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The ‘Contained Critique’ of the Anti-poverty Advocacy
Community and Ontario’s ‘Inclusive’ Liberal Agenda
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ABSTRACT: In the past three decades, governments and many social poverty advocates in Canada,
and elsewhere, have embraced an ‘inclusive’ liberal model of social policy, known for its activist,
employability orientation. This paper examines how, in this period, the social policy advocacy
community in Ontario was involved in advancing this model. It draws from assemblage theory to
focus on how their work served to ‘contain the critique’ of neoliberalism, limit the conditions for
possibilities of ‘thinking otherwise’, and recasting the meaning of social policy, equity, social
justice, and possibilities for meaningful change.
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Introduction

The ‘social investment’ approach - also referred to as the ‘third way,” ‘social
liberalism,” or more recently, ‘inclusive liberalism’,> was embraced by many industrialized
nations in the 1990s. The model was envisioned around the project of finding a balance between
social and economic objectives; production and social reproduction; and ideally, be one that is
adaptive, pragmatic, non-ideological, and effective in reducing social costs (Coulter, 2009;
Graefe, 2020; Jenson, 2004; Jenson, 2009; Laruffa, 2018). While governments, politicians and
intellectuals have been at the forefront of promoting and implementing this model, the social
policy advocacy community has also been involved in doing this work, particularly, in
developing and promoting visions and policy measures in the hopes of influencing government
policy. The paper examines the work of the latter community in shaping and sustaining this
model, and queries whether and how it makes space for policy-making that transcends
neoliberalism. It presents the case as occurred in Ontario, Canada, over the 2000’s and 2010’s.

This paper draws from excellent critical empirical research, often from a political
economy/structural perspective, on the role played by the social policy advocacy community
in Ontario in this period (e.g. Hudson and Graefe, 2011; Graefe and Hudson, 2018; Mahon and
Macdonald, 2008; Mahon and Macdonald, 2010; Mahon, 2008; Noél, 2006). The latter research
methods tend to rely on observable evidence and primarily focus on social policy as the
outcome of competing interests and unequal power relations. This paper seeks to provide a
post-structural perspective on policymaking. Post-structuralism shares much with the structural
approach but also puts a focus on how policy-making struggles, and the measures and
discourses produced, are also working to ‘create’ reality, including, the meta-level recasting of
the very concepts being debated, such as ‘social policy,’ ‘citizenship,” ‘poverty,” ‘dependency,’
and more.

This paper applies the post-structural approach as presented in ‘assemblage theory.’
This theory starts from the premise that social policy is ‘assemblage,’- i.e. the act of bringing
elements, such as discourses, propositions, etc., together in strategic ways with the aim of
governing conduct in desired ways (Li, 2007a, Li, 2007b; Savage, 2018; Savage, 2020).
According to assemblage theorist, Tania Murray Li, when oppositional actors engage in
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collective advocacy, they often make compromises that result in ‘containing’ or ‘censoring’
their critique in order to win tangible outcomes and maintain their ability to stay in the game
(Li, 2007a; Li, 2007b; Savage, 2018; Savage, 2020).

The research draws from the critical literature on welfare and poverty; material (reports,
briefs, and commentaries) issued by key social policy advocacy groups and organizations over
this period. It examines the mobilizing efforts of the social policy community in Ontario to
uncover how, in key moments, their actions, taken together, were doing the work of assemblage
— essentially, the work of organizing certain possibilities and visions into, and out of, anti-
poverty policy making, in ways that served to ‘contain the critique’ (of neoliberalism) and give
coherence and legitimacy to the inclusive liberal model, while obscuring the possibilities of
doing policy ‘otherwise’ (Savage, 2020, 331). The ultimate purpose is to better understand the
implications of this model in shaping the ‘social.’

The paper starts with a brief explanation of assemblage theory and then focuses on the
context surrounding the social policy advocacy community in the 1990s. It then turns to
critically examine three key moments in the 2000’s and 2010’s, in which the social policy
advocacy community was active in efforts to influence future social policy reform in Ontario,
including: 1) the work of defining problems and solutions in the name of social investment; 2)
the Task Force on Modernizing Income Security for Working-Age Adults (MISWAA) (2004-
2006); and, 3) the 2017 report, “Income Security: A Roadmap for Change.” The paper
concludes with final reflections on the inclusive liberal model, its equity and social justice
implications, and the possibilities for meaningful change.

