetuate hate speech through the trolling of 
strangers (Jane, 2014) and reinforce polarization through “the echo chamber effect” 
(DiFonzo, 2011) where people tend to listen only to those who share their beliefs. 

Nowadays it is almost impossible to find contemporary examples of the agora, 

where public spaces are used for anyone to actively participate and shape civic matters. 
Toloudi (2016) argues we are in the midst of a “public spaces crisis” where urban growth 
eliminates accessibility to public spaces and when public spaces do get created, they’re 
often designed for the privileged and wealthy. As David Harvey (2012) points out, cities 
as a social, political, and livable commons are under perpetual assault from privatization 
and commodification as urbanization is increasingly central to the accumulation of 
capital. Here is where we find some of the limitations of projects like Creative Publics. 
While Creative Publics offered compelling counter-approaches to electoral participation, 
it also exists within the constraints of a neoliberal society. In this context, ‘community 
animation’ has become central to a range of governmental policies and private sector 
instrumentalizations that produce highly constrained notions of culture and community, 
often through ideas of “creative citizenship” (Florida, 2004; 2014; McLean, 2014; Leslie 
& Hunt, 2013; Grundy & Boudreau, 2008).  

These broader dynamics of neoliberalism were reflected in the Creative Publics 
project in a few ways. First, the systematic privatization of public space and the 
neoliberal practices of risk-management presented significant and material barriers to the 
execution of the project. This manifested as excessive bureaucracy to get permission to 
erect the interventions and the policing of the spaces where the interventions took place. 

For instance, while in a plaza outside the Surrey Central Mall we were approached 
numerous times by representatives of Blackwood Partners Management Corporation who 
wanted to continuously ‘check-in’ on what we were doing at the site (even though we had 
received prior approval from them to set up the intervention). When we drew on the 
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sidewalk with chalk as a way to recruit participants, a representative from Blackwood 
Partners came down from the office building overlooking the site and immediately told 
us to wash off the chalk. When we said we did not have the supplies to do so, a custodian 
was quickly assigned to the task. As a team, we reflected on the nature of the 
‘public/private’ space and the underlying feeling of being surveilled and policed by the 
corporation who managed the space. This experience revealed the contours of privately 
owned public space and the constraints placed on people assembling to form a counter-
public that operates according to practices distinct from those of the mainstream.  

Second, serious resource constraints make projects like Creative Publics difficult 

to produce and sustain, creating serious limitations with respect to scalability and 
accessibility.  Under neoliberalized cultural policy regimes (Jenkins, 2005; Chong and 
Bogdan, 2010 in McLean, 2014), funding for grassroots arts organizations is cut back 
while increasingly entrepreneurial-oriented granting schemes pressure artists to partner 
with urban developers and other corporations. This co-opts community arts in service of 
capital accumulation while defunding support for community arts that have a critical, 
political or non-commercial orientation. Creative Publics not only required a lot of time 
devoted to logistical planning and bureaucratic navigation (e.g.: planning for rain, getting 
permits from the municipality, etc.) but strict budget constraints create uncertainty around 
the project scope and hinder the ability to plan the activities.  

Third, because Creative Publics was orientated toward a looming and 
emotionally-charged election, the project risked reinforcing the ideology of ‘here and 
now politics,’ that is, a politics that engages directly with the present in its most 
immediate form, thus reproducing and recycling the elements that inform it. The fleeting 
nature of the interventions only allowed for very brief encounters between small groups 
of people. In other words, having substantial political discourse and understanding 
complex political phenomena takes time – more than the 15 minutes people typically 
spent at the intervention. In such short amounts of time, it is difficult to relate to either 

the past or, more importantly, to imagine futures beyond our current institutional 
configurations.  

In this way, the Creative Publics project could be interpreted as isolated flashes of 
participatory politics that do not necessarily knit together as sustained political 
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engagement. Despite the average interaction lasting only approximately 15 minutes, 
participants experienced an opening to a political space and a politicized subjectivity that 
was otherwise alien to them.  

I am not saying that participants in the Creative Publics interventions suddenly 
understood the complex power dynamics of neoliberal society and vowed to change it, 
but rather they got in touch the dimensions of their own political subjectivity and, as a 
result, the project was able to re-calibrate the space of politics. In other words, this case 
study tells a story of how non-formal practices can reconfigure what we mean by politics, 
where we find it, and what it looks like. As Mouffe (2013: 15)  argues, certain artistic 

practices can play a critical role in counter-hegemonic struggles by challenging the post-
political view that there is no alternative to the present order. Because participatory 
artistic practices remain open to collective, affective and expressive dimensions of 
communication they can help facilitate counter-public  discourse that privileges a 
creative-expressive rather than rational-persuasive approach to public discourse (Warner, 
2005). Participatory artistic practices can foster political participation in ways usually 
overlooked or denied by hegemonic political institutions. As an organizer, I observed 
how the interactions reflected not only that ‘the personal is political’, but also that the 
interpersonal is political. Since the logic of neoliberalism is to create a cultural context of 
individualism and competition, building trust and social cohesion is a potentially 
subversive political act. 

In sum, the Creative Publics project should be understood as a useful prototype – 
a participatory experiment that responded to the need for creating new political space, re-
orientating participants as expressive political actors and leveraging the everyday lives of 
participants as a way to engage meaningfully with election issues. It offers clues for how 
elements of participatory politics and community-engaged arts could be leveraged to add 
new dimensions of participation with political institutional and processes. It also 
illustrates that participatory artistic practices have counter-hegemonic potential to shift 

how publics think about elections (and other forms of political participation).  
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5.7. Conclusion 

This chapter has reflected on the extent to which the act of ‘political making’ can 
ignite new opportunities for agency and exchange outside the pre-existing frameworks of 
formal political institutions, arguably subverting the hegemonic discourses that 
characterize elections. Of course, this is not a straightforward or inevitable process. The 
data and analysis offer a picture of the tensions, limitations and opportunities that are part 
of how creative agency orientates people to participate in political life. Ultimately this 

case study proposes a process-oriented understanding of political subjectivity, putting 
emphasis on ‘making’ as a way to understand what motivates, accelerates and sustains 
political activity of a particular kind.  
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Chapter 6.  
 
Case Study: OpenMedia 

6.1. Introduction 

As was discussed in Chapters 1 and 2, throughout Western democracies there is a 
crisis of public confidence in the efficacy of formal, institutionally-driven forms of 
political participation. In neoliberal societies, a major problem for public engagement is 
the tendency for power to drift away from the formal political system and for market 
forces to be given much greater rein to allocate resources and define the societal 
landscape (Harvey, 2007). As mechanisms of neoliberalism such as deregulation, 
privatization, the contracting-out of public services, and the marketization of public 
goods have come to dominate policy-making, policy deliberation is often displaced from 
the formal political realm into spaces where unaccountable authorities are able to 
influence decisions behind closed doors and away from public scrutiny. This 
depoliticization of policy-making diminishes the realm of public deliberation, erodes 
public trust and alienates people from democratic processes as citizens increasingly feel 
that their voice has no impact in policy-making realms (Hay, 2007; Fisher, 2009; Gray, 
2015). In order to understand changing forms of public engagement with policy-making, 
we must first understand that political disengagement is not only a problem of personal 
attitudes and social barriers, but a problem of systemic political inequality that constricts 
the ability for everyday people to effectively participate in the decision-making that 

affects their daily lives. While participation in democracy is held up as an idea everyone 
claims fidelity to, the actual avenues to do so are extremely limited and often without real 
substance.  

As neoliberalism has eroded the efficacy of traditional and institutional forms of 
political engagement, citizens and publics have been forced to find new ways of 
expressing their opinions and shaping the conditions that impact their lives and 
communities (Della Porta; 2011; Dalton, 2008; Norris, 2002; Ramos and Rodgers, 2015). 
Emerging from this context are new forms of public engagement that draw on 
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communication technologies and social movements to produce citizen-driven policy 
alternatives.  

In recent years, “policy hacking” (Hintz , 2016) has been taken up by Vancouver-
based non-profit OpenMedia as a way to forge new roads into the notoriously opaque 
processes of telecommunications policy-making through a combination of wide-spread 
digital engagement and collaboration with policy experts. Several OpenMedia campaigns 
have culminated in crowd-sourced policy recommendation reports, submissions and 
interventions which are then used as leveraging tools in attempts to democratize decision-
making processes at the federal level. This chapter explores the concept of policy hacking 

as a form of participatory politics that draws on crowd-sourcing techniques. The notion of 
‘policy hacking’ describes a mode of contemporary policy activism that uses digital tools 
to facilitate citizen-based contributions to concrete policy alternatives. In Chapter 7, I 
draw on Rosanvallon (2008), to argue that policy hacking operates as a valuable form of 
counter-democracy by leveraging public distrust to encourage more participatory and 
robust forms of public engagement. I suggest this case study demonstrates how counter-
public practice provide a critical standard against which we might measure current public 
engagement practices - whereby democratic power can be leveraged through a skepticism 
of political institutions to adequately conduct public engagement efforts.  

The collection of data that forms the basis for my analysis was collected from 
interviews with six past and present OpenMedia staff members, one expert in Canadian 
telecommunications policy, OpenMedia’s crowdsourced reports and news stories 
associated with their campaigns and crowdsourcing efforts. The sample of seven 
interviews were conducted over a two month period (August – September 2017) and 
aimed to understand OpenMedia’s processes of participatory politics and the ideology 
guiding its policy hacking work. The analysis I report here is limited to two 
crowdsourcing campaigns (Time For an Upgrade and Our Privacy Plan) which were 
arguably the most high-profile of OpenMedia’s crowdsourcing efforts. I did not examine 

all the OpenMedia campaigns in which crowdsourcing was used, nor did I investigate the 
effects of participation on those who participated. The key aim of gathering these data is 
to offer evidence for how OpenMedia’s approach to participatory politics offers a 
compelling way to think about how participatory media can be used to influence public 



184 

policy in the era of neoliberalism. The hope is that this analysis serves as an instructive 
case for how unconventional forms of engagement are being used as a form of counter-
democracy to intervene in policy discourse. 

6.2. Public Engagement and Telecommunications Policy in 
Canada 

In Canada, communication policy-making is divided between the Canadian 
Radio-television and Telecommunications Commission (CRTC) and Innovation, Science 
and Economic Development Canada (formally Industry Canada, renamed in 2015). The 
CRTC is an independent public organization that was established in 1968 to regulate 
companies that use radio spectrum to provide television, data, and telephone services to 
Canadians along the objectives set out in the Broadcasting Act (1991) and the 
Telecommunications Act (1993). Before being renamed, Industry Canada was a federal 
department responsible for the development of a national digital telecommunications 
infrastructure through the management of wireless spectrum, copyright and other issues 
related to Internet governance (Barney, 2011). The CRTC is considered a key institution 
for opening the door to wider public participation in Canadian telecommunications policy 
(Shepherd et.al, 2014; Raboy, 1995). The CTRC has, in some ways, institutionalized 
public engagement through holding public hearings, round-table discussions, and 
informal online discussion forums on communication policy issues (CRTC, 2018). 
However, both the CRTC and Industry Canada have also been criticized for effectively 
sidelining the public from major policy decisions regarding technological development 

and deployment (Shepherd et.al, 2014).  

With respect to the CRTC, several scholars have argued the structure of their 
regulatory processes create significant barriers to participation (Shade, 2011; Shepherd 
et.al, 2014). For instance, participating in regulatory processes is expensive and requires 
considerable resources in terms of time, money, and knowledge. Hearings are generally 
conducted in Ottawa and, while in some cases the Commission will reimburse the 
expenses of interveners, for the most part people or organizations wanting to appear at 
proceedings must do so at their own expense. In addition, keeping up with the CRTC’s 
regulatory agenda, navigating the bureaucratic online submission system for interventions 
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and undertaking the research necessary to understand the possible social, political and 
economic impacts of the issues it addresses is very difficult and time consuming. Without 
considerable time for research, or the benefit of paid staff, participating in proceedings is 
something very few people besides major media corporations can afford (Skinner and 
Cross, 2016) – characteristics that are shared by most public engagement processes5. As 
communication researcher Leslie Regan Shade remarks, the Canadian government’s 
“infrastructural support for capacity building [among advocacy groups] has been 
negligible” (2011: 157). Furthermore, the procedural aesthetics of the hearings 
themselves, with the Commissioners at the front of the room on an elevated platform 

questioning the presenter, creates an intimidating, court-like atmosphere – which is not a 
welcoming scene to the average Canadian (Shepherd et.al, 2014:7).  

In the context of Industry Canada, decision-making processes are largely closed. 
The majority of the power is bestowed upon the Industry Minister, which tends to prevent 
effective public input into regulatory decisions. As a result, in areas where Industry 
Canada is the dominant regulator, policy-making has been described by scholars as an 
opaque process with a “pronounced [public interest] advocacy deficit” (Shepherd et.al, 
2014:6). Communication scholar Darin Barney argues that since the emergence of 
information and communication technologies (ICTs) in the 1990s, telecommunications 
policy-making in Canada has been characterized by “a truncation of opportunities for 
participation...and a consistent tendency to respond more readily and decisively to the 
interests of major commercial and industrial actors than to those of public interest 
advocates and their constituencies” (2011: 39). Perhaps this became most obvious when 
the CRTC adopted the ‘Bernier policy directive’ which has been in place since 2006. It 
was brought in by Conservative Industry Minister Maxime Bernier who advised the 
CRTC to rely on market forces to the “maximum extent feasible” under the 
Telecommunications Act and to regulate only when absolutely necessary, signaling a 
major shift in favour of incumbent carriers (Government of Canada, 2006; Schick, 2006).  

                                                
5 This is particularly prevalent in government consultation for energy projects in Canada. See The Answer 

Is Still No: Voices of Pipeline Resistance and Pipe Dreams: The Fight for Canada's Energy Future for 
explorations of these consultative processes in Canada. 
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Policies concerning ICTs have predominantly been concerned with establishing a 
climate conducive to technological innovation, capital investment, and economic growth 
rather than providing a meaningful site for effective democratic participation. Barney 
demonstrates how the membership of consultation bodies such as Canadian Network for 
the Advancement of Research, Industry and Education (CANARIE), Information 
Highway Advisory Council (IHAC), and the National Broadband Task Force (NBTF) 
have reflected “a consistent overrepresentation of powerful, private actors with vested 
interests in this policy area, and only token representation of public interest groups and 
other constituencies” (2011:64). This over-representation of industry interests and under-

representation of public interests has been blamed for the increased concentration of 
media ownership in Canada, which has risen to among the world’s highest (Moll and 
Shade, 2008). Due to the deregulation of mobile wireless and internet sectors, the 
Canadian market is now dominated by the ‘big five’ — Bell, Rogers, Telus, Shaw and 
Quebecor who account for nearly three-quarters (72.1%) of all revenues across Canada’s 
telecom, media and internet industries (Winseck, 2015).  

In an interview with a telecommunications policy expert they recounted a story 
that illustrates the close relationship between industry and the CRTC:  

….one year I was invited to a telecom invitational summit, which existed 
in Konrad von Finckenstein's day (Chairman of the CRTC from 2007-
2012). This thing was held at a private retreat outside Toronto with forty 
industry people, the CRTC regulators and a few select others. Totally off 
the record, 'Chatham House Rules' opportunity to talk. There was 
virtually no public interest representation in sight and certainly no 
public...the part I remember the most was coming into a game room 
and you had the CRTC commissioner and general counsel of one of the 
telecom companies shooting pool and I was like ‘holy, smokes, this is 
all the fears and concerns about how this stuff really works, it was right 
there.’ 

