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Abstract 

 

The arts are increasingly celebrated as a powerful mechanism for a philanthropic sector 

seeking to address some of society’s most pressing social and economic challenges. Over 

the past decade, “art for social change” [AFSC] charities and artists have become key sites 

of investment for some of the wealthiest philanthropic foundations in Canada and the 

United States. However, existing scholarship on the AFSC primarily serves as an exercise 

in mapping the field, or as a source of uncritical AFSC advocacy. In response, this 

dissertation provides the first critical exploration of the possibilities, tensions, and limits of 

the institution of AFSC philanthropy, specifically as it pertains to addressing contemporary 

issues of social injustice in Canada. This dissertation enriches the Marxian-inspired 

critiques of neoliberalism that dominate the critical literature on philanthropy by situating 

AFSC philanthropy more specifically within racialized and colonial histories of the 

Canadian nation-state. Offering a range of cases and combining methodological approaches 

including ethnographic study, discourse analysis, and analysis of public databases, this 

dissertation considers the manifold ways in which the intersecting dynamics of nation-

building, racism, white settler-colonialism, and capitalist development articulate within 

AFSC philanthropy. This is accomplished by attending to the material aspects of racism 

and colonialism as they pertain to the capitalist accumulation strategies that serve as the 

economic engine of AFSC philanthropy. Equally important, however, are the ways in 

which discourses of Canadian identity—multiculturalism, diversity, tolerance, and 

international peacekeeping, for example—shape philanthropic policy, practice, and 
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branding at the level of AFSC funder, community organization, and artist. Specifically, I 

argue that racist and colonial discourses of the nation and national “goodness” are 

mobilized by AFSC philanthropic funders, charities, and artists in ways that de-historicize 

and de-race the political-economic and cultural contradictions underlying AFSC 

philanthropy. Ultimately, this dissertation makes the case for centering questions of nation 

and race in studies of the AFSC, as well as in critical examinations of philanthropy more 

broadly.  
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CHAPTER 1 

Introduction 

 

It’s an unseasonably warm November evening, and 200 or so artists, activists, 

educators, policymakers, business leaders, politicians, and philanthropists have gathered in 

Ottawa, Canada, at Carleton University’s River Building. The venue is impressive. Multi-

storey staircases run the length of the open-concept atrium and dense greenery climbs the 

east wall—floor to ceiling. The atrium’s southern wall is made up entirely of windows 

beyond which an expansive patio overlooks the Rideau River. A young volunteer is 

stationed at the atrium’s entrance, flagging new arrivals, taking names, and handing out 

lanyards and beige totes that read: “Power of the Arts National Forum.” The bags are 

covered with the logos of philanthropic foundations and businesses. Some are familiar: TD 

Bank and The Asper Foundation, for example. Others, like Madja Films International, are 

more obscure. Punctual attendees are already mingling to a modern, smoother, rendition of 

Herbie Hancock’s “Watermelon Man.” Roughly half are dressed formally in blazers and 

blouses, ties and high heels. They’re middle-aged, predominantly white, and move like 

business leaders and politicians are supposed to. The rest are young—under 30—casually 

dressed and, for the most part, from communities of colour.  

A filmmaker with waist-length dreadlocks, a silver nose ring, and a top hat, breaks 

from a circle of artists and introduces himself to a high-ranking American politician with a 

three-person security detail. The former vice president of Goldman Sachs smiles and puts 
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his arm around the young filmmaker. The Forum renders these sorts of interactions natural. 

After a half hour of conversation over hors d’oeuvres and dessert pastries, attendees are 

ushered into a room that boasts the aesthetics of a televised press conference. Chairs are 

lined up in rows that face an elevated stage with a podium in the middle. Three national 

flags—Canadian, American, and French—are strung up behind the podium. Just offstage, 

rectangular screens display live tweets accompanied by the hashtag #powerofthearts. 

Attendees are encouraged to take pictures, to tweet, and to document their time at the 

Forum. The room quiets as one of the evening’s MCs approaches the podium. He leans in 

to the microphone, and asks everyone to find a seat. He welcomes the crowd to the Power 

of the Arts National Forum and announces this year’s theme: Sustaining Social Change.  

Put on by The Michaëlle Jean Foundation [MJF]—a Canadian charitable 

organization—the annual three-day “Power of the Arts National Forum” brings together 

local arts organizations, the private sector, community members, and government to use the 

arts to “transform young lives and revitalize underserved communities across Canada” 

(MJF Annual Report 2015, p. 2). Over the next two hours, Forum attendees will hear a 

song from a youth gospel choir and the poetry of a 15-year-old Afghani refugee. After 

Michaëlle Jean, the former governor general of Canada and Co-Founder of the MJF, takes 

the stage, making the case for the arts’ power to create “a better Canada,” the crowd will 

get up and dance to the reggae music of Jali, a Marseille-based musician and community 

activist, brought to the Forum by the French Embassy. Then the audience will return to 

their seats and listen to, and reflect on, the words of Kalkidan Assefa who, in 2015, painted 

a commemorative mural of Sandra Bland—the 28-year-old Black woman found dead in a 

Texas jail cell three days after being arrested during a routine traffic stop. When the mural 
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was defaced, allies from Ottawa’s Black, white, Indigenous, Asian, and queer communities 

came together to fix the vandalism and guard it until a candlelight vigil could be held for 

Sandra Bland the following week.  Finally, attendees will laugh, perhaps uneasily, as the 

Director of Community Relations at TD Bank follows Assefa at the podium and jokes that 

while he cannot say much on the previous topic (the policing of Black lives), he could 

teach everyone a thing or two about financial derivatives. The heterogeneity of the speakers 

and performers is striking, reflecting both the deliberately eclectic guest list, as well as the 

racially and culturally diverse (and economically stratified) “pan-Canadian vision” at the 

core of the MJF’s model of the arts for social change. 

 Established in 2010 with the help of a $3 million seed grant from The Government of 

Canada, The Michaëlle Jean Foundation is part of the growing phenomenon of Art for 

Social Change [AFSC] philanthropy1 in Canada: an emergent institution comprised of 

private donors, non-profit or charitable organizations, artist-activists (or activist-artists, 

depending on who you ask), and community organizers, as well as the contradiction-laden 

relationships between these actors. Involving the granting of private funds to arts initiatives 

that explicitly seek to produce social change that addresses social and economic inequality, 

AFSC philanthropy exists at the intersection of three distinct conceptual pillars: 1) market-

based approaches to social welfare provision, typically involving donations, grants, or 

investments from individual, corporate, and/or foundation actors (as opposed to 

government grants); 2) a structural—though not necessarily radical—understanding of 

social inequality and, thus, an emphasis on abolishing the very need for philanthropy; and 

3) the belief that the arts—specifically, the artistic practices of racially and/or economically 

                                                      
1 Art for social change philanthropy is also commonly referred to as art for social justice 

philanthropy, community-engaged art philanthropy, and social movement art philanthropy. 
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marginalized groups—are particularly well-suited to produce these social change 

outcomes. While Canadian AFSC non-profits and charities like The Michaëlle Jean 

Foundation do receive government grants, two-thirds of AFSC funding comes from private 

sources (International Centre of Art for Social Change [ICASC], 2016). This is notable 

insofar as “traditional” or “disciplinary” arts organizations in Canada receive the vast 

majority of their funding from governmental sources, primarily via federal and provincial 

arts councils. 