Social policy as ‘Assemblage’

As post-structural analysts have pointed out, social policies and social policy discourses
do not describe reality - they create reality - particularly, how we understand social problems
and solutions, and such concepts as poverty, citizenship, dependency, and ‘the poor’ (Garrett,
2018; Schram, 2015; Wiggan, 2012; McGimpsey, 2017). Assemblage theory takes the position
that policy always exists in the form of assemblages (Savage, 2018): the work of drawing
heterogeneous elements together “into particular strategic relations (his italics) with a
particular desired impact” (Savage, 2020, 325) and sustaining these connections in the face of
tension (Li, 2007b). Assemblage theory invites us to ask how certain policies are made to
cohere and puts the attention on “the role of various actors and agents in creating the conditions
of possibility for certain policies to emerge, while ... obscuring possibilities for doing policy
otherwise” (Savage 2020, 331). Assemblages are always “the outcome of agency and struggle”
(Savage, 2020, 329, citing Li), and while the agency of political actors and organizations is
always “situated” and “context dependent,” humans always have agency and a capacity to make
change (Savage, 2020, 331, citing McFarlane).

Tania Li’s research on ‘improvement schemes’ as assemblage is particularly pertinent
to the study of social policy and provides insight into the practices often used in the course of
struggle over ideas and policy agendas, and how they can carve paths for some ideas to rise to
the fore, while submerging other possibilities (Li, 2007a; Li, 2007b). While Li identifies several
generic practices of assemblage, this paper focuses on two key practices: ‘problematization’ -
identifying “how problems come to be defined as problems in relation to particular schemes of
thought, diagnoses of deficiency and promises of improvement” (Savage, 2020, 331, citing Li);
and “rendering technical”, which amounts to reducing the messiness of the social world to “a
set of relations that can be formulated as a diagram in which ‘problem’ (a), plus intervention
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(b), will produce beneficial result (c) (Li, 2007b, 265). To render an issue technical is also to
render it nonpolitical - excluding political-economic relations from the diagnoses and
prescriptions and focusing on the capacities of the poor, who are seen as subjects to be improved
(Li, 2007a; Li, 2007b).

It is important to clarify the limitations of this approach, however. Assemblage theory
does not take account of the intentions or the strategies behind the actions taken in the process
of collective policy-making situations involving competing ideologies and interests. It therefore
leaves out the complexities and dilemmas actors often face in making decisions or seeking
compromises, especially when it involves engaging with the state. The purpose of this paper is
not to cast judgment on any of the actors involved, or the decisions they made, but gain a better
understanding of how their actions were the work of assemblage, carving paths in sustaining
the ‘social investment’ model. The paper turns below to provide a very brief account of the
situation of the social policy advocacy community in the 1990s, just prior to the period
examined in this paper.

Background: ‘Social Investment’ and the Social Policy Advocacy Community

The new era of ‘social investment’ emerged over the 1990s in Canada, and in the face
of growing poverty, unemployment, inequality, and the threat of social cohesion. It was based
on the idea of bringing social policy and economic policy together to find a compromise or
balance between the economic and social spheres, between social justice and economic
competitiveness; efficiency and equity; and left and right politics. This approach was solidly
established in Canada by the mid- and late-1990s with the federal government’s turn to
restructure Canada’s social policy system in alignment with the social investment approach,
with the objective of reducing social costs.

Many social policy experts and advocates were also drawn into this approach over the
course of the 1980s and 1990s. Under the neoliberalism of the 1980s, many social movement
organizations lost credibility and status, and social policy advocacy groups also experienced a
decline in credibility, funding cuts, and were effectively sidelined as participants in social
policy debates and policy-making initiatives (McKeen, 2004). This situation also occurred in
Ontario under the right-wing and austerity-focused neoliberal Harris government that was in
power from 1995 to 2003.

By the mid- and late-1990s/early 2000s, however, ‘social investment’ had become the
dominant social policy model in Canada, and many social policy advocacy organizations and
actors had been drawn into the debates, and for many this was welcome relief after the many
years of being marginalized (Noél, 2006).

To be clear, the ‘social policy advocacy community’ was never homogenous or static;
it included a range of actors (e.g. social policy advocacy groups, individual consultants,
community-groups, social policy research institutions, unions, charitable foundations, and, at
times, business), and this varied over time and place. Research has shown that these actors also
varied with respect to credibility and power, with the key dividing lines being between the more
centrist, liberal-reformist actors and organizations, and the more social democratic actors; the
former having more market-oriented interests, and the latter, more social justice oriented and
greater willingness to challenge neoliberal thinking (Graefe and Hudson, 2018; Freiler and
Clutterbuck, 2017). Below | examine three key moments in the mobilization of this community.
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Poverty: Manufacturing Solutions and Problems

As Noél has described, in the late 1990s/early 2000s the issue of poverty “caught fire,”
and an array of social policy and anti-poverty actors and institutions converged on the issue of
poverty reduction (Noél, 2006, 317). Several key non-profit and non-governmental social
advocacy organizations, many funded by a handful of non-profit charitable foundations with
interests in addressing poverty, turned to developing new ideas and visions for social policy
reform. Several high-profile organizations and individual social policy advocates became
involved in designing a “new social architecture,” that would address the new ‘social risks’
associated with the rise of the new global knowledge-based economy and had contributed to
the growth of precarious low-wage labour, and growing poverty and unemployment.