Therefore, in addition to practical barriers to engagement, ideological barriers to 
participation have also been erected in recent decades as a neoliberal agenda has come to 
dominate telecom policy-making in Canada. This is reminiscent of the concerns raised 
way back in the 1950s by C. Wright Mills (1956/2005), and in Canada by John Porter, 
The Vertical Mosaic: An Analysis of Social Class and Power in Canada (1965/2015), 
Wallace Clement, The Canadian Corporate Elite: An Analysis of Economic Power (1975) 
and Dennis Olsen, The State Elite (1980). As policy researcher Vanda Rideout (2003: 44) 
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argues, because there is a lack of a clearly-defined public interest, federal regulators have 
tended to equate the public interest with the economic interest, where consumers tend to 
stand in for citizens. This shift from citizen to consumer has also been exacerbated by the 
fact that new technologies are framed as personal media technologies, supporting a focus 
on individualism in policy practices and ideologies. As a result, collective concerns of 
social responsibility and public service have often been overtaken by the individualized 
economic framings of consumer protection (Van Cuilenburg and McQuail, 2003: 200).   

Communication scholars Robert Hackett and William K Carroll (2006) argue that 
private media ownership and concentration caused by the deregulating agenda of 

neoliberalism has a corrosive effect on not only communication policy but also on 
democracy itself. They outline key trends that describe an inextricable link between 
communication policy and democratic participation. For instance, the exacerbation of the 
‘digital divide’ limits access to media services and information (which enable full 
political and economic participation) to those who can afford it; corporate enclosure put 
at risk the public commons of knowledge; and the erosion of privacy and free expression 
rights allow governments and the corporate sector to push for growing surveillance, 
censorship, and sometimes direct repression of content. Indeed, demands for democratic 
communication policy-making are intimately linked to demands for a more democratic 
society. Therefore, media reform movements such as those led by OpenMedia, are 
responding not only to concentrated media power and the struggles over communication 
rights, they are also part of a wider challenge to social, political and economic 
inequalities. As the media landscape shifts online and as users increasingly access the 
Internet as a primary source for news and information, telecom policy is a site of struggle 
over both the future of the media and the future of democracy (Freedman and Obar, 
2016).  

6.3. OpenMedia 

It is within the context of intensifying neoliberalization that OpenMedia emerged 
in 2008 as a digitally-driven advocacy organization focused on facilitating mass public 
engagement with media reform issues. OpenMedia was originally conceived under the 
name Canadians for Democratic Media (CDM) which was a loose coalition of academics, 
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public interest organizations and labour groups committed to expanding the public 
interest voice in communications policy. CDM (and later OpenMedia) grew out of a long 
history of grassroots engagement in media and communication policy in Canada, 
beginning in the early decades of the twentieth century when Graham Spry and the 
Canadian Radio League were vocal in encouraging the growth of public ownership and 
mitigating the effects of market forces on the cost and character of services and products 
(Skinner and Cross, 2016).  

In 2010, CDM was rebranded as OpenMedia to reflect its narrowing focus on 
Internet issues such as net neutrality, trade agreements, copyright and intellectual 

property, spectrum auctions and Internet surveillance. In terms of domestic policy, 
OpenMedia’s campaigns have targeted a variety of decision-making bodies within the 
federal government including Industry Canada, Heritage Canada, Public Safety Canada 
and the Canadian Radio-Television and Telecommunications Commission (CRTC). One 
of OpenMedia’s early and most successful efforts at mass public engagement was the 
‘Stop The Meter’ campaign which used social media, blogs, videos, media appearances 
and stakeholder coalitions to intervene in a CRTC decision to allow wholesale Internet 
providers the power to impose “usage-based billing” (pay per byte) on independent 
internet service providers and, as a consequence, many Canadian Internet users. Within 
months the online petition garnered over 300,000 signatures and flooded the CRTC 
offices with over 100,000 comments, which was an unprecedented level of public 
engagement with telecommunications (Skinner and Cross, 2016). Several scholars have 
suggested that this pressure led the CRTC to change its decision to reflect more 
consideration of the public interest (Skinner, Hackett, and Poyntz, 2015; Milberry, 2010) 
and the campaign was described by one representative of Library and Archives Canada, 
as the "most significant online movement in Canadian history" (Charney, 2011). Since 
the Stop the Meter campaign, several of OpenMedia’s petition campaigns have drawn 
over 100,000 signatures and they are now regularly consulted as a public interest group 

by regulators, policy-makers and the media, leading some to claim that they have set a 
new benchmark for online organizing in Canada (Skinner and Cross, 2016). OpenMedia 
is predominantly funded by small donations from supporters. In describing one of the 
reasons for their success, a founding staff member describes:  
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Part of our success was we had no choice, we had to get good at civic 
engagement otherwise we’d have no way of existing cause there was no 
government funding. We looked. There was very little of any funding, 
we scrapped together a bit from NGOs and others and then we had to 
find a way to build a support base that would support us with donations. 
How many people we engage is directly related to the impact we have 
and how sustainable we are and whether we get paid to do this stuff. 
We have to do it well or we can’t do it.  

Referencing the early days of OpenMedia, another staff member remarked:  

We had very low barriers to engagement, which was probably the main 
thing that drove our success. Our whole thing was ‘we want you to be a 
part of this and it isn't too complicated’. We took feedback and we would 
adjust - if our supporters said we needed more graphics or that we 
needed cite our sources more clearly, we shifted our strategy so that we 
adopted their ideas into our approach.  

6.3.1. Approach to Participatory Politics 

'Meeting people where they are at' 

A core element to OpenMedia’s approach to participation is in “meeting people 
where they are at” in terms of making participation as accessible as possible. Multiple 
staff members described how OpenMedia’s campaigns use populist framing, everyday 
language and small, incremental digital actions to move people ‘up the ladder’ of 
engagement. This approach clearly draws influence from Arnstein’s (1969) “ladder of 
citizen participation” where OpenMedia initiates participation with low-barrier actions 
(like signing a petition) to deeper forms of participation such as contributing policy ideas 
or volunteering. As one staff member describes: 

People are intelligent but busy and most people are not reading CRTC 
proceedings everyday. We try to communicate how these decisions will 
affect people in their daily lives. So, we say things like ‘this will make 
the internet more expensive’; ‘this will mean authorities can monitor 
your online activity'; ‘copyright provisions will mean that you can’t view 
content that you want and it will be censored or removed’. We say this 
rather than talk about things like ‘intermediary liability’ or ‘internet 
traffic measurement’. So, we avoid policy wonk terms and communicate 
with people in terms of how will it affect their daily lives.  

Accompanying the ‘ladder’ strategy, OpenMedia’s campaign communications 
made efforts to make clear the ‘theory of change’ behind their efforts: 
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It was about making our theory of change really explicit in our 
communications, saying ‘if you sign this petition, it means that the 
number will go up and if the number goes up, it means that we are more 
likely to make the news, and if we make the news it means that 
politicians are more likely to see it and for our message will be heard, 
and if politicians see it then it’s more likely that they will feel public 
pressure to make change...and so you just doing this one action is 
enough to make a difference.’ It was about us being really clear on what 
petition numbers mean…and pushing back against the idea of 
slacktivism. Slacktivism is actually kind of fine, it shouldn’t be the only 
thing anyone ever does, but it’s a good starting point.  

Social media functioned as a key tool for OpenMedia, particularly in facilitating 
consultation with their supporters:  

When we would have a meeting with a decision maker (an Member of 
Parliament or CRTC commissioner) we would let our community know 
(through social media) and then we would ask for input into what people 
thought were the important questions that they thought we should be 
asking and what we should say. Often we would get hundreds of 
comments in response. We would go through them and use what people 
were telling use to help shape what we wanted to say. We used social 
media to reach people but also to iterate and be responsive to the 
community. 

These comments touch on an ongoing debate in the literature with respect to the 
impact of symbolic activities that take place online and on social media. The concern for 
“slacktivism” suggests that actions facilitated by social media and digital tools may be 
ineffective in creating political change by way of influencing public opinion and that 
these actions may detract from more traditional forms of organized political action such 
as lobbying and face-to-face protesting by providing an easy and self-satisfying 
alternative. However, as was discussed in Chapter 2, a growing body of research shows 
that peer-to-peer digital media has been credited with providing the opportunity for the 
emergence of new “civic cultures” (Dahlgren, 2009), and forms of “subactivism” 
(Bakardjieva, 2009) that bring citizens into contact with the political in new and 
potentially empowering ways, potentially paving the way for future democratic 

participation.  

Archon Fung and Jennifer Shkabatur’s (2015) work on “viral engagement” 
provide a model for understanding how OpenMedia's approach leverages participatory 
politics to grow civic cultures that can influence institutional decision making. They 
describe how viral engagement begins with an organization or set of “political 
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entrepreneurs” who ask the broader public to take note of what they consider to an 
important public issue. Fung and Shkabatur describe how online campaigns that go viral 
have the potential to enhance democratic values by:1) making political information more 
accessible through lowering the cost of participation and offering a less-alienating way to 
engage with conventional political institutions; 2) bringing attention to counterpoints - 
perceived shortcomings in public debates or decisions making and pressing decision 
maker to become more articulate regarding their reasons and arguments; 3) acting as a 
“gateway drug” to political awareness by awakening a modest interest (through watching 
a video or completing a web form) in large numbers of people who might otherwise 

might not have been engaged. 

One OpenMedia campaigner describes how this process plays out within the 
internal culture of the organization:  

One of our in-house catch phases is ‘nimble as fuck’. What we mean by 
that is that sometimes you get these big opportunities. It seems like 
something has changed - some key person on a committee has changed 
their mind and is now open to the thing that we want and we need to 
launch a thing to get three other people on that committee and if we 
get that, then we’ve moved the ball down the field 60 yards. So we 
always try to be nimble so that you can respond to those things. When 
those opportunities arise, we know what our policy goals are (because 
of the crowd-sourced reports), then it becomes a case of what’s the 
strategy and what are tactics to get your there. You have the plan in 
place, and you have to help the government hear from as many people 
as possible. 

OpenMedia’s approach to political participation differs from that of more 
traditional non-profit/advocacy organizations in the way it combines widespread digital 
participation with more traditional political repertories. As a 'digital-driven' organization, 

online engagement and digital tools are central to how the organization operates and 
makes decisions. It uses digital approaches to identify grassroots priorities then works 
with experts in field who know the regulatory landscape, the market backdrop, and the 
case law that is relevant in order to shape their policy positions. Once their position has 
been established, the organization acts as an action platform for mass mobilization to 
build power behind public interest positions. This approach to media reform advocacy 
has been described by scholars as ‘policy hacking’.  
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 Policy Hacking 

The concept of “policy hacking” describes a mode of contemporary policy 
activism based on the “citizen-based DIY creation of concrete policy alternatives” (Hintz, 
2016: 234). It connects the dynamics of “policy windows” and “consensus mobilization” 
(Khagram, et. al, 2002) with a do-it-yourself ethos that improves, upgrades and 
repackages policy. Just as computer hackers change and upgrade code – policy hackers 
revise, upgrade and change policies to better serve the public interest. In his discussion of 
policy hacking, Hintz points out that, typically, policy interventions carried out by 
traditional nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) are too limited in their responses to 

policy windows and policy challenges because of: (a) the limited range of actors involved 
in policy advocacy; and (b) the limited range of tactics and approaches used. As a result, 
“new informal connections, loose collaborations, and temporary alliances among engaged 
individuals….have had little opportunity to be involved in the process, even though they 
are increasingly recognized as complementing ‘organized civil society’” (2016: 226). As 
Hintz describes, policy hacking is a “prefigurative action that interacts with the policy 
environment neither inside nor outside institutional or governmental processes, but 
beyond those processes by creating alternatives to hegemonic structures and procedures 
and by adopting a tactical repertoire of circumvention” (2016: 227). As a prefigurative 
action, policy hacking could be understood as a dynamic stage, leading from the political 
to politics.  

What is unique about OpenMedia’s approach, and what differentiates its activities 
from Hintz’s original conception of policy hacking, is that it combines policy hacking 
with participatory politics to facilitate wide-spread engagement by significantly lowering 
the barriers to participation. As was discussed in Chapter 2, the concept of participatory 
politics has been used by contemporary media researchers to designate digitally-mediated 
forms of political engagement that are not guided by formal institutions and encompass a 
wide range of mediated activities including video production, web design, mobile apps, 

digital activism and peer-production (Cohen, et. al, 2012).  Rather than only engaging a 
small group of well-informed citizens and experts, OpenMedia’s approach to policy 
hacking uses participatory politics to open the process to as many people as possible 
through multiple entry points that help citizens strategically speak out against proposed 



193 

legislation; circulate and analyze information related to policy issues; and produce 
original content that contributes to campaigns. Participation can range from writing a 
comment on social media, filling out a survey, creating an image or a video, telling their 
story, or proposing a fully fleshed out policy idea. OpenMedia then uses these diverse 
forms of engagement to build people power behind their position and develop 
crowdsourced policy plans in collaboration with experts.  This form of digitally-driven 
participation is referred to by Matt Price as “engagement organizing” - an approach 
community organizing that is increasingly utilized by advocacy organizations and takes 
advantage of new conditions created by digital tools and access to aggregate data (Price, 

2017).   

Crowd-sourcing  

OpenMedia has produced five crowdsourced recommendation reports that each 
address a key communication policy issue, including:  

• Canada’s Privacy Plan (government surveillance) 

• Time for an Upgrade (wireless spectrum) 

• Casting an Open Net (net neutrality)  

• Our Digital Future (copyright) 

• Reimagine CBC (public media) 

Crowdsourcing is a media-based engagement process centered on the idea that 
knowledge is most accurate when it consists of inputs from a distributed population. A 
crowdsourcing process often manifests as an open call to participate in a task online by 
sharing an opinion, submitting information, knowledge, or talent (Brabham, 2008; Howe, 

2008). Over the past decade, improved communication technologies have enabled crowd-
sourcing to act as a method for harnessing collective intelligence in public engagement 
processes ranging from urban planning (Brabham, 2009) to open source journalism (Fink 
and Anderson, 2015) and, more recently, public policy development (Aitamurto, 2015).  

Openmedia’s process for producing crowd-sourced policy recommendation 
reports is multi-phased and can last anywhere from six to eighteen months. It can include 
some combination of targeted in-person consultations with specific stakeholder groups, 
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broad online actions (where participants can indicate their support for a specific idea or 
principle or produce media in support of an idea), a ‘drag and drop’ interactive survey 
(where participants answer questions about their views on the policy), and ‘Internet town 
halls’ where participants can submit questions and comments regarding the policy and 
discuss the policy with OpenMedia staff and policy experts. Once significant data have 
been gathered, OpenMedia staff work with policy experts, scholars, and legal 
professionals to identify the themes and core concerns indicated in the consultation data.  

As one senior campaigner at OpenMedia remarked when describing the crowd-
sourced policy recommendation reports in an interview with the author:  

Crowdsourcing is central to how we operate. It was one of the first 
lessons I learned when we started off here. A core value of the 
organization is that we don’t just come up with policy ourselves. First, 
we reach out to find out what the community and our supporters think 
and want at a high level. We then have a role in working with policy 
experts to translate the high-level desire into a formal set of 
recommendations, whether that’s in the form a crowd-sourced report or 
submission to the CRTC. 

Another senior member of the OpenMedia leadership team explains the impetus 
behind their crowd-souring efforts: 

Crowd-sourcing digital techniques are good at … taking diffuse energy 
and channeling it towards a productive goal, in this case, shaping public 
interest policy…I see this kind of work as activating and channeling 
public energy toward a productive end. There’s a lot of entrenched 
interest in society who benefit from the public being diffuse and feeling 
disempowered but the crowdsourcing process and the techniques of 
modern digital activism can create publics where they didn’t exist before 
or weren’t recognized before.  