 Over the past decade, advocacy groups in Canada and the United States have released 

a steady output of reports on the landscape of AFSC philanthropy (see, for example, 

Animating Democracy, 2010; National Committee for Responsive Philanthropy [NCRP], 

2011; ICASC, 2016; Department of Canadian Heritage, 2016). While varying in 

geographic context and scale, as well as scope, each of the reports follows a similar format. 

It begins with the observation that the arts are increasingly being called upon by nearly all 

sectors of society to bring about social change. The report then attributes this phenomenon 

to a growing belief that the arts wield the power to produce manifold social change 

outcomes—a belief backed up in AFSC circles by empirical evidence from positivist 

academic research. Next, the report provides the reader with a series of case studies of 

AFSC philanthropy in practice, before declaring that there remains significant room for 

growth in the field. This growth, the report inevitably concludes, can be facilitated by 

introducing social change philanthropists to “the power of the arts,” as well as connecting 

arts philanthropists to “the power of social change.”  

 This common script around AFSC philanthropy is, no doubt, a product of the 

institution’s nascence (at least, in its current articulation), a response to art philanthropy’s 
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traditional role in funding “high culture” institutions and practices, and the significant 

funding pressures placed on non-profits and charities in a competitive and austere 

neoliberal era—particularly, those that are arts-based and/or social change oriented. Indeed, 

many artists—even those funded by AFSC philanthropy—have critiqued the biases of 

traditional funding sources, while also lamenting the shrinking resources available overall 

for artistic production. Nevertheless, the AFSC philanthropy literature primarily serves as 

an exercise in mapping the field (i.e., answering the who, what, why, and how of AFSC 

philanthropy), as well as a source of uncritical AFSC philanthropy advocacy. This is 

problematic as the past decade has proven that well-funded AFSC philanthropic initiatives 

are no longer a pipe dream of precariously positioned community-engaged artists. In the 

United States, for example, the Ford Foundation, the Open Society Foundation, the Surdna 

Foundation, the Barr Foundation, and the Kresge Foundation directed nearly $100 million 

to AFSC initiatives in 2017 alone. While certainly smaller in scale, prominent Canadian 

philanthropic actors like the Metcalfe Foundation (>$160 million in assets), the J.W. 

McConnell Foundation (>$607 million in assets), and the Slaight Family Foundation 

(>$325 million in assets)—not to mention corporate donors like the RBC Foundation, TD 

Bank, and BMO Financial Group—are making AFSC philanthropy a significant part of 

their grant-making practices as well. Moreover, on a conceptual level, the AFSC policy 

literature frames the arts as a thing or substance that produces predictable outcomes in 

diverse settings. This functions to naturalize and obscure the power relations that shape 

how individuals and communities encounter the arts (Gaztambide-Fernández, 2013), rather 

than illuminate the complex, and often harmful, ways in which these encounters with the 

arts are experienced. This epistemological blind spot is particularly troubling within a 
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philanthropic context like the AFSC that involves super-wealthy (primarily white) 

individuals and corporate donors funding the artistic practices of poor and racialized youth. 

 In response, this dissertation attempts the first critical exploration of the possibilities, 

tensions, and limits of AFSC philanthropy, specifically as it pertains to addressing 

contemporary issues of social injustice in Canada. While drawing heavily upon the 

Marxian-inspired critiques of neoliberalism that dominate the critical literature on 

philanthropy and the non-profit sector (e.g., INCITE!, 2007; McGoey, 2014; Raddon, 

2008; Wolch, 1990), this dissertation recognizes the racialized and colonial nature of social 

and economic injustice in Canada, and therefore situates AFSC philanthropy more 

specifically within racialized and colonial histories of the Canadian nation-state. This is 

accomplished by attending to the material aspects of racism and colonialism as they pertain 

to the capitalist accumulation strategies that serve as the economic engine of AFSC 

philanthropy. Equally important, however, are the ways in which prominent discourses of 

Canadian identity—multiculturalism, diversity, tolerance, and international peacekeeping, 

for example—shape philanthropic policy, practice, and branding at the level of AFSC 

funder, community organization, and artist. As scholars Himani Bannerji (2000), Sunera 

Thobani (2007), and others have suggested, these discourses are racist and colonial in that 

they are deployed to construct and manage racial difference in Canada, to sanitize histories 

of racial injustice and settler-colonialism, and to reinforce dominant racial hierarchies, 

white supremacy, and settler-colonialism. Following these insights, this dissertation 

recognizes the need to critically re-examine how key tropes of Canadian liberalism are put 

to work in ostensibly progressive practices such as AFSC philanthropy. 
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Research Questions 

 The initial research for this dissertation was guided by the following question2: 

Q. How do material and discursive histories of the nation shape the institution of Art for 

Social Change philanthropy in Canada? 

Beyond this general research question, I proposed two additional analytical questions: 

a.  To what extent are discourses of the nation mobilized to sanitize the racial and 

colonial violence of Canadian nation-building and successive modes of capitalist 

development? 

b.   What specific role do the arts play in this phenomenon? 

Drawing on a range of methodological approaches (detailed in Chapter 2) including 

ethnographic methods, analysis of public databases, and extensive discourse analysis of 

policy documents and online media, this dissertation illuminates the unique, and often 

insidious, ways in which discourses of the nation are mobilized to de-historicize and de-

race the tensions and contradictions3 underlying AFSC philanthropy as social change 

mechanism in Canada. This is accomplished by bringing Marxian political economy into 

                                                      
2 I would be remiss not to mention a much broader question that has driven this avenue of inquiry 

since I began this project: Why the arts? In other words, why are donors choosing to fund the AFSC 

as opposed to other social change mechanisms? Why not invest philanthropic resources into school 

counsellors or social workers? Or a Robotics for Social Change program? This question—Why the 

arts?—has come up in conversations with colleagues, friends, and family over the past five years, 

and was probably posed at least once during every meeting with my supervisor. While this 

dissertation does not seek to answer this question directly, I hope it provides some possibilities for 

thinking through this question. 
3 Here, I am using contradiction in a Marxian sense. In Seventeen Contradictions and the End of 

Capitalism (2014), David Harvey explains that there are two usages of the term “contradiction.” In 

the Aristotelian sense, contradiction refers to a situation when two statements are so logically 

incompatible that both cannot simultaneously be true. For example: the sky is blue and the sky is 

green. The second conception of contradiction (of which the Marxian sense derives from) is the 

dialectical conception. This conception of contradiction occurs “when two seemingly opposed 

forces are simultaneously present within a particular situation, an entity, a process, or an event” (p. 