Other contributing factors were new family structures, an aging society, shifts in
immigration, challenges faced by historically disadvantaged populations, etc. The aim of the
new social architecture was to create a system that would protect people from these social risks,
especially by improving the lives and prospects of the working poor and working-age adults;
investing in children as future citizens and workers; and reducing poverty, especially child
poverty and the intergenerational transition of poverty. These goals were also seen as important
and necessary for promoting social cohesion and enhancing economic efficiency and a healthy
economy (Mosher, 2014; Coulter, 2009; Jenson, 2009).

The organizations and advocates involved in this work called for a new modernized
‘social architecture’ that gave more recognition to the “make work pay” model, which they saw
as a core value of Canadians, and what Canadians wanted (e.g. Jenson, 2004; Stapleton, 2004b;
Stapleton 2004b; Battle, et al., 2005; Battle, et al., 2006); a model that would improve prospects
for the working poor; invest in children as future workers; and reduce poverty, particularly,
child poverty. The idea was to ensure that everyone had equal opportunities and access to paid
work, that a person working full-time, full year would have a decent living wage. The preferred
design for a new ‘social architecture’ was to deconstruct or reduce, and ultimately eliminate,
the social assistance program, and build up an income security system that would provide a
level of income security to all working-age adults with low incomes, whether paid work or not,
including welfare recipients, largely through income supplementation programs for low wage
workers (e.g. various tax credit programs (similar to child benefits) and others).

Indeed, a key element in the ‘social architecture’ material, including the multiple
publications of key policy experts and commentators in this period, involved extolling the
deficiencies of the social assistance program, specifically, its ineffectiveness in helping
recipients make the transition from welfare into paid employment and ‘self-reliance.” This
came to be known as the “welfare wall” — referring to built-in disincentives that were seen as
effectively ‘trapping’ welfare recipients, such as: eligibility criteria that stripped recipients of
their financial assets; the loss of health, vision, and drug benefits that recipient’s would face
when leaving welfare for paid work; and the high rate of clawbacks that are applied to any
employment earnings recipients receive.

3 Including the Canadian Policy Research Network’s (CPRN); the Caledon Institute of Social Policy, and John
Stapleton, long-time public servant in Ontario social services and policy consultant. To be clear, some social
policy advocates were skeptical of the social investment model and the idea of a new social architecture (Jackson,
2004; Townson, 2004).
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Indeed, a number of publications were issued by several high-profile experts in social
policy, poverty, and social assistance that forcefully argued that the welfare system was
irredeemably “broken” and not worth fixing; a failed program that should be deconstructed
(Stapleton 2008; Stapleton, 2004a, 16, 18; Stapleton, 2004b, 17); it created a “welfare wall”;
welfare recipients were “tangled in welfare”; it was a subtle form of “micro-colonialism” that
disempowered and deterred recipients from acting to improve their lives (Battle, et al., 2005,
433); it was “outdated,” ““archaic,” “paternalistic,” “punitive,” “deeply stigmatizing”; treated
recipients “as dependents, as quasi-children/criminals,” it was “simply a poor program” and
“not amenable to fixing up” (Battle, et al., 2005; Stapleton, 2004b); and it was unpopular with
the public; and “not what Ontarians, Canadians want or value.” The solutions put forward were
for the gradual dismantling of social assistance (varying sometimes, with a promise to
temporarily increase the effectiveness of the program), and the creation of a new ‘social
architecture’ that puts the emphasis in the value of paid work (Graefe, 2008).

Certainly, this material contributed more some understanding of some of the problems
and potential solutions in addressing poverty and social justice and provided important insight
into some of the serious flaws of the welfare system (i.e. the complex and unfair regulations,
the surveillance and moral regulation of recipients, lack of support and training programs, and
more. Indeed, many of these issues had been brought forward in previous government reviews
and had been raised by many anti-poverty advocacy groups that had long pushed for solutions.

The narrative, however, was doing more than just presenting reality; it was also working
to create it. Indeed, the narrative was far from being ‘politically neutral’ and ‘evidence based.’
The repetitive claims about the ‘welfare wall,” and that the social assistance program was
broken, also served to render the program and surrounding issues, as purely technical concerns.
They cast the program as a broken machine that was not equipped to deal with ‘new risks,” or
challenges, and that there was an automatic and simple technical fix to this “design” problem
— it being the preferred new ‘social architecture’ plan that entailed eliminating the program
(Stapleton, 2004a). By the same token, the narrative served to objectify welfare recipients as
passive, unfulfilled commodities and in need of ‘improvement.’