Mechanisms of translation 

OpenMedia’s crowdsourcing model operates as a mechanism of translation 
(Kligler-Vilenchik, 2013) between the public and political institutions.  

The role of crowdsourcing is to identify the grassroots priorities of the 
community on whatever policy debate it taking place, work with experts 
to devise policy prescriptions and regulatory measures that help make 
those real and then take those to a decision maker in a way that is 
compelling to them and force them to act. The crowdsourcing process is 
about building that roadmap, influencing decision-makers, and model a 
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participatory process that help overcome the democratic deficit and 
isolation that people struggle with. 

The crux of OpenMedia’s policy hacking is multiple steps of translation. The first 
translation is from the policy language to clear, jargon-free language so the public can 
understand what is being decided. The second translation is from everyday language back 
to policy language so the recommendation can have resonance with the institution and 

have weight in official processes. The third translation is reporting back to supporters 
how decision-makers responded and what next steps are.  

One campaigner described how policymakers often have misperceptions of 
crowd-sourcing assuming the data will be overwhelming and difficult to distill into 
coherent and representative policy ideas:  

I think the thing that seems daunting to policy makers is - how are we 
ever going to include all the thoughts/ideas of thousands or hundreds 
of thousands of citizens…but…patterns emerge from what people say 
and those patterns can be connected to public policy position and ideas. 
So it’s not as daunting as seems when you can cluster the ideas and 
sort them into broad categories.  

On the other hand, there seems to be genuine interest among policymakers for 
finding new ways of doing public engagement with telecommunications issues: 

…if we’re not mostly not listening to the telecom lawyers, then what’s 
the alternative? I don't think the CRTC knew what the alternative was. 
It’s not even that they weren’t interested it, but they didn’t know what 
it would be. Then we came in with a crowdsourced report backed-up by 
10,000s of voices. When I presented Reimagine CBC to the CTRC they 
were keenly interested in the process of the report as much as they 
were interested in the substance of it and they thanked us for providing 
an example of how you could engage citizens more broadly and get 
beyond just the telecom paid executives and lawyers who would come 
to the hearing. They seem really genuinely interested in that. 

As one senior OpenMedia staff recounts, having the crowd-sourced policy 
recommendation report service as a lobbying tool when meeting with decision-makers:  

Policymakers seem impressed that our reports are well-designed, clear 
and concise. The start of the reports is a one-page set of policy 
recommendations that is based on all the research and consultation 
we’ve done...so when we meet with policy-makers, I’ll rabbit ear that 
first page and tell them the recommendations are backed up in the rest 
of the report if they want dig deeper. It’s similar mode of engagement 
to ‘meet people where they are at’ so a busy policy maker can read a 
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simple thing and know what they need to change and why. They are 
usually impressed we have that. 

6.4. Deploying Participatory Politics Strategically 

The crowd-sourcing process works in tandem with OpenMedia's advocacy and is 

deployed strategically to take advantage of ‘policy windows’ and ‘consensus 
mobilization’ to win campaigns. In discussing the role of policy windows, one senior 
director at OpenMedia explained:  

When the policy discussion is open, that’s hugely important for the 
crowdsourcing process because it gives people a concrete reason as to 
why they should get involved with the process. One of the big problems 
with participatory politics, is convincing people that it’s worth their time. 
So if you’ve got an open process happening (like CRTC hearing that 
needs input by a deadline), psychologically that has a powerful 
motivating mechanism to increase participation. If the policy discussion 
is already happening, it also fits with media values (timeliness, etc.) 
which make it easier for your message to get out there. The second 
thing the crowdsourcing process can be very powerful is creating the 
policy window where they don’t exist. If you’ve got an issue that 
politicians are unwilling to address, the crowdsourcing process can be a 
really good way to raise the saliency of that issue on the policy agenda 
because it shows legitimate citizen interest in something that they aren’t 
talking about. You don’t need to go to a town hall ask, we did it for you. 

Another senior OpenMedia campaigner describes how they use agonistic 'people power' 
(Mouffe, 2000; Young, 2001) strategically when engaging with decision-makers:  

We had a set of policy proposals (we had developed through crowd-
sourcing) and we met with a conservative MP, he was being fairly 
dismissive and I reminded him that he won by 500 votes and we were 
able to communicate with 2000 people in his riding and then he was 
suddenly more interested and wanted to help push forward our policy 
positions. So we’re building power behind our public interest policy 
positions by creating a constituency that’s active, engaged and just able 
to be reached and mobilized….We want to be really aware of power 
dynamics and shift them, that’s part of the whole thing. It’s not just 
making people’s voice heard it’s actually empowering people to have 
their voices amplified in this process. 

Other staff members noted an awareness of the power of lobbyists to shape 
decisions, and OpenMedia's role in resisting these dynamics:  

The CRTC was having this secretive meeting with a bunch of lobbyist to 
set a new framework for their policy work going forward. We found out 
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about it, leaked it to the media, emailed our supporters about it and 
then the CRTC called us to invite us to that meeting. I went to it and it 
was mostly industry lobbyists and bureaucrats with one or two other 
public interest people there. I started live tweeting it which made 
everyone there very uncomfortable and someone literally came up to 
me and said ‘hey, you’re not allowed to do that - you got in here, you 
should respect the rules.’ Basically they were saying to me, 'you’re in 
the club now, just chill out'. To which I was like, ‘I don’t want there to 
be a club and I think that’s the problem with this whole thing so I’m 
going continue to live tweet it and I don’t care if you don’t like it.’ 

6.4.1. Example 1: Time for an Upgrade 

The first example of OpenMedia’s policy hacking efforts considers the Time for 
an Upgrade report and campaign. The engagement process began in January 2012 when 
OpenMedia launched the “Stop the Squeeze” campaign to stop the “Big Three” cell 

phone providers (Bell, Rogers, and Telus) from blocking the ability of independent 
competitors to acquire wireless spectrum. OpenMedia argued that because the big three 
providers controlled the vast majority of the wireless market, blocking independent 
providers from the wireless spectrum auction would result in longer term contracts, bad 
customer service and new fees. This came at a time when Canadians were already paying 
some of the highest prices in the industrialized world for wireless services (Christopher, 
2017). 

The campaign encouraged public engagement by providing supporters with 
digital media tools - petitions, videos, posters, and viral share images— to pressure 
former Prime Minister Stephen Harper and former Industry Minister Christian Paradis to 
intervene. Over 65,000 Canadians signed the “Stop the Squeeze” petition and by October 
2012, the CRTC announced a public proceeding on national rules for wireless services. 
After the CRTC’s  announcement, OpenMedia repurposed the 13 page official ‘notice of 
consultation’ from CRTC into a digital tool that enabled Canadians to share their “horror 
stories” of high wireless prices and poor service (Gillian, 2013; OpenMedia, 2012). They 
received over 3000 submissions — some of which consisted of multiple pages detailing 
mistreatment customers received from the ‘Big Three’ (Christopher, 2016) (see Figure 

6.1 and 6.2).  
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Figure 6.1. Social media share image fron 'Time for Upgrade' campaign 
Image: OpenMedia is licensed under CC BY-NC-SA 2.5 CA 

 
Figure 6.2. Social media share image from 'Time for Upgrade' campaign 
Image: OpenMedia is licensed under CC BY-NC-SA 2.5 CA 

The story submissions formed the basis of the presentation OpenMedia made to 
the CRTC at a public hearing in February 2013 and the lead OpenMedia campaigner live 
tweeted updates from the hearing (see examples of participants comments in Figure 1 and 
2). The ‘horror stories’ submissions were then combined with advice from experts to 
create the crowdsourced report that reflected how the participants wanted to see the 
wireless market reformed (see crowd-sourced recommendation from the Time for an 
Upgrade report in Figure 6.3) (OpenMedia, 2012a; OpenMedia, 2012b; OpenMedia, 
2012c).  

In June 2013 the CRTC announced a new ‘Code of Conduct’ which, despite its 
shortcomings, had addressed complaints stressed in the campaign including capping data 
roaming rates, shortening contracts and making it easier to switch to a new provider 

(Gillian, 2013). 
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Figure 6.3 Recommendations from the 'Time for an Upgrade' crowd-sourced report (OpenMedia, 2012c) 
Image: OpenMedia is licensed under CC BY-NC-SA 2.5 CA 
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When asked about the whether the Time for an Upgrade campaign and report had 
legitimacy within the telecom policy discourse in Canada, one senior campaigner 
responded: 

I think it partly boils down to who the public trusts and who the 
institutions trust. Telecom companies challenge our cost applications on 
the basis that we’re not really representing the public and that they are 
instead. But I think there's an objectively a big difference between a 
non-profit organization that doesn’t stand to benefit from financially and 
a private corporation that is all about maximizing returns for 
shareholders. Their agenda is pretty clear. I think most people can tell 
the difference between the two.  

6.4.2. Example 2: Canada’s Privacy Plan 

The second example of OpenMedia’s policy hacking efforts concerns the struggle 
to defeat two attempts made by the Canadian federal government to expand upon its 
cyber-surveillance capabilities: Bill C-30 and Bill C-51.  Bill C-30 (commonly referred to 
as the Lawful Access Bill) was an attempt to expand upon the search and seizure, 
interception, surveillance, collection, and decryption capabilities of Canadian law 

enforcement. The primary goal was to remove the legal and technical barriers inhibiting 
seamless access to information held in private Internet and mobile accounts (Obar and 
Shade, 2016). OpenMedia played a leadership role in the public outcry against C-30 
which brought together numerous civil society organizations and thousands of individuals 
in the ‘Stop Online Spying’ campaign. In their discussion of the Stop Online Spying 
Campaign, Obar and Shade (2016) describe how the campaign created “a digitally 
mediated Fifth Estate” which reinvigorated the public as a watchdog of government 
accountability by drawing on the communicative power of online petitions, digital letters-
to-the-editor, Internet townhalls, films, volunteer-made videos, and powerful hashtag 
campaigns. As the authors argue, these efforts operated outside the framework of 
traditional civic engagement and drew on three key strategies of: (1) building an online 
community of networked individuals; (2) shaping pre-existing digital platforms to enable 
members of the public to contribute focused and pointed user-generated content; and (3) 
developing targeted content to be shared and distributed. Over the course of several 
months of mounting public pressure, the government eventually canceled Bill-30, with 
Justice Minister Rob Nicholson remarking, “we’ve listened to the concerns of Canadians 



201 

who have been very clear on this” (Payton, 2013). However, as Obar and Shade point 
out, this was not the result of government consultations as there were no public hearings, 
no formal calls for public comment, and no reports of Members of Parliament. While 
traditional methods of public consultation were not pursued, a clear message of public 
dissent was advanced by leveraging practices of social and digital media. One 
OpenMedia campaigner points out how citizen-won victories like C-30 are often framed 
in ways that undermine public participation and why political success stories are 
absolutely critical in building perceptions of efficacy and momentum: 

The government and the media constantly frame issues we campaign 
on as ‘this person in government made this change’. So they completely 
ignore, misrepresent and put down the agency of people. When we won 
C-30, which was one of the most clear victories I have ever seen, the 
media and the government didn’t say ‘thanks to the hundreds of 
thousands of people in this movement’ they said something like ‘Justice 
Minister Nicholson has announced that he’s shelving legislation and is 
not moving forward on it.’ Whereas when we (OpenMedia) wrote people, 
we were like “you did this, you actually changed law in this country”. 
Which is really important for keeping people engaged, trusting in 
government and believing in their own agency. 

Following the successful defeat of Bill-30, the Conservative government brought 

forward Bill C-51 in 2015 which extended the measures put forward in Bill-30 and gave 
government institutions unprecedented powers to monitor and profile Canadians through 
the internet. Again, there was widespread opposition to Bill C-51 with a petition of more 
than 300,000 signatures and over 50 protest events in cities across Canada (O’Malley, 
2015). As a result of these and other actions, Bill C-51 became a central issue of the 2015 
federal election with the Liberals campaigning on a promise to reform Bill C-51 if elected 
(Hall, 2015).   

Leading up to the election, OpenMedia produced Canada’s Privacy Plan — a 
comprehensive policy plan that was crowdsourced from the comments and survey 
responses of over 125,000 (see Figure 6.4) Canadians who responded to questions like: 
What is most important to you when it comes to privacy? What will it take to tackle our 
privacy deficit? What safeguards do you think are necessary to protect our human rights 
in a digital age? (OpenMedia, 2015c). 
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Figure 6.4 Example question from crowdsourcing questionnaire tool used for 

Canada’s Privacy Plan report (OpenMedia, 2015). 
Image: OpenMedia is licensed under CC BY-NC-SA 2.5 CA 

One senior staff member describes the impetus for the report:  

When you’re faced with a really hostile government that’s pushing very 
extreme surveillance legislation and who is not interested in hearing 
from citizens, it really puts the onus on us as an organization to lead on 
crowd-sourcing what it is that citizens want. We need to make sure that 
the process actually distills what exactly the people want the 
government to do rather than just say ‘no’....the trick is to work with 
experts to translate what people want into policy language to argue for 
institutional change. 

Another campaigner describes a meeting with Prime Minister Justin Trudeau 
before he won the won the election: 
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I had the opportunity to meet with Trudeau (in the summer of 2015) 
and he was like ‘I’m open to your ideas on privacy’ and I just handed 
him our Privacy Plan report and said ‘here it is, you have no excuse’. 
Because too often groups are rallying against something and then when 
they are asked ‘what would you want us to do’ they don’t have an 
answer to that. 

  

 

 
Figure 6.5 Citizen comments gathered using OpenMedia's 'Internet Voice' tool 

(OpenMedia, 2015) 
Image: OpenMedia is licensed under CC BY-NC-SA 2.5 CA 
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Figure 6.6 Recommendations from the 'Canada's Privacy Plan' crowd-sourced 

report (OpenMedia, 2015).  
Image: OpenMedia is licensed under CC BY-NC-SA 2.5 CA 

Shortly after the Liberals won the election in the Fall of 2015, the government 
began public consultations on Bill C-51 reforms. However, the government-led online 
consultation process was marred with concerns over bias and one-sided language (Ling 
2016; Ling, 2017) and the in-person consultations were described by some as "utterly 
demoralizing" (Pearson, 2016). In response, OpenMedia and Canadian Internet Policy 
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and Public Interest Clinic (CIPPIC) launched a crowdsourcing tool that translated the 
survey into accessible language and fed the answers of participants into the official 
government consultation online survey. Over 15,000 of the 50,000 submissions to the 
government survey were made using the tool provided by OpenMedia (Sali, 2016).  

After the consultation process was over, the government initially refused to make 
the consultation submissions public, instead promising a ‘summary’ of results. An open 
letter was published in the online publication National Observer from over 30 civil 
society organizations and experts urging the government to release the results of the 
consultation. Eventually, the government released the consultation results. Not trusting 

the government to analyze the public feedback in good faith, OpenMedia built another 
online tool (https://crowdsourcec51.ca/) that enabled the public to assess the consultation 
submissions.  

 
Figure 6.7 Landing page for OpenMedia's 'Crowd-source C-51' online tool. 
Image: OpenMedia is licensed under CC BY-NC-SA 2.5 CA 
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Funded by grassroots donations, the tool asked each participant to read 
submissions and answer a few simple questions about them. This crowdsourced analysis 
showed that the vast majority of submissions to the government’s consultation (that 
mention Bill C-51) called for the repeal of Bill C-51, and expressed strong support for the 
protection of privacy, and deep concern about the sharing of personal information with 
Canadian agencies or foreign governments. OpenMedia then used this as evidence to 
increase pressure on the government to adopt the policy positions put forward in their 
crowdsourced Privacy Plan.  