1). It is in this sense that the contradictory nature of AFSC philanthropy takes form. 
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conversation with Foucauldian understandings of power, knowledge, and discourse, while 

elevating the importance of national context, and the material and discursive histories that 

shape it. By looking at, for example, 1) the ongoing racial and colonial histories of 

dispossession and exploitation fundamental to the accumulation of philanthropic wealth in 

Canada; 2) the relationship between post-1990s neoliberal austerity policies, charitable tax 

incentives, and racialized poverty in Canada; 3) the mobilization of, and reliance on, 

racialized and colonial national signifiers in AFSC philanthropic branding in Canada; and 

4) the way that AFSC philanthropy in Canada is heavily predicated on white donors 

securing financial and reputational benefits by funding the artistic practices of 

“underserved” racialized and Indigenous individuals and communities, this dissertation 

argues that AFSC philanthropy is fundamentally shaped by the intersecting dynamics of 

capital, race, settler-colonialism, and nation-building.  

 While I offer a set of novel theoretical and conceptual tools for foregrounding 

national embeddedness in Marxian-inspired critiques of social change philanthropy, my 

focus on “the arts” (specifically, in the form of AFSC philanthropy) adds a crucial angle to 

these discussions. While philanthropy has been elevated and incentivized by governments 

and multilateral institutions as a replacement to government-funded social welfare in the 

neoliberal era (Blowfield & Dolan, 2014), the arts and creativity have been deployed as 

part of the same neoliberal project facilitating gentrification (McLean, 2014), labour reform 

(McRobbie, 2016), and rent-seeking (Harvey, 2002), and increasingly function as an 

expedient resource for transnational capital accumulation (Yudice, 2003). Furthermore, the 

tendency to frame the artist and the arts non-profit as “entrepreneurs” within a competitive 

philanthropic marketplace maps onto the insights of authors such as Andrew Ross (2009) 



  9 

who have written about the celebration of “artistic” and “creative” values within the 

neoliberal workplace, and how this functions to justify short-term contracts (or gigs—a 

word that carries a certain creative cachet when in fact it really just refers to precarious 

labour), the elimination of job security (sold as creative freedom), and precariousness in 

general.  

 At the same time, AFSC philanthropy is a particularly salient area of inquiry within a 

Canadian context where concepts like multiculturalism, diversity, and tolerance serve as 

foundational principles in the national imaginary (Mackey, 2002), since the arts are 

frequently couched in similar racialized discourses of liberalism, equity, and tolerance 

(Gaztambide-Fernández, Nicholls, & Arráiz-Matute, 2016). Arts advocates writing in the 

fields of education, creative economy, and social impact tout the capacity of the arts to help 

transcend racial, class, and gender boundaries, and to integrate diverse demographic groups 

into community settings (e.g., Davis, 2005; Gore, 2007; Longley, 1999; Wilson, 2001). 

Because of the similar ways in which prominent discourses of the nation and discourses of 

the arts are racialized in the Canadian context, it is understandable that social change 

philanthropy geared toward combatting racial injustice in Canada—particularly, in pursuit 

of “a better Canada”—would claim to draw upon these purported intrinsic and instrumental 

outcomes that result from experiences with the arts. However, beyond the surface level 

logic (i.e., Canada is, or should be, multicultural, diverse, and tolerant, and the arts produce 

these outcomes), the specific manner in which racialized and colonial histories of the 

nation structure AFSC philanthropy—and the ways that this particular intersection maps 

onto histories of capitalist development—remains unexplored.   
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Social Change Philanthropy 

In a 2011 article for the Stanford Social Innovation Review, Kavita Ramdas—

currently the senior advisor to the president of the Ford Foundation—offered a scathing 

critique of the work of the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, as well as other elite mega-

philanthropists. The crux of her argument was that too few of these philanthropists question 

the economic structures that have allowed them to accumulate so much wealth. In 

response, she proposes a model of social change philanthropy that “must be measured by 

its capacity to question the dominant development model, to seek out the root causes of 

inequality, and to engage in a process of self-reflection that also seeks to expand its 

accountability to the broader public that it seeks to serve” (p. 393). While many actors in 

the philanthropic sector use the language of social change quite liberally, in this 

dissertation, I conceptualize social change philanthropy in similar terms to Ramdas—who, 

it should be noted, is unusually critical for an institutional insider—by focusing on three 

specific components. First, social change philanthropy claims to pursue a more equitable 

world by increasing opportunity for those who are politically, economically, and socially 

marginalized. In this way, social change philanthropy is liberal, as opposed to regressive, in 

orientation.  This is in contrast to the long history of philanthropy (and arts philanthropy, as 

explored in Chapter 4) that seeks to “change the social” in ways that magnify inequality 

and injustice—for example: donations made to a right-wing think tank to generate reports 

on the morality of lower corporate tax rates or the “threat” of racialized immigrants. As 

will become clear through the cases discussed in the following chapters, the specific 

mechanisms by which social change is thought to be generated vary among AFSC 

programs, notably based on their differing reliance on the market. Is capitalism (in its 
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current neoliberal variant) responsible for the marginalization process? Or is capitalism, 

specifically the market, a vehicle for escaping marginalization through economic 

opportunity? It is important to note, from the get-go, that advocates of social change 

philanthropy like Ramdas are not advocating the abolishment of global capitalism. Her call 

to “question the dominant development model,” is, in fact, reformist in nature. A radical 

anti-capitalist stance is, for the vast majority of philanthropists, out of the question as 

capitalist development remains the source of all philanthropic wealth and, as a result, the 

material engine of the institution of social change philanthropy. 