In this way, the narrative presented a ‘contained critique’ by obscuring power relations
— the power that governments, and their political allies, had wielded as a way to preserve the
principles of ‘less eligibility” and ‘perversity’ (i.e. ensuring benefits for welfare recipients are
maintained at levels inferior to those of the lowest paid workers; and the idea that the more
money given to people, the more they become lazy and undisciplined). One example that stands
out was the state’s targeting of ‘welfare mothers’ as suitable candidates for ‘work incentive’
measures while also failing to deliver on the promised childcare and other supports that would
have made this a viable option for mothers; and its campaigns to vilify welfare recipients as
enemies of the state and taxpayers, and dehumanize them by casting them as lazy and unworthy
(McKeen, 2020; Evans, 1996; Little, 2012; Gavigan and Chunn, 2007; Maki, 2011; Mosher,
2014; Marks, et al., 2016).

The narrative also obscures social inequities and the realities of inequality - for example,
in failing to recognize the important role welfare has played, and continues to play, as a vital
safety net for populations affected by discrimination and inequitable social structures (i.e.
women, single mothers and their children, racialized populations, Indigenous people (Mosher,
2014; Caragata, et al., 2018; Maki, 2011; Smith-Carrier and Lawlor, 2017; Smith-Carrier,
2017; Gaszo, 2015; Little, 2012; McKeen, 2020; Jackson, 2009). Also negated, are the past
political struggles of anti-poverty and welfare rights groups, women’s groups, anti-racist

50



organizations, and community groups to protect and improve the conditions for recipients,
often in the face of government-imposed austerity. Indeed, this practice of ‘problematization,’
matched with ‘a particular scheme of thought’ and ‘promise of improvement,” was reiterated
over the next two decades and, as | argue, served to narrow the parameters of poverty debate
in Ontario and limit the possibilities for alternative policy ideas and agenda to emerge. The
paper turns next to the MISWAA Task Force initiative and the way it served to condition the
possibilities for certain ideas to come to the fore, while obscuring others.

Task Force on Modernizing Income Security for Working-Age Adults

The Task Force on Modernizing Income Security for Working-Age Adults (MISWAA)
emerged in 2004, and when poverty was high on the public radar and both government and
non-government actors had embraced the inclusive liberal approach. It was sponsored by
Toronto City Summit Alliance (TCSA) an alliance of liberal-minded business, city leaders, and
“centrist policy analysts” in Toronto, with interests in strengthening the competitiveness of
Toronto’s economy and “upgrading of the labour force’s “human capital” (Hudson and Graefe,
2011, 4; Graefe and Hudson, 2018, 318), and funded by the Atkinson Charitable Foundation,
as well as others.

Its advocacy approach was to collaborate across a wide cross-section of constituencies
in order to achieve a broad consensus on a plan and proposal, based on shared values and
principles. The membership included representatives from business (e.g. the Toronto Dominion
Bank), labour (i.e. Canadian Labour Congress (CLC)), policy institutes (e.g. C.D. Howe
institute, Caledon Institute of Social Policy), academia, independent policy consultants, and
advocacy organizations (e.g. the Workers’ Action Centre (WAC), Income Security Advocacy
Centre (ISAC), Interfaith Social Assistance Reform Coalition (ISARC)), community-based
legal services).*

MISWAA'’s final report, “Time for a Fair Deal,” bares the stamp of a more centrist
approach.® MISWAA’s objective was to achieve a “just society” and “fully productive
economy” by way of moving working-age adults and recipients of welfare into the labour force
(TCSA, 2006, 12; Graefe and Hudson, 2018). It reiterates the narrative that the income security
system is “deeply flawed,” and that “any person should be financially better off working than
not working” (TCSA, 2006, 52), and it puts the core focus on addressing the needs of low-
income working-age adults by incentivizing paid work and eliminating the ‘welfare wall’ for
those on welfare. The plan put forward largely aligned with the ‘social architecture’ template
(Graefe and Hudson, 2018, 319).