6.5. Successes and Challenges 

In terms of policy successes, OpenMedia has made significant contributions to 
telecommunications and Internet issues in Canada and internationally. Specifically, their 
work on usage based billing, net-neutrality, getting fixed internet as a basic service in 
Canada and preventing invasive governmental surveillance has been particularly 
impactful. Also noteworthy is the indirect impact they have had on the culture of public 
engagement with the CRTC. As one campaigner explains: 

The complaint of the CRTC for years has been ‘your discussion is 
dominated by insiders, lobbyist and corporate interests and very meager 
public interest participation’. What OpenMedia did was go in and say, 
‘look, we know you don't know how to engage normal people so we’re 
going to do it for you and we're going to show what they think.’ We ran 
campaigns that brought thousands of people's voices together and then 
we delivered those grassroots priorities and implementation strategies 
to the CRTC and we said ‘here’s what democracy look like and here’s 
what people want’. They were very uncomfortable at first but started to 
engage us more regularly at industry events or one-on-one meeting - 
all on the public record and all in the public domain.  

Another senior staff member elaborates on this topic:  

When the CRTC was doing their website re-design 5 years ago, they 
called us and asked what we thought they should do. Because they 
wanted to be seen at least as a more engaging, citizen-driven 
organization and we gave them a lot of advice around ‘make your forms 
less complicated, don’t make people cite file numbers all the time’. We 
showed them that there’s a lot of ways for lowering the barriers to 
participation where you can get meaningful answers to the questions 
you want answers to. There’s a wealth of knowledge in the commons 
that can be tapped. 
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They slowly, institutionally, started to change things in response - they 
did things like hosted hearings at night and on weekends so that people 
could actually make it them, instead of 11 am on a Tuesday. They 
started to do national polling and surveys to solicit views from Canadians 
in a way they hadn’t before. They did a public consultation on zero-
rating on Reddit, that was without international precedent. They saw a 
civil society actor modeling good participatory engagement strategies 
and shifted to be considerably more open and accommodating of the 
realities that everyday citizen face. Having said that, they still have a 
long way to go - the incentive for public interest organizations to 
participate in policy making processes are quite low because there’s not 
a lot of support for public interest groups. The process is still opaque 
and it’s still baffling to me how many procedural hurdles there are to 
participate in processes.  

Alongside the impact of OpenMedia’s work, the organization has also faced 
serious challenges associated with its approach to participatory politics. First, 
organizational sustainability including funding, employee burnout and talent recruitment 
– is a pervasive problem among non-profit organizations generally and poses a serious 
challenge to OpenMedia’s work in general and its crowd-sourcing work in particular. The 
nature of the engagement model requires a lot of time and resources to develop 
campaigns, fundraise and train staff, which is difficult to sustain for a small organization. 
Several staff members remarked that maintaining broad public interest in what is 
ultimately still seen as a technical policy area is very difficult. Because telecom issues 
cycle in and out of the news, OpenMedia’s ability to leverage opportunities for broad 

public consciousness is limited.  

Second, several staff members remarked how it is much easier to do negatively-
framed ‘No’ or ‘Stop’ campaigns than it is to do solutions-orientated advocacy like 
crowd-sourcing policy. Negative campaigns always get more tractions and raise more 
money in grassroots donations. One director at OpenMedia describes how the crowd-
sourcing work was largely subsidize by their more popular ‘No’ campaigns:  

We’ll engage 100,000 people to stop something and we’ll get a way 
small portion that is willing to help us write solutions-orientated stuff. 
Our community actually shrinks as a result of that work and so we made 
the decision that it was worth it do that even though it's difficult and 
comes at a cost in supporters and in donations.  

Issues of organizational sustainability also effect OpenMedia’s capacity to 
maintain long-term consistency in pushing their crowd-sourced policy goals. Once the 
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initial launch of the report is over, the time and resources it takes to meet with decision 
makers is often prohibitive for the organization.    

With the release of Reimagine CBC report, we had meetings with the 
CBC and presented at the CBC and the CRTC but we didn’t have enough 
resources to in longer term engagement with decision-makers post-
launch.  With Casting an Open Net we met with 15 MPs and during the 
election we had them endorse it and we followed up them for a period 
of time. If we were present like that over several years with our 
solutions, I think they would make it into law but how do you fund 
something like that? 

Another staff member in a leadership position reflects: 

I think we need something (by way of government support). OpenMedia 
is struggling and I know of two other NGOs in our space that don’t know 
how they going to keep doing the work and they are important 
organizations. So something needs to happen, especially in Canada 
because we are so small, it’s hard to run on grassroots donations alone. 
OpenMedia got lucky, we had really big campaign and built a sustainable 
model off it, but not everyone is going to do that. Sustainability is always 
the reason thing end. We need to create some sort government funding 
that is tied to metrics around public participation so that people build 
capacity and membership they can use to support themselves.  

OpenMedia’s scrappy start-up ethic has, to some degree, been a point of pride for 
OpenMedia. As mentioned earlier, this dynamic has kept them innovative, nimble and 
accountable to their community. However, as the above comment expresses, it is a 
dynamic that is hard to sustain over the long term, especially when trying to fill the 
‘engagement gap’ left by government through participatory process like policy hacking. 

Lastly, as an effective facilitator of participatory politics, OpenMedia risks losing 
its counter-public orientation toward mainstream public discourse (Warner, 2002). 
Indeed, OpenMedia’s crowd-sourced policy recommendation reports present distinctively 
new speaking positions and function to legitimize formerly excluded forms of informal 

political participation. However, the more professionalized and successful they become, 
the more they risk acquiring “agency in relation to the state” and adapting themselves “to 
the performatives of rational-critical discourse” (Warner, 2002: 124). As Warner argues, 
such a posture toward the state, cedes the original hope of transforming not just policy 
but the space of public life itself and risks being co-opted by the post-political logics of 
pacifying neoliberal governments. OpenMedia’s conflicted role is this dynamic is 
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articulated by one senior OpenMedia campaigner as they describe the difference between 
an outsider and insider orientation toward government:  

In my time at OpenMedia during the Harper government, I can barely 
recall a meeting we ever got with a federal agency. They were few and 
far between. In my time at OpenMedia under the Liberal government, 
we’ve met with the Prime Minister’s Office, the Department of Finance, 
the Department of Canadian Heritage, Innovation Science and Economic 
Development, you name it - they would take meetings with us. For 
young activists who come up under a Conservative government, that 
was rude awakening. The skill you develop to get the Conservative’s 
attention don’t work to get the Liberal’s attention. 

6.6. Tensions and Contradictions  

Considering the OpenMedia case study in light of the definition of participatory 
politics from the introduction of this chapter we can see that, of the three case studies, 
OpenMedia fits the definition most accurately. The case study shows how they facilitated 
participants in producing and circulating media that sought to address power relations 
between privileged and non-privileged actors in policymaking processes. However, in the 
same way as we observed participatory paradoxes in the 150YY and Creative Publics 
case studies, we can find similar contradictory dynamics in the OpenMedia case study.  

One tension that arises is in how OpenMedia’s campaigns encourage 

individualized and consumer-orientated forms of political engagement. As was discussed 
in Chapter 2, this approach risks undermining the collective democratic identities of 
citizens and reducing political participation down to economic and individualized self-
interest, rather than public responsibility and collective interest. However, the 
OpenMedia case study also illustrated how individualism and consumer values can be 
leveraged as a way to recruit new people and guide them into more substantial political 
analysis and engagement. Senior leadership at OpenMedia explain how they resist one-
dimensional classifications as a consumer rights group and foreground their collectivist 
and political orientation:   

It’s not just about lowering your cell phone bills. Even journalists who 
have covered us for years still refer to us as a consumer group. We do 
our best to try and bridge people across, give people avenues. You may 
have joined us because you want your cell phone bill to be lower but - 
have you considered how government spying is a problem? Different 
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people care about different issues (bills, the Charter, copyright). The 
citizen comments that make us happiest are when people write in and 
express that they understand the deeper democratic things we are 
trying to do. That gives us inspiration to keep plugging away. 

Another member of the leadership at OpenMedia remarked:  

OpenMedia has been pushed by the media and others to define 
ourselves as a consumer rights organization which I have always refused 
to do. Because consumer rights are passive and about your right to 
consume a product rather than your right as citizen to shape decisions 
that affect your daily life. 

The tenuous position OpenMedia occupies between political engagement and 
consumerism reveals an essential contradiction of participatory politics within 
neoliberalism. On one hand, there are obvious strategic advantages to using the consumer 
identity as a productive force for politics and the constitution of critical subjectivities and 
solidarities. The Time for Upgrade campaign illustrates how politicization can interact 
with consumer culture in ways that reinvent grassroots identifications as well as tactical 
strategies for collectively demanding better telecommunications policy. Indeed, in a 
neoliberal society such as Canada, it is increasingly difficult to position politics and 
consumerism in opposition. As has been discussed in previous chapters, in a neoliberal 
society that has collapsed social relations, cultural expression, economic transactions and 
modes of political participation, often our rights and freedoms are guaranteed not only by 
the state alone but by the market also. On the other hand, leveraging consumer outrage 
for political mobilization hazards reinforcing the consumer-citizen as an essential site of 

empowerment. Leveraging consumer culture runs the risk of replacing democratic 
subjectivity with capitalist forms of citizenship where participation in public sphere is 
shaped by the ability to consume, a tactic which disproportionally excludes marginalized 
constituencies – women, non-whites, and the poor (Mukherjee & Banet-Weiser, 2012: 9).  

While OpenMedia has the intention of making the connection between being a 
consumer and being a political agent, this is by no means guaranteed. Furthermore, it 
may be the case that this form of participatory politics works well for issues where people 
feel like economic stakeholders by virtue of the identity as consumers. But, with respect 
to other issues such as climate change or energy policy, the ‘green consumer’ identity is 
more likely to be used to sell products or alter behavior rather than leveraged to change 
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policy. The tendency for the media to identify OpenMedia as a consumer group illustrates 
the limitations in using consumer-based strategies and tactics. Indeed, OpenMedia’s 
approach of using consumerism as an entry point into political participation risks being 
misrecognized as solely a concern for consumer rights and therefore reinforcing 
unhelpful norms of individualism and consumption.  

The OpenMedia case study brings up another paradox of participatory politics, 
namely - the fact that networked communication and participation are key features of 
both cognitive capitalism and new avenues for democratization that challenge neoliberal 
orthodoxy collectively and politically. As a digital-driven organization, OpenMedia’s 

heavy reliance on digital engagement has left them vulnerable to the monopoly powers of 
companies such as Facebook and Google, not to mention the structuring power of large 
telecommunications corporations to shape public awareness and behavior. The growth 
and consolidation of large digital media corporations (especially in Canada) has meant 
that advertising has become the dominant revenue generating model across the web, 
forcing organizations like OpenMedia to pay for reaching supporters in ways they had 
not had to in the early days of the organization. A senior OpenMedia campaigner 
describes this dynamic:  

Since Facebook and Google have grown, the distribution mechanisms 
for advocacy have really cinched in. There’s constant challenges to email 
as well, which is the primary tool of most digital campaign organizations 
so if there’s one policy change in Gmail for how mass emails are treated, 
that affects everybody. The landscape and architecture of 
communication channels for advocacy organizations has shrunk in quite 
a bit, towards a pay to play model, as opposed to the openness we saw 
in the early 2010s. 

While contending with the political economy of Internet monopolies was often 
outside of the scope and capability of OpenMedia, the issue of data and power 
concentration among corporations remains crucially important and posed a major 
challenge to OpenMedia’s broader goals of media reform and Internet freedom. The 
network infrastructure on which OpenMedia’s advocacy depends could very easily be 
compromised or co-opted by corporations who can adopt the citizen-consumer frame. 
Indeed, crowd-sourcing is not immune to manipulation and corrupting tendencies. For 
instance, in the most recent net neutrality debates in United States, it is speculated that 

large telecommunications companies are driving mass amounts of astroturf participation 
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with pro-corporate goals that create illusion democratic participation. A Pew Research 
Centre study into the public comments submitted to Federal Communications 
Commission (FCC) (the American version of the CRTC) found that of the 21.7 million 
comments, 57% used temporary or duplicate email addresses, and seven popular 
comments accounted for 38% of all submissions (Hitlin, Olmstead and Toor, 2017). 
Media reports detail how ‘fake’ comments were submitted through automated programs 
such as over 100,000 identical comments posted to the FCC’s website urging the agency 
to roll back the Obama Administration's rules protecting net neutrality (Kulp, 2017; 
Levitz, 2017).  

Furthermore, because OpenMedia has not focused on facilitating in-person 
engagement in an ongoing way, it does not have the same strong local networks capable 
of bring together citizens face-to-face or pressuring political representatives in the same 
way as a labor union or a local political association. While OpenMedia operates as a 
nimble and opportunistic organization that is able to respond quickly to issues using 
compelling frames, it is also less able to build the long-term commitment required among 
supporters. This makes the organization vulnerable to producing a “weak we” that 
perpetuates an “arms race” for attention where the incentive is to get more eyeballs and 
clicks through increasingly sensational, spectacular and transfixing messaging – an 
approach which risks appearing manipulative (Sifry, 2012: 48).  

Despite these limitations, the OpenMedia case demonstrates how critical actors 
are key to consequential forms of political participation because they build power behind 
participatory politics. While OpenMedia does appear to have had some influence on the 
outcome of a number of internet related policy issues, my argument is not about claiming 
causality between OpenMedia’s campaigns and policy decisions. It is extremely difficult 
to determine the impact of one group’s actions on public policy processes and there are 
other contextual factors that have an influence on these outcomes. Nor am I claiming that 
OpenMedia’s approach to participatory politics is without problems. Indeed, their 

approach risks its own kind of elitism in that it can appeal to a certain type of citizen with 
a specific set of interests, knowledge and access to technology. There are also valid 
questions as to whom OpenMedia represents and with what legitimacy - while 
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OpenMedia does have over 600,000 people in its community, it cannot claim to represent 
all Canadians.  

My argument, rather, is that by combining counter-democracy and participatory 
politics (or participatory counter-democracy) the OpenMedia case provides a critical 
standard against which we might measure current public engagement practices. Recall 
from Chapter 2 that Rosanvallon’s idea of counter-democracy refers to notion that the 
vitality of democracy rests on distrust of power and citizens expressing dissent, protest, 
and exerting pressure from without on the democratic state. For Rosanvallon, the distrust 
of power is an essential dimension of democracy, and we ought to be focusing on how 

distrust can be organized so that its democratic potentials might be captured. If not, we 
risk distrust becoming a populist politics of accusation and denunciation without vision. 
In other words, distrust of power can turn contemporary problems into opportunities. 

Drawing on Rosanvallon, OpenMedia’s efforts in policy hacking reflect a 
“counter-power” that can “oversee democracy,”—including the tendencies of 
representative government to become corrupt, distant, elitist. In other words, counter-
democracy provides opportunities through which democracies can “correct their course 
and enhance their stability” (2008: 13). By leveraging public distrust and skepticism of 
political institutions, OpenMedia encourages more participatory and robust forms of 
public engagement. OpenMedia’s facilitation of participatory counter-democracy lays 
bare the reality that, within the context of neoliberalism, participation is a site of 
democratic struggle between minimalist and maximalist forms of public engagement. As 
Carpentier (2011) argues, the hegemonic position of representative democracy means that 
alternatives to representative democracy are often deemed as either impractical or 
undesirable, even while digital communication makes these approaches increasingly 
viable. Contrary to approaches that centre bureaucrats and elected representatives as the 
primary source of democratic legitimacy in the policy-making process, participatory 
counter-democracy positions the public as the most legitimate and qualified actor to 

determine public policy.  