Second, social change philanthropy seeks to abolish the very need for 

philanthropy by altering “societal institutions so they don’t produce the very problems 

that ‘charity’ tries to alleviate” (Rabinowitz, 1990, p. xi). Again, I must stress that how one 

conceptualizes the “societal institutions” that produce the need for philanthropy is deeply 

ideological. As a result, while one might read this definition as anti-capitalist, in practice, it 

is much more reformist/liberal than radical. At the same time, however, unlike traditional 

forms of charity, social change philanthropy is unique in that it frames inequality as 

structural in nature, and a consequence of unjust power relations in society (though not in a 

Marxian sense). As a result, the only means of providing long term social benefit is by 

providing grants to non-profits that are engaging with what such philanthropists identify as 

the root causes of these problems. Within this more narrowed definition, AFSC 

organizations tend to mobilize one of two approaches to “abolishing the need for 

philanthropy”: a social justice approach—i.e., a politicized approach that seeks to alter 

structures of power and systems of oppression—or a social innovation approach—i.e., an 

approach that focuses on constructing cross-sectoral partnerships to come up with technical 
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or “creative solutions” to pressing societal problems through “systems change.” While 

these two frameworks are quite different, they help establish what AFSC philanthropy is 

not. Specifically, philanthropy that gives money to, or funds, arts programs for racially 

and/or economically marginalized communities—while certainly important—is not social 

change philanthropy. Finally, social change philanthropy emphasizes forms of 

accountability missing from traditional forms of philanthropy. It strives to include people 

impacted by injustice as key decision makers and offers more than simply monetary 

resources to the social movements it aligns with. Related to this, social change 

philanthropy involves an understanding that philanthropic dollars are dollars that have been 

directed away from government tax revenue by means of charitable tax breaks; as a result, 

there is added impetus to be accountable, transparent, and responsive in grant making.   

 

Race, Nation, and Contradiction in Social Change Philanthropy 

By foregrounding race and nation in its analysis, this dissertation makes an 

important intervention in the significant body of scholarly literature that critiques 

philanthropy as a neoliberal social welfare model immersed in contradiction. This literature 

highlights how philanthropy, as a market-based approach to social change, requires the 

accumulation of huge amounts of private wealth, and such accumulation processes are 

underscored by exploitation, dispossession, and the remaking of the state in line with 

corporate capitalist interests (e.g., Kapoor, 2016; McGoey, Theil, & West, 2018; Mitchell 

& Sparke, 2016; Morvaridi, 2012; Raddon, 2008). As a result, how are social change 

philanthropists supposed to “abolish the very need for philanthropy” through philanthropic 

giving? Are social change philanthropists—who Zizek ironically calls, “liberal 
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communists” (2006, p. 10)—really just building with one hand what they destroy with the 

other? Drawing upon these insights, I propose that the contradictory nature of social change 

philanthropy cannot be understood on explicitly economistic terms. Rather, the 

accumulation of philanthropic wealth—whether through exploitation, dispossession, or 

political-economic restructuring—is fundamentally racialized because capitalism is always 

racialized. Drawing on Cedric Robinson’s concept of racial capitalism, Jodi Melamed 

(2015) explains that 

capital can only be capital when it is accumulating, and it can only 

accumulate by producing and moving through relations of severe 

inequality among human groups—capitalists with the means of 

production/workers without the means of subsistence, 

creditors/debtors, conquerors of land made property/the 

dispossessed and removed. These antinomies of accumulation 

require loss, disposability, and the unequal differentiation of human 

value, and racism enshrines the inequalities that capitalism requires. 

Most obviously, it does this by displacing the uneven life changes 

that are inescapably part of capitalist social relations onto fictions 

of differing human capacities, historically race. (p. 77) 

 

Because of the global nature of late capitalism, racial capitalism produces and justifies 

racial disparities within Canada—e.g., significant gaps in income and employment rates 

(Block, Galabuzi, & Weiss, 2014; Block & Galabuzi, 2011) and access to educational 

opportunities (Dei, Mazzuca, McIsaac, & Zine, 1997; Galabuzi, 2014; Razack, 1998)—as 

well as globally, in the form of, for example, Western Imperialism in postcolonial states 

(Amin, 2001), and a global labour force that is unevenly integrated into circuits of 

production and consumption along colonial capitalist lines (Hurley & Miller, 2005; 

Salzinger, 2003).  

Additionally, I argue that social change philanthropy—specifically in Canada—

cannot be divorced from nation-building processes, nor from the ongoing dispossession of 
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Indigenous lands that functions as the basis of colonial capitalist accumulation in general, 

and philanthropic wealth accumulation specifically. Though nation-building is typically 

framed in terms of creating a territorial state and the construction of an imagined 

community (Anderson, 1991), as Taylor (2006) notes,  

nation-building also requires a material basis—specifically, the 

relationships and institutions through which goods are produced, 

distributed, and consumed in order to perpetuate the material and 

social foundations of the nation state. […] The project of nation-

building involves complex interactions between the role of the 

capitalist state, the control and development of productive forces, 

the social relations through which production and consumption 

transpire, and the particular relationship between the dynamics of 

global capital and social reproduction on a national basis. (p. 69) 

 

In a settler-colonial context like Canada, it is therefore necessary to understand the 

contradictory nature of social change philanthropy not only through the lens of capitalist 

accumulation, but through the lens of specific material and discursive histories of nation-

building and colonial dispossession as well. As Mi’kmaq legal scholar Pamela Palmater 

(2017) argues, Indigenous dispossession 

is how Canada cleared the land for farms, mining, oil extraction and 

development. It simply would not be the wealthy country it is, one 

of the best countries in the world to live and raise a family, were it 

not for the removal of Indigenous peoples from the source of 

Canada's wealth (para. 17).  

 

Critical development scholars like Ilan Kapoor (2016, 2013) have argued that 

contemporary mega-philanthropy functions to legitimate the contradictory nature of 

capitalism and global inequality by promoting the image of the “caring” philanthropist, and 

the “caring” philanthropist as the means to addressing inequality (see, also, Mostafanezhad, 

2013). In this dissertation, I expand upon this critique by demonstrating how this 

contradictory form is racialized and colonial as well. Using case examples, I demonstrate 
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how, within Canada, the language of social change and the optics of racialized and 

Indigenous artistic practice plays a particularly insidious role in this process by bolstering 

the image of the “caring” (typically white) philanthropist who is a “good Canadian.” This, 

in turn, does away with the cold and calculating optics of the mega philanthropy or 

philanthro-capitalism (Bishop & Green, 2010) of Bill Gates and other celebrated billionaire 

donors.  