It called for the creation and implementation of two new income supplementation
programs - a new tax benefit for ‘all” low-income working-age adults, and a working income
benefit for low-wage wage-earners (TCSA, 2006), and to move the benefits for children allotted
to families on welfare into the National Child Benefit program, where it would be added to
income supplements that would go to all low-income working-age adults, whether on welfare
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or in paid employment (Graefe and Hudson, 2018; Jackson, 2009). It also called for a number
of changes to the social assistance and other programs, which were generally seen as positive
steps forward.®

MISWAA is known for its success in influencing the Ontario government to implement
the Ontario Child Benefit program, and more generally, as a turning point in bringing forward
coherent social policy discourse, and one that broke with the neoliberal/neoconservative social
policy approach of the previous (Harris) government (Graefe and Hudson, 2018; Hudson and
Graefe, 2011; Barata and Murphy, 2011). The focus here, however, is on MISWAA as a
moment of assemblage — one that served to ‘contain the critique,” and obscure the possibilities
for other (more progressive) ideas to be heard.

Certainly, the members of the Task Force shared certain values and goals — such as, a
commitment to making changes that would respect people living in poverty, achieve tangible
reforms, that would help improve the economic security of working-age adults living on low
incomes. However, a close reading of the MISWAA Report shows that the process was fraught
with tensions and disagreements. This is made clear in the "alternative views” that were put
forward by some members as found in the appendix of the Task Force’s final report (TCSA,
2006, 44-49). These members included representatives from academia and anti-poverty
advocacy organizations, some being community-based agencies that work on the front line with
people with low incomes and/or are receiving welfare.” As a group, they were more willing to
challenge neoliberal ideas (Graefe, 2008). While they were a small minority of the membership,
their views were shared with many constituencies and agencies outside of MISWAA,
including, for example, ISAC, Campaign 2000, ISARC, the Ontario Coalition of Social Justice,
and others (ISAC, 2003).

While most of these members endorsed many of the Report’s recommendations and
acknowledged MISWAA'’s role in bringing new public attention to the issues of income
security, welfare, and poverty, they were critical of many of the proposals put forward in the
Report, particularly, regarding income supplementation programs and the failure to consider
raising benefit rates for welfare recipients (TCSA, 2006, 48, 47).8 For example, there were also
a number of criticisms of the wage supplement programs, for example, they were seen as
creating disincentives for increases in wages, statutory benefits, and social assistance benefits
(TCSA, 2006, 45, 47);° disadvantaging women by basing them on household, rather than,
individual incomes; and because they give little to people without earnings (TCSA, 2006, 33).

Most of these members also strongly opposed the Task Force’s endorsement of the
provincial clawback of child benefits from welfare recipients, and the proposal to take child
benefits out of social assistance as discussed. Some critics saw these measures as discrimination
of welfare recipients, and potentially concealing the real causes of child poverty (i.e. the lack
of affordable childcare, good jobs, and good wages) (TCSA, 2006, 45, 47, 49).1° They also
opposed the report’s strong emphasis on the ‘welfare wall’ and the need to increase work
incentives for welfare recipients. Lightman (and others) saw this as ignoring the strong
evidence that showed that work incentives were not the main problem, and as promoting the

5For more information, see, Graefe and Hudson, 2018.
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view that welfare recipients were deficient and in need of coercion to enter the market, likely
resulting in getting recipients into short-term, insecure, precarious employment (TCSA, 2006,
45, 46, 49).1

Some of these members were critical of the lack of specificity on certain
recommendations related to reforming employment insurance, raising minimum wages, some
welfare rates, employment standards, as compared with the much greater specificity given to
the recommendation on the supplementation plans (TCSA, 2006, 49, 48).1% With respect to the
process, one critic pointed to the inability to vote on recommendations, or any consensus
procedure, which meant that input from members was limited to an ‘individual’ view, as seen
in the Report’s appendix (TCSA, 2006, 49).13

| turn here to examine how MISWAA was a moment of assemblage in sustaining the
connections that make up the inclusive liberal approach; containing the critique of
neoliberalism; and obscuring the possibilities for more progressive ideas to be heard. Indeed,
from the beginning, MISWAA’s goals are expressed in vague and ‘common sense’ terms that
serve to erase politics — for instance, achieving a “well-functioning” safety net, developing
“pragmatic” proposals, a “fair deal”, and making recommendations that are “affordable” and
are “acceptable to the general public” (TCSA, 2006, 17). While the Report acknowledges the
presence of the ‘alternative perspectives,’ it minimizes their visibility, and gives the impression
that MISWAA members were largely aligned, and had been successful in working through
their differences, and in making “compromises and trade-offs” (TCSA, 2006, 52).

The criticisms with respect to raising welfare benefits and introducing a new income
supplement program were, in many ways, reduced to technical and apolitical issues. For
example, the Report presents the tensions over the issues of raising welfare benefits and setting
an income benchmark for a working individual as differences of opinion between individual
members over what counts as adequacy, and as a case of “agreeing to disagree,” all of which
screens out the politics.2* As Professor Lightman comments, the term “affordability” was used
only when referring to the issues around welfare and poor people, but not when it came to a
discussion of the tax deductions, exemptions, credits and other provisions in the tax system that
benefits everyone else. He also pointed to the lack of data collection and modeling with respect
to the income supplementation plans, particularly with respect to the question of who would,
and who would not benefit very much (TCSA, 2006, 45, 46).