By positioning the public as the protagonist in the empowering roles of storyteller 
(Time for an Upgrade campaign) and watchdog (Stop Spying campaign), we can observe 
how OpenMedia’s practice of participatory counter-democracy uses social media and 
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information communication technologies as a form of what Andrew Feenberg calls 
“democratic rationalization” (Feenberg, 2009). This concept explains how emergent 
political practices use technology in ways that were not envisaged within the rationality 
of political and technological elites. Feenberg suggests that democratic rationalization 
operates as a subversion of sorts where user interventions challenge undemocratic power 
structures rooted in modern technology (Feenberg, 2012: 108). This situation arose in the 
OpenMedia case study, as the policy-making processes of the CRTC and Industry 
Canada had increasingly lost their political character and become a form of system 
management. In response, the OpenMedia crowd-sourcing policy making functioned as a 

new sub-political force emerging from the cracks of the dominant order, contesting the 
consequences of the status quo and re-politicizing the policy making apparatuses. 
Feenberg describe this kind of democratization: 

As distinct from “strong” democracy, I will call a movement for 
democratization “deep” where it includes a strategy combining the 
democratic rationalization of technical codes with electoral controls on 
technical institutions. Such a deep democratization would alter the structure 
and knowledge base of management and expertise. The exercise of 
authority would come to favor agency in technically mediated social 
domains. Deep democratization promises an alternative to technocracy. 
Instead of popular agency appearing as an anomaly and an interference, it 
would be normalized and incorporated into the standard procedures of 
technical design (2012:147).  

By putting the public at the center of proposing and developing policy changes, 
the OpenMedia case challenges us to think about how participatory politics can be 

leveraged strategically to establish new norms of public engagement that allow for more 
robust forms of engagement rooted in principles of participatory democracy. Indeed, 
participatory democracy is a key value that governs OpenMedia strategy, values and 
aspirations:  

There’s a belief underlying OpenMedia’s work that democracy isn’t 
voting every 4-5 years. Democracy is a participatory practice that’s lived 
every day and that the value that underlies is not non-partisan but post-
partisan6.… [P]artisan politics is a crude instrument of the past that can 
never capture the will of the electorate or the will of the people in the 
way that new means of technological engagement can. The idea that we 

                                                
6 Post-partisanship is an approach to politics that emphasizes compromise and collaboration over political 
ideology and party discipline but does not imply neutrality (Safire, 2008).  
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can all be connected to the formal decision making, we can all be 
connected to the political process, and the days of raising your concerns 
with your representative at a local town hall are archaic. Why can’t 
governments show more innovation in consulting citizens? Why can’t 
they make democracy more direct? Why can’t the space/distance 
between institutional decision-making and people be collapsed? 

The value in OpenMedia’s approach to participatory politics is how it used 
communication technology to open up and demonstrate a possible future mechanism for 
policy-making. Their use of counter-democracy through policy hacking points to the 
radical political potential that is present in the participatory politics technologically 
advanced societies. This was reflected in how the organization perceives it role in 
facilitating democratic participation: 

We have got a role to play in improving how we do democracy in Canada 
and around the world. This kind of narrowly defined representative 
democracy only really gets you so far, it still leaves an awful lot of power 
in the hands of unaccountable elites and in order to make sure citizens 
voice get heard more than once every four years, it's really important 
that you have crowd-sourcing playing a big role in shaping policy….so 
that really puts the onus as an organization to…make sure that that 
crowdsourcing not only channels the outrage but also distills it into what 
people want….There is a gap in representative democracy where MPs 
are sent to parliament and people trust that they will reflect our values 
but there’s no real way to hold them accountable for that until 4 years 
later at the next election.  

As technology increasingly becomes the object of mistrust and contestation, there 
is a need for legitimation of technology through participatory and democratic processes, 
like those exhibited in the OpenMedia case study.   

What is at stake with the OpenMedia case study is the degree to which individual 
self-interest and consumer identities can be leveraged to support and facilitate collective 
movements for more substantial and flexible forms of democratic participation. This shift 
from atomized individualism to collective individualism could potentially have profound 
implications in shifting from representative democracy to digitally-driven participatory 
democracy. Lance Bennett (2003) points out that the phenomenon of “collective 
individualism” is “less rooted in ascribed social group membership than in individual 
choices of social networks” and “is facilitated in part by discourses conceived less in 
ideological terms than in broad categories of threat, harm and justice.” Through its 

process of policy hacking, OpenMedia was able to use the broad categories of ‘fairness’, 
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‘freedom’ and ‘choice’ to connect the common experience of paying a cell phone bill and 
being surveilled online to a political campaign focused on telecommunication policy. 
OpenMedia used memes and other forms of visual and digital communication as a new 
vocabulary of public policy. The potential implication of this practice, should it be taken 
up more broadly, could engage new publics in public policy debates through contagious 
memes that invite more sophisticated, creative and responsive political rituals.  

6.7. Conclusion 

At a time when information communication technology increasingly mediates 
social, political, cultural and economic life, telecommunications policy is arguably one of 
the most important public policy areas in Canadian society. As such, addressing the 
democratic deficit within telecommunciations policy is essential for addressing the wider 
erosion of democracy across political institutions. It also reminds us that the Internet as 
we know it is partly a result of policies pursued by various stakeholders with specific 
interests – and could thus be politically altered to reflect a different set of interests 
(Coleman and Blumer, 2009; Feenberg and Friesen, 2012). In a context of cyncism, 
distrust and retreat from political institutions, OpenMedia’s approach to participatory 
politics demonstrates how public engagement can be put at the centre of the struggle over 
power to democratize telecommunications policy-making. A senior member of the 
leadership team remarks on how OpenMedia’ analysis of power factors into their 
approach: 

In terms of power, industry players have way more resources so they 
have the time to spend to shape the narrative of decision-makers. So 
that’s why it’s important to consider power dynamics in all of this and 
to weight processes accordingly. It’s more difficult to coalesce and 
mobilize individuals are de-centralized whereas large industry players 
already have centralized resources that they more easily deploy. That 
political economy is important. For telecom companies, they have this 
cycle of capital where they lobby to get a ruling which means they have 
monopolistic powers over a market, they use that to price-gouge people 
because they have that market control then they use a portion of that 
money to reinvest it in capturing the rules and winning regulations that 
favour their interests. So the cycle continues. People who believe in 
public participation, including governments, need to create an opposing 
cycle of participation that can match that. That requires investment and 
different ways of constructing a process….People shouldn’t just have a 
seat to the table, people should be in the driver’s seat of these 
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decisions….the public’s input should be weighted much more heavily 
than industry lobbyists.  

We are currently in the midst of a paradigm shift in telecommunications policy. In 
the United States, the marked turn toward the more authoritarian tendencies of the Trump 
administration and recent regulatory changes to repeal net-neutrality threaten the core of 
democracy – the ability for citizens to have the information they need to hold their 

leaders accountable and impact the decisions that shape their lives. In Canada, promises 
by the federal government to “review and modernize” the Broadcasting Act and 
Telecommunications Act means that the laws governing television, telecom and the 
Internet will soon be overhauled (O’Brian, 2017). This case study offers a number of 
important insights for those reforms and how those interested in public engagement might 
approach future public policy development. This topic will be further explored in 
Chapter 7.  
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Chapter 7.  
 
Participatory Politics Re-conceptualized 

The purpose of this dissertation is to explore the contradictions and tensions that 
animate participatory political practices in the Canadian context and to examine whether 
participatory politics allow publics to provide counter-rationalities to neoliberal forms of 
governmentality. In response to these lines of inquiry, this chapter focuses on the findings 

detailed in Chapters 4, 5 and 6 and the implications of these findings for theory and 
practice of participatory politics. The first section begins by reviewing the ways 
neoliberalism shapes and structures participation in contemporary society. The second 
section uses this analysis to explore the similarities and differences between the cases by 
bringing them into relation with one another and focusing on how different practices of 
participation are weaved together and constituted through the case studies. I then 
conclude this study by reflecting on the possibility for participatory politics to chart new 
normative ‘pathways’ for political practice and propose alternative ways of accounting 
for the fact that participatory politics are necessarily contradictory in the context of 
neoliberal societies.   

7.1. ‘New Spirit’ of Participation 

In Chapter 1, we established that neoliberalism manifests as an economic theory 
of market fundamentalism, a public policy ‘doctrine’ and a cultural force that shapes the 
values, practices and subjectivities within the societies where it is dominant. I also 

discussed how neoliberalism manifests as a ‘new spirit of capitalism’ which can feel, in 
many ways, more rewarding and creative than the rationalist story of rugged 
individualism, ruthless competition, and excessive consumption often told by critics.  
Indeed, as Boltanski and Chiapello (2007) point out, neoliberalism complicates the 
Protestant ethic of capitalism (i.e. work, prudence, frugality, moderation, reliability, and 
sobriety) by incorporating the avant-garde values of artists and activists (i.e. authenticity, 
trustworthiness, transparency, social responsibility, sustainability, fairness, respect, care, 
and civility) (Vrasti, 2009: 10). Hence, the flexible accumulation of neoliberalism 
“requires new political animals, such as the social entrepreneur, the creative worker, the 
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frugal consumer, and the volunteer tourist - actors who use corporate social 
responsibility, continuing education, ethical consumption or charitable contributions to 
lend capitalism a ‘human face’” (Vrasti, 2011: 6).  

This insight is important to our discussion because it illustrates how neoliberal 
capital has merged social, political, cultural and economic participation into a subjectivity 
that is often fulfilling and pleasurable for some people. As the case studies have detailed, 
networked organizing structures, flexible work, ‘conscious consumerism’ and more 
accessible media production techniques have allowed for political participation to 
become more cultural, more personal and more available to more people. Within this 

context, the participatory condition (Barney, 2016) is being leveraged as a way for 
individuals to contribute to social change in their everyday lives. As the  2016 Millennial 
Impact Report points out, the most prevalent form of public participation practiced by 
Millennials is ‘everyday change-making’ which combines more traditional ‘activist’ 
activities such as issue-orientated rallies, crowdfunding and petitions with day-to-day 
activities, like ordering lunch from a restaurant that sources its ingredients from local 
farmers; wearing clothing from brands with sustainable supply chains; and, using a 
ridesharing app to cut down on their carbon footprint (Case and Yu, 2017).  

The potential implications of this form of participation are significant, but it is 
essential to note the classed nature of such approaches. Indeed, studies have shown that 
some newer forms of political activity (often facilitated by digital media) are related to 
socioeconomic status and are by no means available to everyone (Hargittai and Walejko, 
2008). For instance, Hargittai and Jennrich (2016) show that women, members of 
underrepresented racial and ethnic groups, and those of lower socioeconomic status tend 
to participate in online conversations at lower levels. In their ongoing research into 
participatory political culture, Jenkins et.al (2017) point out that those who face social, 
economic and cultural barriers may lack understanding of how participatory politics 
works; they may not see themselves as being informed enough or not having anything to 

contribute to larger conversations about politics; they may be discouraged from a 
breakdown of basic trust in elected officials and political institutions; they may lack the 
access to digital technology or the social connections needed to adopt a participatory 
perspective on social change (277).  
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It also must be noted, from a more cynical interpretation, that the initiatives of 
participatory politics (often discussed by Jenkins and other scholars of participatory 
culture) often fail to produce tangible material benefits in the lives of those participating. 
From this perspective, reluctance to participate is entirely rational given how progressive 
political forces have routinely sold out their base under neo-liberalism (Frank, 2016). 
Furthermore, commodity activism (Mukherjee & Banet-Weiser, 2012) – the process by 
which social action is mapped onto consumer practices and market incentives – is a form 
of participatory politics usually only available to those with the financial means to make 
consumer choices that align with their politics. In addition to being inaccessible to many 

people, these forms of participatory politics are easily co-opted. With ‘green-washing’ or 
‘social-washing’ campaigns, the goal is often to enhance the brand of the corporation 
rather than support the activism itself or what it might yield. As Mukherjee and Banet-
Weiser (2012: 19) explain, these types of activities do not challenge the existing social, 
economic and cultural structures that create and sustain inequalities, rather they operate 
to reinforce the dominance of corporations and the norms of a consumer society. 
Therefore, it is without question, that new forms of political participation are not immune 
to reproducing existing inequalities and social conditions. Furthermore, the conditions of 
neoliberalism produce specific types of political subjectivity rooted in socioeconomic 
status which reinforce particular normative visions of participation and biased ideas about 
what one can do to manifest change. This can be very limiting when what is required are 
radically new forms of societal organization that break the political and economic 
inequality imposed by neoliberalism.  

Because participation has become “a contextual feature of everyday life in the 
liberal, capitalist, and technological societies”( Barney, 2016: vii), however, it has 
become both the primary way neoliberalism reinforces its hegemony and a source of 
forms of new power and politicization. As Darin Barney points out, neoliberalism 
compels us to participate as a mode of subjective interpellation – it is how individuals 

and publics in the contemporary West become subjects and inscribe themselves in the 
neoliberal order (Barney, 2016: x). As a result, individuals are compelled to reproduce its 
ethos, whether they chose to or not, if they want to engage in dominant political 
structures and practices. It is the price of entry, so to speak. One can refuse to participate 
but this further reinforces the status quo through non-action. Yet, it is also true that 
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participatory politics creates new political opportunities, particularly among historically 
marginalized and silenced communities. Therefore, despite its drawbacks, damages and 
deep contradictions, we must work with its dynamics in order to find new ways of 
organizing society. Indeed, it very difficult to organize political participation in the 
contemporary West without reinforcing the hegemony of neoliberalism in some way. 
These days, movements are built using privately-owned social media platforms that 
commodify relationships; engagement is often sparked and mobilized through personal 
identity frames that reinforce individualism; and up-start movement organizations are 
often rooted in the entrepreneurial action of activists operating outside established 

organizations. There are more radical forms of collective action, such as Occupy Sandy 
(organized relief effort to assist the victims of Hurricane Sandy) and the Rolling Jubilee 
(a network of debtors who liberate debtors through mutual aid) that make an explicit 
effort not to partake in a neoliberal logic. But even these efforts, cannot step outside the 
dominance of the way neoliberalism structures subjectivity and everyday actions. The 
question is, what openings are created by neoliberal politics that can be exploited for 
more transformative ends? If there are openings, is it worth it to leverage them and under 
what conditions?   

I contend that while neoliberalism is a potent and damaging mode of governance, 
there are always unpredictable directions and outcomes that arise in such a system 
because it is not totalizing or absolute. Rather there are elements that have emerged (and 
that continue to emerge) that leverage some of the characteristics and normative qualities 
of neoliberalism as a way of energizing politics. In other words, one can read some 
normative qualities of the system (e.g. the emphasis upon individual autonomy, 
creativity, freedom) to indict other aspects of the system (e.g. the dominance and 
alienation of market rationality). This process has often been underrecognized and 
undertheorized in critiques of neoliberalism. Much of the discussion of neoliberalism has 
been to offer comprehensive criticism without considering how it offers new types of 

horizons for action. As was discussed in Chapters 1 and 2, neoliberalism is not simply a 
top-down discourse, rather it is perpetuated by acting subjects who are responding to the 
conditions that arise before them, through which their subjectivity is produced. Indeed, 
new opportunities for activism and societal transformation arise from the individual and 
collective responses to neoliberalism. The case studies have attempted to map those 
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conditions through diagnosing new political practices and new political communities that 
draw on personalization, consumerism, entrepreneurship, and creative practice.  