 

Neoliberal Social Change 

Due to its reliance on the accumulation and distribution of private wealth, the 

intensely competitive nature of securing grants as an AFSC non-profit organization or 

artist, and the philanthropist’s ability to direct resources away from the government toward 

the causes of their choosing via charitable tax credits, I conceptualize AFSC philanthropy 

as a market-based approach to social change. Market-based approaches to social change 

such as AFSC philanthropy, however, cannot be understood in a bubble. Rather, they are 

deeply embedded within a Canadian non-profit and charitable sector that has undergone 

significant restructuring since the early 1990s. After World War II, the Canadian welfare 

state expanded rapidly. Within this Keynesian era, non-profits worked in tandem with the 

Canadian government as community-centred public service providers, offering 

individualized forms of support that complimented the State’s more uniformly distributed 

social welfare services. Beginning in the early 1990s, however, this social welfare model 

gave way to an increasingly dominant governance paradigm shaped by neoliberal 

economic policies. These policies facilitated the free movement of capital (via 

privatization, austerity policies, tax cuts, deregulation, tight monetary policy, and an 
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emphasis on balanced budgets) as well as a neoliberal ideology that elevated market 

fundamentalism through the promotion of individual responsibility, self-interest, and 

freedom of choice (as it pertains to the capitalist marketplace) as primary values.  

Within this new neoliberal governance paradigm, responsibility for the delivery of 

public goods and service shifted from the State to non-profits. While the State remained the 

primary funder of non-profits, this funding was managed through contracts that were 

characterized by the purchase of defined services with specific outputs. In other words, the 

stable long-term “core” funding of the Keynesian era was replaced by competitive 

tendering and open bidding processes characteristic of the private sector. This restructuring 

centralized power within the State, allowing for the horizontal management of public 

policy. It further reconstituted non-profits as “para-state apparatuses” (Wilson-Gilmore, 

2009: Wolch, 1990), producing a governance model that Evans, Richmond, and Shields 

(2005) refer to as “centralized de-centralization.” While neoliberal policymakers claimed 

this restructuring would drive down costs and improve efficiency in the sector, the reality 

was much more grim. From organizational instability and vulnerability, to reduced 

effectiveness due to significant energy expended on maintaining funding levels, non-profits 

struggled—and continue to struggle—to balance their social mission and mandate to suit 

the agenda and demands of their funders.  

Philanthropy was supposed to replace cuts in government social spending, a process 

facilitated through generous charitable tax incentives (discussed at length in Chapter 4), as 

well as matching contributions funding whereby government funding became conditional 

on the ability of the non-profit or charity to secure private donations. While philanthropy 

did not come close to accounting for the cuts in “core” government social spending (Eakin, 
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2001; Reed & Howe, 2000), the scale of philanthropic grant making did grow 

exponentially during this period. Unsurprisingly, however, this growth was concentrated in 

Canada’s largest private and public foundations (Assets & Giving Trends of Canada’s 

Grantmaking Foundations [AGT], 2014).4 From 1994 to 2014, for example, the number of 

private foundations in Canada increased by 76% (5,315 total), while the number of public 

foundations increased by 69% (5,141 total). For comparison, the number of charitable 

organizations increased by just 22% over that period. In 2012 alone, private foundations in 

Canada earned $4.4 billion in revenue, while public foundations earned $6.5 billion (AGT, 

2014). As I argue throughout this dissertation, the institution of AFSC philanthropy is 

fundamentally tied to these changes in the sector, not only because it emerged during this 

period of restructuring, but also because the vast majority of AFSC philanthropic grants in 

Canada are provided by some of the country’s largest private foundations (i.e., top 100 in 

assets). 

In addition to augmenting the scope, scale, and power of traditional philanthropic 

actors, these neoliberal political-economic and ideological reforms continue to produce a 

growing roster of market-based “social change” actor types. These include social 

enterprises, socially-responsible investment firms, social impact bonds, and other public-

private partnerships that are purported to combine economic and social logics. In this 

dissertation, I refer to these actors as “the expanding social change arena” [ESCA]. 

                                                      
4 In Canada, all registered charities are designated by the Canada Revenue Agency under the 

Income Tax Act and belong to one of three categories: 1) Private Foundations (less than 50% of 

directors work at arm’s length, and more than 50% of revenue comes from a person or group that 

controls the foundation); 2) Public Foundations (more than 50% of directors work at arm’s length, 

more than 50% of revenue comes from arm’s length supporters, and must donate more than 50% of 

annual revenue on grants to qualified recipients); or 3) Charitable Organizations (similar to Public 

Foundations in make-up, but free to spend revenue on its own programming). 
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Understanding the uniqueness of the ESCA is important to this project because it highlights 

how the category of social change funder has shifted in neoliberal times—away from 

government to the free market—while complicating traditional understandings of suitable 

destinations for philanthropic giving. For example, in a recent piece in The Globe and 

Mail, Paul Klein (2017), CEO of a Impakt—a Toronto-based consultancy firm and B-Corp5 

that strives to unite business and social change objectives—writes that, “there's never been 

a more promising time to be involved in social change. And, for the first time, many of the 

most innovative initiatives are coming from outside the charitable sector.” In addition to 

completing disregarding activist work, Klein’s basic argument is that “to drive social 

change, we must unshackle philanthropic capital” so that philanthropists are empowered to 

support market actors that are offering the most innovative, effective, and efficient 

solutions to social problems. Furthermore, this “unshackling” needs to occur on both an 

ideological level (i.e., expanding our definition of what is an acceptable destination for 

philanthropic dollars) and a policy level (i.e., the government must widen its definition of 

which organization can provide charitable tax deductions). Within this ESCA context, 

AFSC artists and charities are increasingly framed as a legitimate destination for 

philanthropic investment, as well as a suitable partner for cross-sectoral collaboration in 

pursuit of (market-based) social change. As a result, however, AFSC artists and charities 

are expected to adopt the logics of these market-based organizations in order to secure 

funding, whether through positioning themselves as entrepreneurs or using metrics derived 

                                                      
 
5 B Corps are for-profit companies certified by the non-profit B Lab to meet specific standards of 

social and environmental performance, accountability, and transparency. As a result, B Corps have 

an expanded definition of “maximizing shareholder value.” 
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from the private sector to communicate the value of their artistic work to this new category 

of funder. 