Lightman was also critical of the special attention the report gives to TD Economics’
work on the impact of the ‘marginal effective tax rate’*® on welfare recipients, which serves to
“confirm enabling assumptions” and construct the issue as technical, and as having technical
fix, namely, increasing work incentives (TCSA, 2006, 46). This technical and politically neutral
worldview also helps to smooth over the contradictions within the Report - for instance, in
appearing to be on the side of welfare recipients by showing a desire to help the increase their
‘capacities’ and support their ‘aspirations,” and by acknowledging that welfare benefits were

11 Lightman, ISAC, Eagle.
12 Eagle, WAC.
13 Eagle.
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not enough to cover the basics of life, yet giving support to federal and provincial clawbacks
from welfare recipients and refusing to recommend increases to welfare benefits.

To be clear, this analysis does not take account of the intentions or strategies of the
actors involved in this process and is not in any way a judgment of the decisions that they made.
The purpose here is to draw attention to the impact that these practices, together, had in “closing
down debate on how and what to govern, and the distributive effects of particular arrangements
by reference to expertise” (Li, 2007b, 265). They closed down the possibilities for serious
discussion of the real needs of welfare recipients, and the material impact of their proposals on
those affected. These practices served to close off considerations of political-economic
relations and reduce the messiness of the social world to a set of relations where problem ‘A’
(the system is ‘broken’ and ‘useless’) plus intervention ‘B’ (a new social architecture
emphasizing the value on paid work) equals outcome ‘C’ (a ‘well-functioning’ social safety
net), all of which reinforces and sustains this social liberal model while obscuring the
possibilities of thinking ‘otherwise.” The paper turns next to a report that, while not
implemented, reflects the inclusive liberal mindset that prevails today among many advocates
and politicians (excluding the current Ford government).

The Roadmap Report: Practices, Discourses and Implications

In 2016, Ontario’s Liberal Wynne government appointed three working groups tasked
with developing concrete recommendations that would provide a ten-year ‘roadmap’ for reform
of the income security system, including recommendations for a future holistic, client-centred
social assistance system. The focus here is on the work of the ‘income security reform working
group.’*® Its membership included social policy actors and advocacy groups that had been
active in the 25 in 5 Network for Poverty Reduction, and the Ontario Social Assistance Review
Advisory Council (SARAC), and have been seen as influential in producing the approach taken
to income security reform (Hudson and Graefe, 2011).Y7

The final report, “Income Security: A Roadmap for Change,” largely reflects the
inclusive liberal, employment-focused approach of the earlier reports — including the 2010
SARAC Report and the 2012 report by the Commission for the Review of Social Assistance in
Ontario (ISRWG, et al., 2017). Its goal is to reform the income security system to help low-
income people reach their full potential, achieve social and economic inclusion, and “contribute
to the social fabric of our communities and the economic wellbeing of our province” (ISRWG,
etal., 2017, 1).

Its policy recommendations are aligned with SARAC’s proposals - to restructure the
income security system by eliminating or reducing the role of the social assistance program and
building a basic platform of programs that would provide financial support for all low-income
working-age adults, whether employed or receiving welfare benefits. The latter entailed
introducing a new portable housing benefit for low-income people; enhancing the federal
Working Income Tax Credit program; and expanding and extending essential health benefits
(dental, vision, hearing, and medical transportation) to all low-income adults. It also involved
moving the benefits for children (for families on social assistance) outside of the program, to
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be spread across programs that support all low-income people; and to transform social
assistance into a simpler, less coercive and punitive program, in keeping with the proposals of
Social Assistance Review.

Many within the broader social policy advocacy community viewed the proposed
increases in welfare benefits as insufficient, lacking in urgency, and having unacceptably long
time-horizons (e.g. SPNO, 2017; ISAC, 2017; OPSEU, 2017). They welcomed, however, many
of its recommendations, and its recognition of ‘historical disadvantages,’ ‘systemic racism and
discrimination,” and past trauma; its commitment to the guiding principles of income adequacy,
rights, reconciliation, economic and social inclusion, equity and fairness (i.e. historical
systemic disadvantage and structural racism), respect and dignity, and its attention on the needs
and experiences of Indigenous peoples, racialized people, people with disabilities and other
marginalized populations (ISRWG, et al., 2017; ISAC, 2017).