This is important because as more people face unprecedent levels of personal 
debt, a labor market in which precarity is increasingly the norm and a future increasingly 
threatened by environmental and economic collapse – emerging publics are both 
responding to the brutal realities of neoliberalism while also using the affordances 
provided by neoliberalism. Particularly since the financial crisis of 2008, movements like 
Occupy Wall Street, Black Lives Matter and MeToo have tried to merge the class politics 
of the Old Left and the identity politics of New Leftists. Out of this emerges a 

heterogeneous set of actors, positions, tactics, goals and messages that draw on cultural 
norms of flexibility, personalization, entrepreneurship, ‘sharing’ and networked 
communications. Milkman (2017) describes: 

Some (social movements) are led by privileged, young social insiders; 
others by quintessential social outsiders. Some focus on legislation and 
other short-term reforms; others reject conventional politics entirely and 
seek more radical, systemic change. Yet these variations—which I have 
argued are independent of one another—should not obscure the shared 
features of Millennial social movements: a highly educated, biographically 
available cadre of young leaders and activists, many of them LGBTQ-
identified; heavy reliance on social media for organizing and out-reach; and 
a politics that highlights the intersectionality of class, race, gender, and 
sexuality. Moreover, the strategic repertoires of these movements have 
begun to converge, and some activists have been active in more than one of 
them (2017:25).  

This “New New Left” (Beinart, 2013) expresses a worldview that combines 
struggles for redistribution and recognition (Fraser, 1995), to express a broad critique of 
neoliberal capitalism, yet at the same time embrace individuality through the discourse of 
intersectionality and DIY politics (Milkman, 2017: 10). These new political movements 
are often disdainful of conventional forms of political organization and decision-making, 
rejecting hierarchy in favor of “horizontalism” and “leaderful” participatory 
organizational structures. The evolving political spaces and practices are different from 

the forms of politics that were possible during welfare state capitalism and therefore 
require new conceptualizations of what it means to participate in politics and what it 
means to be political. New practices and communities also confront and change what we 
have thought of as traditional institutional public politics and public action. Indeed, 
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political practice is being re-routed through the practices that were reflected in the three 
case studies.  

However, in order to have consequential outcomes, it is crucial for such actions to 
be approached with the goal of addressing power relations. Within the context of 
neoliberalism, participatory politics offers both the potential for a new and liberating 
form of democratic society and the risk of co-optation, surveillance, exclusion and 
control – a situation where we become participants in our own domination. Hence, there 
is a need to make clear the distinction between forms of ‘participation’ that protect the 
power positions of privileged (elite) actors, to the detriment of non-privileged (non-elite) 

actors and forms of participation that confront the staggering social, economic and 
political inequity produced during the period of neoliberalism (Carpentier, 2016: 73). 
There is also a need to address the tension between forms of participation that attempt to 
address economic inequality and those that attempt to address cultural inequality. Indeed, 
as the identity-politics versus class politics debate reminds us – both perspectives attack 
inequality, but foreground different forms and experiences of it.  

Crucially, the struggle over participation is a struggle over the capacity of people 
to re-appropriate the production of their own communities and wield power in 
determining how resources are (re)distributed. My argument is that the constitutive 
aspects of neoliberal subjectivity, including the rise of entrepreneurial, self-
responsibilized individuals and the emphasis on values like ‘freedom’, ‘empowerment’ 
and ‘choice’ can be leveraged to nurture and open up new political possibilities that do 
not align with neoliberalism but challenge it. In other words, there is a cultural and 
political logic opened up by neo-liberalism which can be mobilized against itself. There 
are two things that are critical to remember: 1) New forms of political participation are a 
response to the larger societal context of neoliberal society; 2) There are elements of neo-
liberalism that can be turned against itself. Incorporating this understanding into 
discussion of participatory politics allows us to develop more sophisticated analyses of 

the current reconfiguration of participation at multiple scales and in a myriad of spaces. 
Thus, I contend that any discussion of participatory politics must follow commentators 
like Carpentier (2016), Fenton (2018), Dahlgren (2009) and Kelty (2013), who argue that 
we need more precise distinction between different models of participation that take into 
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consideration not only the contingent nature of participation but also how power is 
implicated in different modes of participation. These perspective help to clarify what 
makes some forms of political participation counter-hegemonic, transformative, anti-neo-
liberal. These perspectives, therefore, influence the re-definition of participatory politics 
that is central to analysis in this dissertation:  

Participatory politics is when citizens express their political concerns – 
through the production and circulation of media or other cultural 
mechanisms – with the goal of addressing power relations between 
privileged and non-privileged actors in formal or informal decision-making 
processes.  

7.2. Similarities and Difference between Case Studies 

Having revisited the contradictory dynamics of participatory politics, this section 
focuses on similarities and differences between the three cases. This analysis further 
evaluates how participatory political practices manifest in the Canadian context. 

7.2.1. Similarities 

Mechanisms of Translation 

Kligler-Vilenchik’s (2013) concept of mechanisms of translation is useful in 
describing how the practices of participatory politics observed in the case studies move 
people from cultural engagement to civic and political engagement. Kligler-Vilenchik 
explains:  

By using the term mechanisms, I wish to signal that connecting the cultural 
and the political is a process, in which multiple parts come together to 
achieve a certain result; and this process is one of translation, in the sense 
of using ideas, terms and practices that are legible in one context to support 
the comprehension of another context. The attention to translation 
mechanisms is crucial if we want to identify what accounts for more and 
less successful connections between the cultural and the political, and to be 
able to scaffold and encourage these linkages…(2015: 178) 

Looking at the case studies, we can observe that translation was a similarity. 
However, each case used different mechanisms to facilitate and encourage political 
expression or action. One of OpenMedia’s mechanisms is the ‘campaign’ model which 
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uses accessible frames, broad social media mobilization and sophisticated use of data to 
effectively target supporters and engage them in contributing to policy recommendations. 
In other words, OpenMedia’s mechanisms are rooted in the active mobilization of a large 
community of people who contribute to reframing policy debates through everyday 
digital culture. The innovation of OpenMedia’s approach was to use the campaign 
mechanism to facilitate the two-way translation between publics, policy experts and 
political institutions. The first translation is from the policy language to everyday 
language, so the public can understand what is being decided. The second translation is 
from everyday language back to policy language, so the recommendation can have 

resonance with the institution and have weight in official processes.  

A second mechanism used by OpenMedia was participatory media production 
(through story-telling, memes, surveys, Facebook and Twitter comments), as a collective 
policy response to rising cell phone bills, the dominating power of telecommunications 
companies and the threat of unchecked government surveillance. Van Zoonen’s (2005) 
work on fan activism argues that because the political power of traditional group 
membership (political parties, church groups, unions) are in in decline, new social groups 
have to now produce their constituencies by making politics relevant for them. In this 
case, OpenMedia combined populist framing and policy advocacy with their supporters’ 
daily use of social media in order to influence decision-making within the CRTC and 
Industry Canada. 

Mechanisms of translation do not necessarily require the expansive scale 
demonstrated by OpenMedia. Indeed, meaningful translation can occur on an intimate 
and hyperlocal scale, as was the case in the Creative Publics case study. In this context, 
art-making and pop-up urban interventions functioned as the mechanisms. They worked 
to connect everyday life and the federal election through non-discursive, spontaneous, 
creative participation. This form of translation has a specific political dimension in the 
way it occupies public space and allows for forms of political expression that invite new 

types of political agents. According to Rancière (2006), politics is a process in which 
people determine which issues belong to the realm of the political and who is capable of 
debating political matters. He describes how artistic practices can play a political role 
because they can influence the “(re)distribution of the sensible”, which determines how 
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roles and modes of participation in the social order are conceptualized. In other words, 
the mechanisms of translation offered by Creative Publics open up new possibilities for 
what can be thought, said and done within the context of an election. As the participants 
comments reflected in Chapter 4, collaging with others evoked experiences of 
emergence, steeping outside of themselves, and the ability to see the connections between 
issues. These forms of election participation have the potential to render visible what 
might otherwise remain invisible and make imaginable what might otherwise remain 
unimaginable. 

Regarding the 150YY case study, we can identify two mechanisms of translation. 

The first mechanism is aggregative articulation. By aggregating 150 stories, the project 
functioned as a way to articulate the diversity of unconventional ways young people are 
engaging with their communities. By inviting youth to tell their own stories through 
photographing and interviewing each other, the project acts as a catalogue and archive for 
a broader audience to understand what youth civic engagement means today. As an 
organization that has significant access to resources and networks within the federal 
government – this sort of translation is important and consequential as it informs 
decision-makers while also setting a standard for youth engagement organizations more 
broadly.  

The second mechanism is ‘stories that matter’. By facilitating the collection of 
youth engagement stories that show why civic and political participation is important to 
young people, 150YY legitimizes and encourages youth participation on its own terms. In 
his latest edited volume, By Any Media Necessary, Jenkins et. al. (2016) explain the role 
of storytelling in participatory politics: 

While telling one’s personal story as a means of political consciousness-
raising may have been a central aspect of earlier forms of identity politics, 
such storytelling takes on new significance when that story is captured and 
circulated through online platforms and social networks where it can reach 
many whom one might never encounter face to face (2016: 21).  

By producing and circulating the personal stories of young people engaged in 
issues like LGBTQ rights, racism, income inequality, and decolonization, the 150YY 
project is able to represent a broader community of people who might not have had their 
work recognized or who might not be in a position be heard. However, in order for 
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participatory politics to be effective, it is necessary to be attentive not only to ‘speaking 
up’ but also to ‘being heard’. Crucially, a focus on ‘being heard’ shifts the focus and 
responsibility for change from marginalized voices on to the conventions and institutions 
which shape who and what can be heard in political decision-making. Indeed, political 
inequality is not so much about an inability to speak up, but rather an inability or a refusal 
to listen on the part of those making collective and consequential decisions. Susan 
Bickford (1996) exploration of the “politics of listening” suggests that how we listen 
shapes the ways in which others can speak and be heard:  

Just as speakers must reflect on how to speak (and what to say), listeners 
must be self-conscious about how they listen (and what they hear). Taking 
responsibility for listening, as an active and creative process, might serve to 
undermine certain hierarchies of language and voice (1996: 129).  

Therefore the translation involved in participatory politics needs to be attentive to  
how decision-makers are receiving participatory acts. While translation has significant 
value for political and civic literacy, its power ultimately lies in its ability to translate 
participatory acts to decision makers in ways that make political processes and 
institutions more democratic.  

Personalization of Politics 

A second similarity among the case studies is the way each case innovates on the 
New Left axiom of the ‘personal is political’. In other words, “sixties activists insisted, 
the personal is political. Young change-makers in the digital age get that, and they one-up 
it with their own organizing principle: the political is social and cultural” (Schaefer, et. al, 

2014). This characteristic was present in the case studies as each one drew on the 
personal circumstances and loose associations of participants as a way of opening new 
avenues into political engagement. For instance, OpenMedia leveraged personal concerns 
associated with the costs of mobile phones and state surveillance to engage participants in 
telecommunication policy reform. Creative Publics asked participants to express how the 
federal election intersected with their personal lives and everyday concerns. The 150YY 
stories demonstrated a strong focus on the politics of “intersectionality” which reflect the 
historical context and biographical characteristics in which young people find themselves 
today. Telling personal stories, taking consumer-based action and engaging in making art 
– can all be seen as rooted in personal motivation and expression.  
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Certainly, the personalization of politics can pose a risk to consequential political 
participation because it can be antithetical to the collective solidarities needed to 
challenge entrenched interests. While personalized politics has long existed, in today’s 
participation landscape, “individually expressive personal action frames” (Bennett, 2012: 
20) can often displace collective action as the dominant mobilization frame in political 
causes. Here, ‘the personal is political’ can be understood as a deeply effective strategy 
for neoliberalism: insofar as broad political participation is concerned with the ‘personal’, 
‘the political’ (as in political and economic power) is left to the elites. Diversionary 
neoliberal participatory politics wants to use the ‘personal as political’ in a kind of bait 

and switch move. A critical participatory politics needs to be attentive to how to resist 
such side lining and co-optation.   

Furthermore, personalized politics can negate the cooperative foundations of 
deliberation that are necessary in politics. Hay and Stoker (2009) point out that this can 
create dissatisfaction amongst citizens as they fail to recognize that democracy is about 
making collective decisions which will not satisfy all individuals: “[politics] is rarely an 
experience of self-actualization and more often an experience of accepting second-best” 
(234). In other words, if young people are being socialized into believing that politics is a 
transaction based on identity and individual choice in which personal self-actualization is 
achieved, then the reality of democracy in which agents must traverse complex topics 
(without any guarantee of satisfaction with the result), may make democratic 
participation a frustrating experience (Hart and Henn, 2017: 10).  

On the other hand, while the personalization of politics places individuals at the 
center of their own universes, those universes can be very large thanks to the social 
networking potential of ubiquitous communication technologies as reflected in high-
profile contemporary social movements such as MeToo, Black Lives Matter and Idle No 
More. These movements reflect the personalization of politics and a fusing of both 
neoliberal values of individualism and a shift towards what Milkman (2017) refers to this 

as “a new political generation”.  Indeed, the ‘Millennial’ generation (usually defined as 
those born after 1980) is more racially and ethnically diverse than any previous 
generation in Canada; have a higher proportion of people who identify as bisexual, gay, 
or transgender than do individuals in older generations; and have faced greater 
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employment polarization and precarity than the previous Baby Boomer generation 
(Milkman, 2017). Until recently, the political discourse surrounding Millennials was that 
they had grown up in an allegedly “progressive” and “post-racial” society, one in which 
gender and racial inequality was supposed to have been largely eliminated, and rights for 
lesbian, gay, bisexual, transsexual, and queer (LGBTQ) people had won new legitimacy. 
Yet, as Ruth Milkman (2017) describes, Millennials’ lived experience often contradict 
such egalitarian claims as they face a labor market in which precarity is increasing, a 
prolongation of the transition to adulthood and a reversal of many of the progressive 
claims made by liberal orthodoxies:  

Even after the election of the first African American president, pervasive 
racism continued, manifested in ongoing police violence against African 
Americans, racial disparities in incarceration rates and in income and 
wealth, and racially based micro-aggressions. Despite frequent 
proclamations about equal rights and opportunities for women, and even 
after women overtook men in average educational attainment, sexual assault 
is still pervasive on college campuses and elsewhere, pay equity remains 
elusive, and other gender inequities persist. Similarly, notwithstanding their 
legal gains, LGBTQ individuals continue to be stigmatized and 
disproportionately victimized by sexual violence. Millennial activists often 
express a sense of betrayal in regard to these unmet promises; indeed, this 
is one key source of their radicalization. (2017:11) 

In addition to issues associated with intersectionality politics, the rapid diffusion 
of digital communication technologies has deeply affected Millennials - triggering social 
and cultural processes that have helped shape “new collective impulses” akin to how the 
Great Depression triggered the Old Left in the 1930s, and the civil rights revolution and 
the Vietnam War triggered the New Left in the 1960s. This is important because it 
reveals how “personal action frames” (Bennett and Segerberg, 2012) have the potential to 
be a key organizing structure for a new form of collectivism.  That is to say, while 
personalization is a key characteristic of political participation within neoliberal society, 
the outgrowth of this dynamic is very unpredictable. Contrary to critical interpretations, 
personalization does not need to result in the negation of politics. Instead, it can result in 

politics by new means. This is fundamental because experimenting with new hybrids of 
‘personalization’ and collective solidarity is among the most significant and dynamic 
contributions of participatory politics under conditions of neo-liberalism. The case 
studies support the idea that neoliberal forms of personalization might be how people 
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enter politics, but because politicization is not stagnant – personalization can act as the 
key entry point in the development of a latent political potential.  