It is well-established that the neoliberal era of political-economic restructuring 

increased economic and social inequality in Canada, particularly along racial lines 

(Galabuzi, 2001; McBride & Shields, 1997). Beyond that, however, the critical literature 

on the shifting nature of the welfare state in Canada tends to glorify the Keynesian past 

without paying much attention to the specific ways in which race and nation intersect 

within the welfare state/nonprofit sector at particular historical moments. One notable 

exception is the work of Sunera Thobani. In Chapter 3 of Exalted Subjects: Studies in the 

Making of Race and Nation in Canada (2007), Thobani argues that as the Canadian welfare 

state constituted itself as “compassionate” and “caring” in the Keynesian era, it 

simultaneously constructed (or exalted) the white national subject as the possessor of those 

same qualities. Discursively produced as “compassionate” and “good,” white national 

subjects became representative of an idealized Canadian national identity—a discursive 

construct that I refer to as the exceptional Canada throughout this dissertation. Thobani 

argues, however, that once white women gained employment in the Canadian social 

welfare sector, and white housewives were given access to income support programs, 

gender “equality” as a national value became defined in direct relation to the gendered 

deficiencies of a racialized and Indigenous Other. Moreover, these “deficiencies” were 

constructed and enforced by the Canadian welfare state. For example, the residential school 

system and, later on, the foster care system, furthered a racialized welfare ideology that 

produced Indigenous women as threats to their kids. Likewise, the fact that immigrant 

women needed to be tied to their male sponsors facilitated the construction of the 
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immigrant woman as dependent on immigrant men—another means of producing the white 

Canadian as “good” and “deserving” (of social assistance) and the racialized immigrant as 

“bad” and “undeserving.” In this way, while the welfare state strengthened a sense of 

entitlement among its exalted white citizens, Thobani shows how it simultaneously 

augmented the sense of disentitlement for racialized and Indigenous people living in 

Canada.  

While focused on the Keynesian welfare state, Thobani’s chapter demonstrates the 

importance of examining the insidious ways that nation-building and racialization 

processes intersect within the nonprofit and charitable sector to reproduce and justify racist 

and colonial hierarchies. As I read it, her work further points to the need for novel 

scholarship that explores these processes of racialization and nation-building in the “social 

welfare” sector at different historical moments in Canadian history. In response, this 

dissertation explores the particularities of neoliberal mechanisms of market-based social 

change—specifically, social change philanthropy—through the lens of race and nation, as 

well as capital and class. Moreover, by focusing on a unique philanthropic context like 

AFSC philanthropy where arts-based interventions almost exclusively target (and celebrate 

the artistic practices of) racialized and Indigenous communities, this research sheds light on 

how specific racialized and colonial subjects are produced in relation to artistic practice, 

and how these discursive processes contribute to the materiality of nation-building and 

capitalist development. 
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The Case(s) for the Arts as a Social Change Tool 

It is in that intersection between activism and art where we’re 

going to have radical dreaming; where we’re going to be able to 

envision a just future; where we’re going to be able to imagine 

what justice looks like. – Yosi Sergant, former Director of 

Communications for the National Endowment of the Arts 

 

 

 AFSC philanthropy is premised on the belief that the arts are not only able to 

produce positive social, economic, and political outcomes for individuals but also, as 

outlined in the previous section, on the belief that the arts can play a fundamental role in 

changing the very structures or systems that produce social and economic inequality. 

Moreover, AFSC philanthropy tends to specifically fund racialized and Indigenous artistic 

practices as the mechanism for this social change. In order to make claims about the AFSC, 

advocates draw upon the work of Western researchers dedicated to establishing an 

empirically-verifiable correlation between engagement with the arts and just about 

everything from economic development and job creation, to more individually targeted 

outcomes like the enhancement of self-esteem, improved personal health, wellbeing, and 

the reduction of criminal recidivism (Belfiore & Bennett, 2007). Despite this growing field 

of research, this dissertation does not seek to establish a clear definition of “the arts” or to 

take a position regarding whether or not experiences with the arts necessarily produce the 

outcomes claimed by these researchers. If anything, I am interested in the types of 

discursive arguments made about what the arts do, how discourses of the arts are mobilized 

to do particular things (Gaztambide-Fernández, 2013), and how these arguments map onto 

social change philanthropy.  

 Across distinct research fields, advocacy claims about what the arts “do” tend to fall 

into one of two camps: “instrumental” arguments or “intrinsic” arguments. Whether 
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mobilized by funders, artists, charities, or policymakers, both sets of claims are prominent 

within the institution of AFSC philanthropy. I argue, however, that in addition to 

structuring how different actors make sense of the relationship between their artistic 

practice and social change, the specific forms these arguments take are shaped by national 

context. In other words, the particular ways in which art is understood to perform social 

change, and what social change (via the arts) is imagined to be, is shaped by racist and 

colonial discourses of the nation. 

 Instrumental arguments revolve around a relationship between an experience with the 

arts and specific non-arts outcomes. Since the early 1990s, research on the arts in education 

has sought to establish how participation in certain arts education environments leads to the 

development of cognitive capacities that are measurable by standardized testing (Podlozny, 

2000; Scripp, 2002; Winner & Hetland, 2000). Framed in individualistic terms, this 

research seeks to establish if, and how, learning a specific art form can produce positive 

quantifiable outcomes in a non-arts area (e.g., math) without additional training in the non-

arts field. Employing a similar logic, albeit on a different scale, social impact of the arts 

researchers attempt to establish a connection between the arts and non-economic impacts in 

broad social domains including health and well-being, social inclusion and cohesion, and 

community identity (e.g., Karkou & Glasman 2004; Ramsey White & Rentschler 2005). 

Other researchers like Mark Stern (2012) and his research colleagues from the Social 

Impact of the Arts Project at the University of Pennsylvania argue that cultural 

communities (which he calls “natural cultural districts”) form around spaces populated by 

artists and non-profits, producing social wellbeing which he defines as: ethnic, economic, 

and household diversity, reduced racism and racial harassment, and a positive correlation 
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between the arts and public health. The arts, here, are linked to liberal notions of social 

well-being, which map on quite clearly to prominent and racialized tenets of Canadian 

identity. 

 This “instrumental value” of the arts is also key to creative economy theories, though 

the language of creative economy often revolves around vague notions of “creativity” and 

“culture,” as opposed to the arts, specifically. Following the work of Richard Florida, an 

urban theorist who contends that “human creativity has replaced raw materials, physical 

labo[u]r and even flows of capital as the primary generator of economic value” (Florida, in 

Lang & Danielsen, 2005, p. 218), regional, national, and global institutions have begun to 

extol the virtues of the creative economy as a pragmatic community development option. In 

these instances, creativity and culture exist in a triangular relationship with economic 

growth, as well as liberal (i.e., depoliticized) understandings of raced concepts like 

tolerance, multiculturalism, and diversity. In this way, the “logic” of AFSC philanthropy 

(i.e., using the arts and culture to address economic and racial inequalities) maps onto that 

of the globally circulating creative economy discourse quite seamlessly.  