It is important, however, to recognize the ways this initiative was also moment of
assemblage, in its work to advance certain understandings of poverty and its solutions, while
ruling out more critical alternatives. Indeed, as many critical scholars and advocates have
observed, while the principles and goals expressed in the Report appear to promote a more
caring, humane, and progressive approach to social policy, they actually serve to create a
mantle of ‘niceness’ and neutrality that obscures the deeply political, neoliberal capitalist
principles and goals underlying the approach (Coulter, 2009; Gill, 2021; Laruffa, 2018).

Indeed, the Report’s references to the issues of equity, equality, fairness, respect,
dignity, gender, race, and disability, are treated as ‘perspectives’ or ‘lenses’ (e.g. used in
measuring outcomes, or guiding behavior of front-line workers), rather than as integral to the
framing of the plan.*® While the ‘Roadmap’ report discusses the hardships people face due to
various social and economic shifts, and recognizes that some populations are more vulnerable
than others, they are reduced to issues to be attentive to, and to be fixed by providing ‘tailored
solutions’ for populations ‘at risk.” Indeed, the more powerful guiding principles and
assumptions of the Report are the neoliberal ideas that human beings have value only for their
wage potential; they are “human capital’ to be invested in, and managed.

This can be seen most clearly in the Report’s focus on reforming social assistance,
which was one of its main solutions. Using a “human-rights-based equity lens” the plan was to
change the culture of the program to promote one of “trust,” “collaboration,” and “problem-
solving” (ISRWG, et al., 2017, 93). Front-line workers would become ‘case-collaborators’ and
‘problem-solvers’ who would quickly intervene to reinforce “the person’s self-perception as an
independent individual with workforce attachment” (ISRWG et al. 2017, 10, 93, 96); and help
them problem-solve “every issue that may present a barrier to work” and to develop a
“tangible,” “clear,” “realistic” plan for entering the workforce, and ‘equip recipients to reaching
their full potential,” to fully participate in society (ISRWG, et al., 2017, 96, 97, 2, 90).

While social structures such as inequality, racism, historical disadvantages, and
systemic discrimination are acknowledged in the report, they are rendered as personal ‘barriers’
or ‘challenges’ that ‘individuals’ with low incomes must learn to overcome (ISRWG et al.
2017; Smith-Carrier and Lawlor, 2017; Mosher, 2014; Schram, 2018). Despite good intentions,
this individualization of poverty means that any failures are attributed to the lack of effort and
personal deficiencies of individuals (Laruffa, 2018; Garrett, 2018; Schram, 2015; Whitworth,
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2016), many of whom come to believe that they are the problem (Reininger and Castro Serrano,
2021).

As Schram (2015) has argued, the approach effectively reproduces the binary of “the
deserving autonomous, self-sufficient individual and the undeserving dependent” (2015, 89;
also see Schram 2018). As many have argued, this effectively creates the conditions for
“inclusive exclusion” wherein welfare recipients are forced to take almost any job under almost
any condition - effectively regimenting them into low-wage labour, where they come to be seen
as the “working poor” (Schram, 2015; Schram, 2018; Garret, 2018, citing Winslow and Hall;
Whitworth, 2016; Zon and Granofsky, 2019).

This technical and apolitical rendering of the issues shifts the focus away from the
subject’s well-being, and onto administrative, cost-benefit interests, which can be seen in the
increased focus on “measurable outcomes.” This is demonstrated in the Report’s narrative on
lone mothers and welfare. Lone mothers are presented as a ‘success’ story based on the fact
that increases in federal and provincial child benefits had led to a significant drop in the
numbers of lone mothers on welfare (from 46% of the cases in the late 1990s, to 28% in
2016/17), and in the numbers applying for welfare in the first place (ISRWG et al., 2017).

While this may be true, this rendering fails to take account of the actual messy realities
of the lives of lone mothers in poverty (indeed, the Report barely mentions women at all). In
theory and practice this concept renders social policy technical and apolitical and reinforces the
neoliberal notion that welfare recipients are ‘failed’ or untapped human capital, but still
manipulable, and able to adapt their behavior and improve their human capital with the help of
the state. This rendering (‘failed human capital’ + ‘support’ = ‘transition into a job and out of
poverty’) erases the real-life circumstances of diverse and marginalized populations (including
women), and “perpetuates the neo-liberal silencing of equality,” structures of power, and the
need for substantial equality and social justice (Mosher, 2014, 171).