Private Public Sphere   

The third similarity between the case studies is how each reflected various 
‘private’ forms of participation that are in stark contrast to Habermas-inspired models of 
the public sphere. The key distinction between public and private is one that is grounded 
in (liberal) political theory: the private sphere is a place of individual freedom that is off-
limits to state/government regulation, and the public sphere is a place of collective 
democratic regulation. As was discussed in Chapter 2, participatory politics often merges 

what has traditionally been considered ‘public’ (associated with reason, rationality, 
objectivity, argument, work, text, information and knowledge) and ‘private’ (associated 
with personal, emotion, intimacy, subjectivity, identity, consumption, aesthetics, style, 
entertainment, popular culture and pleasure). This merging makes it difficult to untangle 
the boundaries of the public sphere when both the public and private realms are 
constantly being drawn upon in political discourse and participation, especially those 
facilitated by new media technologies. As a result, political participation fuses the public 
presentation of private selves with private commentary on public issues (Papacharissi, 
2010).  

This development is not a corrosion of democratic deliberation, as Habermasians 
would suggest, but presents an opportunity to re-think civic and political participation 
while sustaining a critical engagement with issues of commercialization, inequality of 
access, and narcissism. The cases illustrate how hybrid private-public sphere draws on 
the sociability, emotionality, and accessibility of the private sphere in ways that 
contribute to new affective approaches to public action and connection. Here, 
participatory politics draws on affective communicative strategies such as personal 
narrative, aesthetic interventions and new forms of visibility as tools for people to have a 
say in the events that make up their socio-cultural milieu. In this way, the private public 

sphere re-orientates political participation toward affective registers, allowing for a 
greater diversity of interactions, affiliations and interests to enter into political realm.  
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For instance, the 150YY stories presented practices of participation that pay 
attention to subjectivity, creativity, and everyday life – using private, rather than public, 
spaces, to develop a youth-driven civic vernacular. The Creative Publics case illustrated 
how the playful experimentation involved in making collages can reveal new 
opportunities for affective, nondeliberative practices that link the personal to institutional 
political processes like federal elections. The OpenMedia case offered new ways of 
“making claims and giving reasons” (Young, 1996:124) that is rooted in private realms of 
Internet communication but linked together in a network structure that expressed a 
collective and public position.  

The implication of this finding suggests that the exclusive nature of ‘official’ or 
institutional liberal public spheres need to be reformed to offer broader and more porous 
conceptions of what public-affective participation in politics looks like. The case studies 
used ‘the affective’ as a resource in the service of public action and connection. They also 
illustrate how the private sphere is where contemporary citizenship emerges and fortifies 
itself, while affect is often the register on which political messages resonate. That is to 
say, the public sphere expands when private struggles and concerns are communicated in 
a public setting using an affective modes of communication. What is important to focus 
on is not ridged boundaries between public and private spheres but rather on how private 
and public spaces are networked together and the role of affect in merging the public and 
the private in ways that foster a more vibrant political culture. Furthermore, a key factor 
in assessing the value and impact of participatory politics is the extent to which practices 
link affective modes of communication (and the mini-publics that form in response to 
them) with broader discourses in the public sphere.  

7.2.2. Differences 

While the cases share similarities in the way they are shaped by broader societal 
forces, there are important difference in how each case took a different approach to 
participatory politics. These differences were reflected in how participation was 
organized; what problem the participation was responding to; and how participation was 

strategically orientated to structures of power.  
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Genres of Participation 

First, there was significant differences in how participation was organized across 
the case studies. One way of characterizing these difference in organization is through 
Marie Dufrasne and Geoffrey Patriarche’s (2011) notion of “genres of participation”. 
This notion refers to a set of shared practices that expresses “collective convictions” 
through a particular set of actions and can provide templates to be performed by diverse 
sets of participants. Participatory genres function as organizing structures (Orlikowksi & 
Yates, 1998), characterized by specific repertoires of elements (Lacey, 2000 in Dufrasne 
and Geoffrey Patriarche, 2011: 70). In other words, genres of participation address core 

questions such as why, how, what, who/m, when and where. Within the genres of 
participation for institutional politics, we can observe a comparatively narrow set of 
elements such as checking a ballot, calling a representative, running for office or signing 
a petition – all of which could be described as bureaucratic and ridged ways of 
participating – where some utterances and expressions are appropriate, and others are not 
(Fraser, 1992; Warner, 2002). As was discussed in the Chapter 2, for those who have a 
grown up in a participatory culture, such genres can seem frustrating, exclusionary, 
limiting and, in some cases, ineffectual. 

For OpenMedia, ‘policy hacking’ was the genre of participation. The ‘what’ is the 
crowd-sourced reports produced as a culmination of engagement while the question of 
‘how’ is illustrated in their focus on combining expert knowledge with broad-based 
public engagement using social media and digital tools. They do this by framing complex 
policy issues in simple language and acting as a translator between their supporters, 
policy experts and government officials. Their utilization of ‘policy windows’ addresses 
the question of ‘when’ by timing campaigns to coincide with openings in the wider 
political dynamics. The focus on digital engagement (rather than in-person engagement) 
gives them more flexibility in terms of the ‘where’ while the ‘who’ is articulated through 
discourse of ‘post-partisianship’ that claims to voice the concerns of generalized 

‘Canadians’. This is used as a way to promote political inclusivity and avoid alienating 
supporters who come from across the political spectrum. OpenMedia communicates the 
‘why’ by framing outcomes in populist-style generalized terms such as the need for more 
choice, affordability, fairness, openness, transparency, or accountability (Skinner, et. al., 
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2015). OpenMedia’s populism works because it tells a powerful story. Their framing 
allows OpenMedia to offer a genre of participation that taps into the anger, frustration 
and mistrust people have with the Canadian governing elite. Anger feeds a motivation 
among supporters to participate in policy hacking processes, which offer a compelling 
(and constructive) way to challenge the unchecked power of corporate and government 
elites who often seem untouchable to the average person. As such, it offers a template for 
how NGOs can leverage participatory processes in service of a democracy-orientated 
populism.7 

The 150YY project is a participatory genre that drew on the practices of 

‘connecting networks’, digital storytelling and ‘street teams’ as a way of combining a 
nationally-focused campaign with localized, face-to-face action in cities across the 
country. Compared to OpenMedia’s generalized ‘who’ and unspecified ‘where’, the 
specificity of these elements were central to 150YY participatory genre. By targeting 
‘engaged Millennials’ in urban communities, one of the project’s main goals was to build 
and strengthen youth networks in five Canadian cities. The ‘how’ of this approach is also 
important because it highlights a peer-to-peer strategy of engagement that focuses on the 
most engaged members of a network and then leverages their peer networks as a way to 
reach more people. This approach draws on aspects of the “snowflake model” developed 
by Marshall Ganz (2009) in which leadership is distributed and the engagement effort is 
made up of interconnected teams working together to further common goals and enable 
others. The 150YY relied on the snowflake model as a way to leverage the networks of 
the ambassadors who could then reach broader communities of young people Apathy is 
Boring might not otherwise have access to. The ‘what’ is also important to this genre. 
The project’s use of photography, storytelling and social media provided an easy way for 
the ambassadors to use skills and technology that were already relatively familiar and 
accessible to them. Furthermore, by showcasing the work of young people in their 
communities through social media and the projection events, the project provided a 

                                                
7 To this end, OpenMedia has published set of ‘crowd-sourcing principles’ on their website, which could 
theoretically be adopted by other organization seeking to engage broader constituencies in policy advocacy: 
https://openmedia.org/en/crowdsourcing-principles 
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platform for young people to tell their own personal stories and circulate it via 
communication technology and in-person events.  

For the Creative Publics project, the ‘what’ and ‘how’ were particularly 
important. The ‘what’ manifested in the way the project used art-making and ‘pop-up’ 
style urban interventions to experiment with innovating election engagement. The ‘how’ 
of this genre utilized collaging which used clear iconography to represent public policy 
issues simply, in ways that allowed almost anyone to participate. The ‘when’ and ‘where’ 
were also important aspects of this genre. Locating the interventions in busy urban spaces 
was important for sparking spontaneous dialogue among strangers and attracting a 

diversity of participants. Regarding the ‘when’, it was essential that the interventions took 
place in the six weeks leading up to the election so that the project could leverage the 
hype of the election happening in the wider media discourse.   

In comparing the three cases, we can observe the ‘why’ was not as clearly 
articulated in Creative Publics and 150YY as it was in the OpenMedia case study. In the 
Creative Publics case study - making art, facilitating dialogue and demonstrating an 
alternative form of election engagement are worthy goals but the project did not address 
power relations and decision making. Similarly, with 150YY, the goal of promoting the 
work of young changemakers is important but the project did not explicitly state why the 
project was necessary and why young often people feel like their voices aren’t heard. In 
the OpenMedia case study, influencing decision-making and addressing the discrepancy 
in policymaking power between citizens and elites was the explicit goal. Here we can 
observe a key tension between practices of participatory politics that are primarily 
‘expressive’ as compared with those that have the aim of ‘influencing’ policy and 
decision-making. As has been pointed out by Jodi Dean (2005) and others, expressive 
politics can be easily integrated into a “communicative capitalism” that thrives upon 
expression while negating movements that seek policy/structural transformation.  

A stronger articulation of ‘why’ and an explicit statement of concrete goals with 

respect to political influence would have gone a long way, in both the Creative Publics 
and 150YY cases, to strengthen the argument for non-formal organizations, collectives 
and project that reach out to new political constituencies. As was discussed in previous 
chapters, participatory politics within neoliberal societies requires that project framing 
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foreground power relations and decision-making while combining it with subjective and 
affective dimension of the political. A strong ‘why’ makes explicit how participation in 
projects like Creative Publics and 150YY can link the politics of being (the subjective 
experience of the political) with being political (the act of doing politics) (Fenton, 2016: 
132).  For instance, the overall design and framing of both projects could cite the 
democratic deficit and the inaccessibility of most political decision-making; the activities 
could be directed at decision-makers directly and take place at or near their offices of 
decision-makers; or the projects could facilitate participants to make media and art that 
express the shortcomings of existing democratic practices and who is excluded by them. 

For participatory politics to truly make democracies more democratic, they must 
democratize political affect by bridging the practices of formal politics with the passions 
that exist for ordinary people in everyday life. If we do not pay attention to the link 
between democracy and affect, we risk missing the emerging, promising and progressive 
ideas to be found in emerging forms of participatory politics.  

Another important consideration when looking at the differences in genre is the 
material positions, identities and roles of the actors involved which play a structuring role 
in the participatory process. Material positions are grounded in access to particular 
resources, such as different types of social, cultural, economic, political capital 
(Carpentier, 2016:79). Roles then become seen as reflections of certain identities which 
then translate into patterns of behavior and participatory practices. For instance, all three 
case studies were orchestrated by the Millennials who Milkman describes as “privileged, 
young social insiders”. Furthermore, OpenMedia and 150YY had substantial budgets to 
commit to their projects, which explains their national scope as opposed to the local focus 
of Creative Publics, which had significantly less funding. It could also be argued that all 
the projects were mostly available to those who already have the time, networks and 
knowledge to participate. This was made explicit in the case of 150YY, which sought out 
‘engaged Millennials’ who had the skills and networks to effectively participate. It was 

also implicit in OpenMedia and Creative Publics to the extent that participants would 
need to already have some degree of interest in politics or telecommunications issues and 
the free time to participate. Furthermore, OpenMedia and 150YY assume access to the 
Internet and a degree of knowledge around digital tools and platforms – which privileges 
those who already have class advantages.  
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Participatory Problem 

The specific participatory problem that each initiative addressed was different. In 
the case of OpenMedia the participatory problem was focused on power – specifically the 
lack of a public power in telecommunications policy-making. By facilitating easily 
accessible opportunities to contribute to policy discourse, OpenMedia was able to bring 
previously unheard voices to the CTRC at a scale unimaginable before social media and 
peer-to-peer collaborative technology.  OpenMedia understood the participatory problem 
structurally – the problem resided not only with bureaucratic, out-dated and exclusionary 
engagement processes, but also with the power dynamics between the CRTC and the 

telecommunication industry. In other words, OpenMedia was tackling two participatory 
problems simultaneously – the problem of inaccessible government bureaucracies and the 
problem of disproportional industry influence on policymaking.  

In the Creative Publics case, the participatory problem was focused on the lack of 
inviting, expressive and appealing opportunities for election discourse in public space. 
The Creative Publics project aspired to address the reality that beyond rallies and town 
halls, political discourse is rarely experienced in public space with strangers. As such, it 
provided a physical point of entry into exploring political ideas. In this way it addresses 
the participatory problem that conventional political participation rarely provides 
discursive opportunities or public political space for introverted or creatively-inclined 
people to interact and express their concerns. By addressing the participatory problem of 
inaccessible and unappealing institutional forms of participation, Creative Publics helps 
us to re-think why the dominant forms of institutional political participation have been 
reduced to bureaucratic box-ticking and horse-race narratives dominated by media-elites. 
It nudges us to imagine the potential for institutional processes like elections to be more 
creative, celebratory and community-focused. This idea is not new. In 19th century 
United States, voting was accompanied by community festivals located in social 
gathering spots, very often saloons, where a festive atmosphere was both natural and 

expected (McGerr, 1986; Bensel, 2004). As Addonizio et.al (2007) describe, “voters at 
the polls talked with friends, threw down shots of free whiskey, listened to lively 
entertainment, and generally had a good time” (2007: 217). In other countries, such as 
India, Election Day is viewed as a significant cultural ritual where the community gathers 
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as a whole to socialize and affirm its commitment to democracy (Hauser and Singer, 
1986).   

In the case of 150YY, the participatory problem was focused on the lack of 
visibility and acknowledgement of youth-led forms of civic and political participation. 
This reflected AisB’s wider mission of making democratic participation more accessible 
and appealing to young people through socialization and forming up new political habits 
beyond traditional norms and activities.  It was also about providing entry points into 
participation that were culturally relevant and interesting to participants – as illustrated in 
re-purposing the widespread popularity of the ‘Humans of New York’ blog. The project 

sought to address common misconceptions of young people as apathetic or uninformed 
and show how youth come together in their communities, build strong networks, mobilize 
around issues and seek solutions for them. Here, the participatory problem is rooted in 
addressing the shift in participatory patterns toward non-institutional activities and the 
desire for political communication that draws on cultural realms (Dalton, 2008; Dalton & 
C. Welzel, 2014; Allen & Light, 2015).  

Political Aspirations/Strategic Orientation 

The third and perhaps most significant difference between the cases was the 
strategic orientation of their political aspirations – while the Creative Publics and 150YY 
were primarily exercises in community/network building and political expression, the 
OpenMedia case was ultimately about the redistribution of discursive power. In some 
ways, the 150YY and Creative Publics case studies represent liberal approaches to 
participatory politics in that they assume that if we only have more diverse, expressive 

and appealing forms of participation, we would be able to overcome the problems 
currently facing political participation in Western societies. In the case of 150YY, the 
focus is not on manifesting an oppositional consciousness but rather partnering with 
government to encourage and highlight engaged young Canadians. In the case of Creative 
Publics, the project did not challenge or critique dominate modes of election 

participation, but rather offered new ways of engaging in election discourse.  