 Critiques of creative economy theories and policies are wide-ranging. Wilson and 

Keil (2008), for example, note that creative economy policies celebrate “creativity” as the 

sole possession of the wealthy “creative class” (Florida, 2002). They argue that “creativity” 

as a signifier, is extremely vague, essentially encompassing any and all work done in a in 

professional, managerial, administrative, or artistic capacity. By defining creativity in such 

a way, this critique contends, creative economy policies erase the creativity of the poor, 

“their immense contribution to the contemporary urban economy, and their deft 

resourcefulness and ingenuity” (p. 841). Furthermore, by framing the wealthy “creative 
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class” as sole drivers of economic growth, creative economy policies advocate investment 

in elite notions of creativity (e.g., the high arts) that contribute to processes of social 

reproduction. In Politicizing Creative Economy: Activism and a Hunger Called Theatre 

(2017), Dia Da Costa complicates these Marxian-inspired critiques of creative economy by 

asking us to look at “the multiple meanings, diverse histories, and political significance of 

creativity as they emerge in different contexts” (p. 15), as well as the specific ways in 

which creative economy discourse gains traction and takes shape in specific contexts. In 

this vein, this dissertation similarly asks how meanings of “the arts” and “creativity”—as 

well as their relationship to addressing racial and economic injustice—take shape within 

the institution of philanthropy, and how these meanings are mobilized in the name of 

Canadian nation-building and neoliberal capitalist development.  

 While the “instrumental” argument is framed in concrete terms (e.g., the arts will 

produce a specified and measurable outcome), the “intrinsic” argument is a bit more 

nebulous and individualized. Specifically, this line of argumentation states that experiences 

with the arts alter how people process the world around them, making them more tolerant 

and open-minded. Proponents of intrinsic arguments assert that the arts “contribute to the 

growth of the mind” and that by exercising one’s imaginative and creative capacities, the 

individual will experience the world in new and artistic ways (Eisner, 2002). Other 

researchers are more explicit in their assertions, claiming that arts education programs 

necessarily become safe havens for LGBTQ students (Meyer, 2010; Perrotti & 

Westheimer, 2002). In terms of rhetoric, AFSC philanthropy advocates in Canada 

explicitly draw upon this second category of argumentation. For example, a 2016 video for 

the International Centre of Arts for Social Change features artists answering a question 
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which also happens to be the title of the video: “Why the arts for social change?” The 

answers given by these artists fit into three “categories” that reflect the types of advocacy 

arguments dominating the existing policy literature of AFSC philanthropy. The first 

category, “Opening a World of Possibility” focuses on how the arts trigger an imaginative 

spirit in unique ways. As it pertains to social change, the artists featured in the video 

describe how the arts allows you to look at injustice as “a blank canvas,” or as a way to 

approach an issue with “out of the box thinking.” This perspective reflects the work of 

prominent arts educator Elliot Eisner, who describes the role of the arts as “refining the 

senses and enlarging the imagination” (p. 4), as well as loosening constraints on the 

imagination, which he defines as “that form of thinking that engenders images of the 

possible” (p. 5). The second category, “Building Community and Fostering Dialogue,” 

focuses on how art “brings people together” with different perspectives, “transcends 

linguistic barriers,” and “facilitates dialogue around sensitive issues.” (Writing this, I 

cannot help but recall an informal conversation with one of my interviewees, who runs a 

progressive sex education theatre program for teenagers. The real value of theatre—and 

comedy—she told me, is its ability to cut through the tension that accompanies difficult 

conversations around questions of power and injustice.) The final category of statement, 

“Communicating Affectively,” focuses on fuzzier concepts like how art allows you to “get 

into the feel of [a social issue],” “engage intellectually and with the heart,” and to “connect 

with people on a gut level.”  

 Unlike instrumental arguments, intrinsic arguments embrace the abstract, centering 

on the role of the arts in facilitating the imagining of alternative futures or, as phrased in 

the quotation at the beginning of this section, “radical dreaming.” Again, it is necessary to 
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question what concepts like “enlarging the imagination,” “communicating affectively,” 

“enaging[ing] intellectually and with the heart,” and “radical dreaming,” for example, look 

like when they take shape form within the AFSC philanthropic context. What kinds of 

“dreaming” or “imagining” are discursively legible and materially possible in this 

institutional space? Which bodies can imagine which futures? And, most importantly, how 

do material and discursive histories of race, nation-building, and capitalist development 

delimit what can be imagined? Or what can be funded?  

 With this in mind, the overarching goal of this dissertation is to provide the 

beginnings of a nationally embedded cultural political-economic analysis (defined in detail 

in Chapter 2) of AFSC philanthropy as it takes its unique form in the Canadian material 

and discursive context. In addition to offering a critical examination of the possibilities, 

tensions, and limits of AFSC philanthropy as an historically and conceptually distinct 

phenomenon, this work makes a broader argument for centering questions of race, 

colonialism, and nation in extant Marxian-inspired examinations of social change 

philanthropy. 

 

Dissertation Outline 

This dissertation consists of six chapters. While there is no single-chapter literature 

review, each chapter draws upon, and engages with, important relevant scholarship and 

makes clear the types of interventions this work is making. In Chapter 2, “Theory and 

Method: Toward a Nationally Embedded Cultural Political Economy Framework,” I 

assemble the theoretical framework that guides the analyses contained within this 

dissertation. This approach brings Marxian political economy into conversation with 
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Foucauldian understandings of power, knowledge, and discourse, while elevating the 

importance of national context, and the racist and colonial discourses and histories that 

shape it. My goal with this framework is to emphasize “the micro-macro interface between 

the discursive and material moments involved in reproducing and remaking capitalism” 

(Sum, 2013, p. 545), while highlighting the ways in which discourses of the economy are 

raced, and how nation-building, in addition to being raced, is materially grounded as well. 

In the second part of the chapter, I lay out my methodological approach to this study, 

drawing on the metaphor of the bricoleur, and discuss the specific methods I used for 

gathering and analyzing data. 

Chapter 3, “Questioning the Optics of Social Change: Nation Branding and 

Philanthropic Accumulation,” examines the contradictory role that racist and colonial 

discourses of the nation play in the branding of both AFSC philanthropic funders, as well 

as the institution of AFSC philanthropy in general. Drawing on examples of nation 

branding in the philanthropic sector, as well as case studies of three AFSC-related 

organizations—The Inspirit Foundation, the J.W. McConnell Foundation, and SKETCH 

Working Arts—I explore how these discourses are mobilized in AFSC organizational 

branding, and the ways in which this strategy provides funders and the institution of AFSC 

philanthropy with what I call the optics of social change. This unique phenomenon 

obscures the contradictions at the heart of Canadian social change philanthropy and its 

underlying economic engine: Canadian racist and colonial capitalist development. As 

appeals to nation through branding in the philanthropic sector serve practical interests such 

as securing donations, and serve the reputational interests of individual and corporate 

philanthropists (as in green, pink, or redwashing), they function to sanitize the ongoing 
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racist and colonial histories of capitalist accumulation and dispossession in Canada that 

produce philanthropic wealth. To show this, I focus on the charitable work of a range of 

major Canadian philanthropists, with a specific focus on those who have accumulated their 

wealth through: 1) the dispossession of Indigenous lands; 2) the exploitation of racialized 

immigrant labour; 3) racialized gentrification through real estate “revitalization” projects; 

and 4) racialized supply chains in the global garment industry. The optics of social change, 

I argue, not only contributes to the stabilization of philanthropy as a legitimate mode of 

addressing social needs, it reinforces the construction and elevation of what I call the 

exceptional Canada as well. 