Conclusion

Poverty policy does not fall from the sky; it is manufactured and sustained by the
choices made by politicians and governments and is often influenced by or reliant on the
knowledge and creativity of the non-governmental anti-poverty advocacy community.
Critical political economy research has given us important insight into the politics of
policymaking over the past several decades as Ontario shifted to an inclusive liberal approach
to social policy, including the role played by the social policy advocacy community in
advancing the inclusive liberal social policy model. This paper is meant to contribute to the
latter discussion by exploring the activities of the advocacy sector through the post-structural
lens of ‘assemblage’ — taking the view that their activities function not only to improve the
social policy and income security system, but to some degree, ‘create’ or re-work ‘reality,’
including, the fundamental concepts of ‘social policy,’ ‘citizenship,’ ‘poverty,” ‘dependency,’
and more.

This work has shown how, in key moments, key situated actors engaged in various
generic ‘practices of assemblage’ that were productive in creating and sustaining the inclusive
liberal policy approach. The practice of ‘problematization’ (social assistance is ‘broken’),
strategically attached a promise of improvement (‘new social architecture’), served to
construct social policy in technical and apolitical terms — as discussed further below. This
inclusive liberal scheme of thought was sustained and reinforced through the work of
MISWAA, wherein actors engaged in generic practices of assemblage that obscured, and
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closed down, the challenges posed by those with alternative views. The inclusive model was
also reinforced and maintained by the ‘Roadmap’ Report, and in many ways, is an exemplar
of the underlying common-sense logic of Ontario’s current social policy-making approach.

To be clear, many critical scholars view the inclusive liberal approach, with its interests
in investing in citizens as workers and addressing social justice, as having potential for making
space for alterative development strategies that challenge the boundaries of neoliberal
capitalism (see Graefe, 2018; Graefe 2020; Mahon and Macdonald, 2008; Mahon and
Macdonald, 2010; Noél, 2006). This paper presents a more troubling picture in this regard, in
presenting the ways that inclusive liberalism’s economistic, technical, apolitical framing of
reality works to thwart such challenges, and continues to reaffirm and sustain neoliberal
capitalism as a default-logic (Schram, 2018, citing Henry Giroux, 2015).

This framing narrows the parameters of poverty and social policy debate by promoting
the notion that the only good social policy is one that provides an economic ‘return on
investment’ (Schram, 2018; McGimpsey, 2017), and that political choices around social policy
are not something to be considered and debated (Laruffa, 2018). In privileging paid
employment over all other activities and ways of life, and independent competitive worker-
citizens above all other citizens, it effectively perpetuates the exclusion of populations and
people who do not fit easily into this model (and often for reasons beyond their control). This
puts the responsibility for poverty onto the shoulders of individuals, while making policies that
mostly ignore the actual messy realities of their lives. In doing so (and despite good intentions
and strategic planning), this technical/apolitical ‘improvement’ approach reinforces and
maintains a system of social policy founded on inequality - the ‘deserving’ and ‘undeserving’
- and completely counters the objectives of achieving real equity, as sought by equity- and
social justice-seeking movements.

Finally, and less visible, is how this policy approach is shaping the ‘social,” notably,
how we understand the economy, poverty, social policy, humanity, care, social justice, and
more. As several critical thinkers have argued, in treating human beings as commodity objects
we cover over the trauma of poverty and human exposure to vulnerability (Schram, 2015, 108,
99; McGimpsey, 2017, 79, citing Butler; Laruffa, 2018), all of which steers us away from
having human compassion and caring; treating people with dignity and respect; and
recognizing our own complicity in perpetuating other people’s poverty (McGimpsey, 2017).
These erasures can lead to policy decisions being made on the basis of ‘who matters more’ and
‘who matters less.” The repeated unwillingness of key social policy advocates to raise social
assistance benefits at a time when welfare recipients are living in deep poverty (and have been
for decades) may be a case in point.*®

Governments have seemingly also increased their willingness to harm or deprive whole
categories of people in ‘the here and now’ for the sake of maintaining the privilege, power and
wealth or deservingness of the others (Gill, 2021). Just one example is how the response of
governments to pandemic failed to recognize inequitable impact it was having for
disadvantaged populations, and in the case of the emergency response benefit, discriminated
against, excluded, and ignored the most vulnerable populations; as Pin, et al. (2023) put it, it
“reinforce[ed] the resonance of moral deservingness as a frame for allocating income support”
(420, also see Scoffield, 2022) - and there are many more recent examples.
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Many critical theorists see hope for change in opening space for discussion of genuine
and meaningful alternatives to neoliberal capitalism. As Williams (2021, citing Solnit) offers,
it is important to recognize that profound change can happen, and it involves telling other
stories about who we are, what we want, and what is possible (173). It is possible to have a
society, economy, and social policy that recognizes and respects difference, acknowledges and
values care, human interdependence, want, and vulnerability, and gives everyone the capacity
to choose lives worth living (Mosher, 2014, 189, citing West).
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