Due to the constraints neoliberalism puts on community-engaged art projects, 
there is a need for projects like Creative Publics and 150YY to be more explicit about 
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connecting participation to broader narratives of political inequality. Here, projects such 
as these should focus on what Kwon (2004) refers to as ‘radical social praxis’ — 
participatory interventions that address conflict and critique hegemonic politics. This 
approach shows how community engagement formations can take shape within neoliberal 
policy initiatives as a way to challenges power inequity. One example of this is the way 
the Vancouver Native Housing Society’s (VNHS) used a grant from the Heritage 
Canada’s ‘Canada 150’ initiative to mount the Kanata Festival, a participatory cultural 
festival that highlighted the housing affordability crisis and particularly how it effects 
Indigenous people – which supports the VNHS’ lobbying efforts on the issue. The 

festival site consisted of iconic housing archetypes from different First Nations across 
Canada and the program included food, music, art, workshops, and performances that 
highlighted indigenous culture while focusing on the housing needs of one of the most 
challenged and marginalized groups in Canada (Kanata Festival, 2019). The intent of this 
participatory art festival was to celebrate indigenous traditions while also sparking 
dialogue about housing, indigenous land and decolonization. This mode of intervention 
leveraged a neoliberal cultural policy initiative (such as Canada 150) in a way that 
creatively responded directly to power inequities rather than avoiding difficult 
discussions. 

While the approaches used by Creative Publics and 150YY elude to problems and 
inequities, they stop short of an explicit analysis of power and naming the contentions 
which make it difficult to change institutions for the better. As Chantal Mouffe points 
out, the primary weakness of liberal approaches to democratic participation is that they 
tend to erase the tension that exist between neoliberalism and democracy and are 
therefore “unable to come to terms with the conflictual nature of democratic politics” 
(1999: 745). Indeed, participatory politics without struggle over the consequences of that 
participation is effectively limited to the dictates established by existing institutions and 
processes that embody and secure prevailing distributions of power and resources 

(Barney, 2008).  

In contrast, the participatory practices of OpenMedia place an emphasis on 
institutional power and decision making. This is absolutely key to critical participatory 
politics. Participatory politics was deployed by OpenMedia as a way to upset the status 
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quo expectation that policy is made through institutionalized, technocratic and 
hierarchical structures and suggested that policy-making can be done in a more direct and 
accessible way in collaboration with citizens. In other words, their campaigns operated as 
a “countervailing power” (Fung and Wright, 2003) that demanded more consequential 
and transparent modes of public engagement. More than the other two case studies, 
OpenMedia addresses the reality that, within the context of neoliberalism, participation is 
a site of democratic struggle between minimalist and maximalist forms of public 
engagement (Carpentier, 2012). Arnstein articulates why a focus on “citizen power” is so 
crucial to the reinvigoration of democracies:  

…the redistribution of power that enables the have-not citizens, presently 
excluded from the political and economic processes, to be deliberately 
included in the future…There is a critical difference between going through 
the empty ritual of participation and having the real power needed to affect 
the outcome of the process (Arnstein 1969, 216).   

As was discussed in Chapter 2, the efforts of populist deliberative democracy 
initiatives (such as citizen assemblies and participatory budgeting) often end up 
upholding dominant interest, pre-existing power structures and elitist approaches to 

policy (Johnson, 2015: 5). Because unaccountable interests have a disproportionate 
influence over policy decisions in Canada, the practices of deliberative democracy, on 
their own, are not adequate for addressing the democratic inequality inherent in 
neoliberalism. A staff members of OpenMedia summed it up this way:  

One critique I would have of representative democracy is that the 
representatives are not that representative. People who sit as MPs, we 
all know, are not reflective of the demographic of Canada and especially 
in terms of income and access to wealth - people who tend to have the 
ability to go sit as MPs and run campaigns for office tend to be wealthier 
people and they also tend to be white men. In contrast, we really believe 
that no matter what your socioeconomic status is or your racial 
background, or anything else, it’s more your willingness to participate 
that should influence whether or not you have a say. 

Decisions of political participation pivot precisely on power relations, and the 
struggle over what type of public participation (and what type of participants) will inform 
societal decision-making is a struggle over power. Indeed, the most important 
innovations in participatory politics such as citizen assemblies, participatory budgeting 
and even democracy itself, stem from populist demands for greater inclusiveness in 
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public decision-making (Delli Carpini et al. 2004, Talpin, 2015). OpenMedia’s approach 
to participatory politics, what I am calling participatory counter-democracy, articulates 
not only a normative-critical definition of participatory politics but it also demonstrates 
how we can leverage populism and neoliberal norms as a way to participate in the 
“democratization of democracy” (Giddens 2002: 93 in Carpentier, 2016). The 
OpenMedia case study helps us to think about how to channel participatory politics into 
existing political institutions such as the mainstream press, government oversight bodies 
and the oppositional discourses between political parties. Rosanvallon describes the 
potential outcomes of this approach:  

Productively channeled, counter-democracy should function to endow 
governance-based participation with democratic credentials, not least 
because they guard against co-optation, merely apparent participation, and 
participation without power. Under the best of all possible outcomes, the 
resulting democracy will be highly pluralistic, horizontal, differentiated by 
issue and function, and complex (2008: 294).  

The OpenMedia case study points out the important reality that sometimes we 
must call out democratic institutions for their failings, biases and incompetencies with 
respect to public participation. This realization is foundational if we are to understand the 
transformational potential of participatory politics.  

In conclusion, by analyzing the characteristics, contradictions, similarities and 
difference of the case studies I have shown not only the varied nature of practices but that 
these practices are all subject to inherent paradoxes. In bringing the case studies in 
relation to one another, I have also demonstrated that different practices privilege certain 
positions and specific normative ideas of what participatory politics is and how it should 
be facilitated. In this way, participatory politics practices not only open up new 
possibilities but also limit opportunities by privileging particular ways of reconciling the 
paradoxes brought on by neoliberal society.  
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Conclusion 

This study engages with mutually constituting relations between participatory 
politics and neoliberalism. Each of the case studies have explored how political 

participation is being reshaped by emerging practices that de-couple political 
participation from government or elite-led processes and institutions. As such, all three 
initiatives can be understood as breaks from formal or institutional modes of politics and 
as enabling comparatively ‘new’ forms of political participation that draw on 
participatory culture as a way to educate, engage, network or mobilize new publics. I 
have argued that these new modes of political participation have a dynamic relationship 
with neoliberalism - the non-institutional, unconventional, and individualized approaches 
often bypass the state and leverage individualism in ways that reflect central 
characteristics of neoliberalism. Critical scholarship has made clear how neoliberalism 
has damaged integrity of democratic institutions, deepened economic inequality and 
perpetuated a culture of market-orientated competitive individualism. This has been 
necessary work since so much of neoliberalism is both highly seductive and highly 
objectionable.  

Agreeing that there are risks involved with leveraging neoliberalism for a 
progressive political agenda, I argue that we must go beyond indignation or denouncing 
neoliberalism and instead focus on leveraging neoliberalism to build the more democratic 
and equitable ways of organizing society. As Naomi Klein rightly makes clear – ‘no’ is 

not enough (Klein, 2017).  And, if what we want is a more fair, free, cooperative and 
democratic society then we must ask: how do we get there? Such a question brings us to 
issues of participation and communication. I suggest that we must find ways of thinking 
creatively about the progressive possibilities (and not only the reactionary dangers) of 
neoliberalism. To do this requires us to be willing to imagine the possibility of a 
participatory politics that draws on characteristics of neoliberal governmentality in order 
to undermine and dismantle it. This perspective draws on feminist scholars who 
challenge ‘all or nothing’ accounts of neoliberalism’s reach and durability (Larner, 2011). 
These discussions point to the potential for community-based organizations to be at the 
forefront of critical approaches policymaking and partnership building within neoliberal 
contexts (Larner and Craig, 2005 in McLean, 2014 ). As Ferguson (2010) points out, 
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there are examples where conservative “market” techniques of government have been re-
appropriated for different, and more progressive ends: 

…one might think of statistical techniques for calculating the probabilities 
of workplace injuries. These were originally developed in the nineteenth 
century by large employers to control costs (Ewald, 1986), but they 
eventually became the technical basis for social insurance, and ultimately 
for the welfare state (which brought unprecedented gains to the working 
class across much of the world). Techniques, that is to say, can ‘migrate’ 
across strategic camps, and devices of government that were invented to 
serve one purpose have often enough ended up, though history’s irony, 
being harnessed to another (2010:174).  

Social change rarely happens all at once and out of nowhere. More often, it 

involves a kind of bricolage (Levi- Strauss, 1966), a piecing together of something new 
out of scavenged parts originally intended for some other purpose (Ferguson, 2010). I am 
making the case that participatory politics allows for a process of improvisatory invention 
with the tools and contexts that are available to us. Participatory politics like those 
explored in the case studies are helping to bring forth an inventory of the parts of 
neoliberalism that can be adjusted and re-imagined. Indeed, the problem is not so much 
the lack of radical visions but rather one of understanding and creating social conditions 
that help people to act on such visions. 

This is by no means inevitable. It could be that exploiting the internal 
contradictions of neo-liberalism to destroy it from within does not bring us any closer to a 
more democratic and equitable modes of governance. Neoliberalism needs to 
accommodate key aspects of the emancipatory politics of social movements for the sake 
of both profit and legitimation. Yet, this incorporation of ‘progressive’ ideals can never 
be fully realized while neoliberalism allows for such gross concentrations of power and 
inequality. This fundamental contradiction provides an opening. Therefore, we should 
still remain genuinely open-minded about our current context—because considering how 
new opportunities for participatory politics arise within neoliberalism allows us to chart 
new pathways that draw on the actually existing cultural, political and social conditions 

in order to change them. As such, we must be receptive to how different mechanisms 
might be put to work, and what kinds of purposes they might serve. If we can go beyond 
seeing in neoliberalism as evil and instead learn to see it as a field of cultural norms and 
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governmental techniques that can be repurposed, and we can put it to work in the service 
of strengthening political and economic democracy.  

Given neoliberalism’s many manifestations, we may find that the strategies and 
tactics available to us are more numerous, diverse and powerful than was first apparent – 
albeit some with more emancipatory qualities than others. The case studies in this 
dissertation have shown that there are innovative (and possibly effective) forms of 
participatory politics that appropriate key elements of neoliberal reasoning for different 
ends. They show how initiatives of participatory politics can support democratic 
participation even as state and non-state actors push market-friendly values. It is true that 

these projects risk depoliticization, individualization and co-optation. But they also 
demonstrate the emergence of novel political assemblages co-evolving within neoliberal 
modes of governance. 

Recommendations  

I would like to conclude my analysis with recommendations that correspond to 
the findings of the case studies. These recommendations are intended for governments, 
but could also be applied to political parties, and non-governmental organizations who 
are interested in supporting, designing, facilitating and/or executing initiatives of 
participatory politics.  

1) Ongoing and infrastructural support for organizations that support 
‘consequential connections’. Within the context of neoliberal society, access to symbolic 
resources and infrastructural supports necessary for participatory politics is unevenly 
distributed. Indeed, as the research on democratic deficit show – despite the innovations 
brought by participatory politics, many people still feel as though they are not heard by 
political institutions. Furthermore, young Canadians, women, Aboriginal populations, 

immigrants, visible minorities, the poor and the less educated face a particular set of 
difficulties and struggles within representative democracies that make it more difficult to 
address their participatory disadvantages (O'Neill, 2007). Ito et. al. (2015) use the term 
“consequential connections” to describe the work of organizations, collectives, networks 
and projects that bridge participatory culture with participation politics. They argue it is 
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not enough to develop the capacity to tell stories, mobilize publics, conduct research, 
code, and manage publicity if there are not narratives, practices, relationships, and 
infrastructures that can be meaningfully applied and exercised toward political goals. 
These initiatives and organizations (like those explored in the case studies) do the 
important work of linking political agency and opportunity to the daily lives, interests and 
affinities of the participants. Organizations like OpenMedia and Apathy is Boring, tie 
informal practices and social networks to durable infrastructures that are able to address 
power networks and influence decision making. While some expectational individuals 
will find their ways past obstacles to participation and engage in tactics that are 

personally meaningful and politically effective, most people need organizations that 
provide gateways for encouragement to participate politically and that increase the 
effectiveness of their political efforts (Jenkins et. al., 2016: 277). Therefore, there are two 
key aspects to this recommendation: 1) Governments and other funding organizations 
ought to provide ongoing assistance to volunteer organizations, non-profit organizations, 
youth groups, and artist collectives for their operational and infrastructural needs (rather 
than only project-based needs) in order to help them develop their capacity to increase the 
outlets available for participatory politics; 2) There must be protocols developed that 
facilitate “consequential connections” between informal groups and governments and 
requirements that government institutions to respond/address the output of their 
consultations in ways that are transparent, easily accessible and broadly circulated. 

2) Support for participatory politics should be provided by cultural as well as 
political government institutions. Government institutions should provide support for 
participatory projects that leverage participatory art, social media campaigns and other 
forms of  community-led grassroots engagement as a way of strengthening civic literacy 
efforts and reforming the ways political institutions engage the public. For instance, 
government bodies such as Elections Canada and Heritage Canada could partner with 
artists to administer a ‘National Voters Day’  (Wikipedia Contributors, 2018) - a 

decentralized cultural festival in communities across the country held in the lead up to 
federal elections. For this to work, funding bodies would need to give artist-facilitators 
frameworks to work within but the creative autonomy to design processes and activities 
that were responsive to the communities in which they took place (similar to how the 
Canada 150 project was organized). Focusing on broad-based cultural approach to 
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political participation could provide a wide entry point for more people to enter political 
discourse and orientate the political discourse around those who are not typically heard or 
who do not typically participate through conventional (and institutional) engagement 
methods. 

3) As more people shift toward ‘creative’, ‘personalized’, ‘individualized’ and 
‘results-oriented’ political action, further attention needs to be paid to how digital 
technology can be used to facilitate, aggregate and translate informal and unconventional 
forms of deliberation by large and dispersed populations into coherent and workable 
policy ideas. The participatory problems addressed by the case studies reflects a 

disconnect between the social, and cultural worlds of individuals and political institutions 
and policy decision making bodies. Social media, mobile texting and other forms of 
communication technology and media production ought to be used to make political 
participation more relational and empowered. These efforts must avoid a ‘one size fits 
all’ framework and understand participatory politics as an ‘ecology’ different approaches 
that work together. Such action ought to be encouraged and nurtured by government.  

4) Government need to confront the reality that existing political institutions are 
rooted in systems that often perpetuate political inequality by favoring elite voices over 
those of the public. This dissertation has focused on the ‘input’ side of participatory 
politics, but a key element to the success of participatory politics is also discovering what 
institutional changes need to be made to ensure that ‘being heard’ is more than tokenistic. 
Governments ought to focus the lens inward to consider how institutions and processes 
may no longer ‘speak’ or ‘listen’ to citizens and how existing processes may discourage 
their participation (O'Neill, 2007). Increasingly, formal processes and hierarchical 
organizations of representative politics provide little in the way of satisfying younger 
generations of people who are accustomed to more horizontal and collaborative decision-
making cultures. Public engagement professionals and civil society organizations need to 
confront practices of inadequate public engagement and wherever possible, insist on 

participatory decision-making structures that facilitate participatory counter-democracy. 
This necessarily involves struggle and the ceding of a measure of power by governments 
but brings with it a host of benefits in the form of a more engaged citizenry and a more 
vibrant democracy.  
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