Chapter 4, “Historicizing the Rise of Arts for Social Change Philanthropy: 

Neoliberal Restructuring, Racialized Poverty, and the Financialization of the Philanthropic 

Sector” explores the rise and transformation of AFSC philanthropy in Canada over the past 

two decades. I push back against the dominant belief that the social change “turn” in arts 

philanthropy is a product of more empirical evidence regarding the “social impact of the 

arts,” and an increasingly progressive philanthropic community. Instead, I contend that the 

rise of AFSC philanthropy is indicative of—as well as a tool that facilitates—

neoliberalization (Peck & Tickell, 2002). The chapter’s argument focuses on two time 

periods: the restructuring of the Canadian welfare state in the 1990s and the post-2008 rise 

of financialization in the philanthropic sector. Unlike other forms of philanthropy in 

Canada, I argue that arts philanthropy only gained a “social purpose” in the mid-1990s in 

response to deeply ideological demands placed on community arts organization created by 

competitive “evidence-based” non-profit funding regimes. These demands accompanied 

deep cuts in social spending and aggressive tax reforms that dramatically increased 



  29 

economic stratification. This stratification was particularly brutal for racialized 

communities. The resulting “economic apartheid” (Galabuzi, 2006) was characterized by 

racialized exclusion from the labour market (e.g., higher unemployment and 

overrepresentation in low income jobs), which translated to higher poverty rates and health 

risks, lower quality housing, intensified neighbourhood segregation, and increased contact 

with the criminal justice system (Galabuzi, 2001). Within this political-economic context, I 

argue, the AFSC emerged as a destination for philanthropic grant making because it is 

grounded in rich white philanthropists funding the “diverse” or “multicultural” cultural 

forms of those most dramatically impacted by neoliberal restructuring. The second part of 

this chapter examines how the logics of neoliberal finance capital worked their way into the 

world of arts philanthropy in the post-2008 era. While explicitly demanding that 

community arts organizations produce a “social impact,” this financialization of 

philanthropy involved the introduction of concepts like “social return on investment” and 

“entrepreneurial spirit”—concepts which, I argue, are highly racialized—concurrently 

justified the technical market-based approaches to social welfare, and shifted AFSC 

philanthropy in line with new strategies of neoliberal capitalist accumulation.  

Chapter 5, “National Imagining and the Censorship of Resistance: A Case Study of 

The Michaëlle Jean Foundation,” explores how the AFSC functions as a site of national 

imagining within the nonprofit and charitable sector. Drawing on interviews and policy 

documents, as well as an ethnographic account of the MJF’s annual three-day “Power of 

the Arts National Forum,” I examine how discourses of the nation and art intersect within 

this context to shape how artists funded by the MJF conceptualize their aesthetic and 

political practice, as well as how the MJF constructs its vision for AFSC around the idea of 
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“Canada-as-Saviour” (of racialized and Indigenous artists and their communities). The 

resulting discursive elevation of the exceptional Canada, I argue, functions to sanitize the 

nation-state’s ongoing relationship to the injustices that the MJF and its grantees claim to 

be addressing, thereby producing a de-historicized and culturalist model of social change. 

In this way, I demonstrate that the censorship of resistance in the nonprofit and charitable 

sector is not always an explicit process driven by the threat of funding withdrawal. Rather, 

there exists a much more insidious form of suppression that can occur within charitable 

contexts that have institutionalized and circulate racist and colonial discourses of the nation 

in their imaginings of better futures.  

Chapter 6, “Conclusion, Future Directions, and the Metaphor of the Hammer,” 

draws these findings together to highlight the contributions of this dissertation, as well as 

future directions for this research.  
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CHAPTER 2 

Theory and Method: Toward a Nationally Embedded Cultural Political Economy 

Framework 

 

In 2015, I travelled to Ottawa to attend the “Power of the Arts National Forum” 

(introduced in Chapter 1) with two research colleagues/friends. Guided by an interest in 

how young artists who explicitly engage with racism and colonialism in their work 

navigate mythologies of “Canadian goodness” within arts-based community development 

programs, I planned to focus the bulk of my empirical work on a focused case study of the 

Michaëlle Jean Foundation. Populated by artists and activists, politicians and 

philanthropists, entrepreneurs and corporate donors, educators and researchers, the Forum 

was a mess of interests and objectives, worldviews and pressures, steeped in contradiction. 

Immediately, I began to wonder whether my original case study focus could get at the 

multiplicity of moving parts that interested me in this circus-like environment: the playing 

out of racial and cultural dynamics; of class relations, of blatant nationalism; of capitalist 

social reproduction; of the affective power of community-based cultural production; and, of 

course, of hierarchies of art and culture. It was only after I had completed collecting data 

on the MJF a few months later—including interviews, observation, and document 

analysis—that I decided to shift my research interests from a narrative or ethnographic 

focus (though Chapter 5 still makes use of this framework), to a more structurally oriented 

account of the emergent, yet understudied, institution of AFSC philanthropy.  



  32 

Equipped with this new research frame, I began to think through manifestations of 

AFSC more broadly as nodes within an exceptionally complex web of material and 

discursive forces that coalesced around the intersection of nation-building and capitalist 

development in Canada. Forum keynote speaker Michael Rakowitz’s project, parasite—

which involved designing custom built inflatable shelters that attach to the exterior outtake 

vents of a building’s HVAC system, simultaneously inflating and warming the structure for 

homeless people to use as shelter—was as much about the relationship between the arts and 

social change as it was about the institution of private property, post-1990s neoliberal state 

retrenchment, and the tension between “social innovation” and “social justice” frameworks 

in the philanthropic sector (Struthers, 2018). A panel featuring five of the MJF’s most 

successful past award winners highlighted the racialized nature of AFSC philanthropy, as 

well as the ways in which, according to the institutional logics of AFSC philanthropy, the 

cultural practices of racialized groups only became discursively legible as “arts for social 

change” when commodified and inserted into a capitalist marketplace. By showcasing the 

discussions of artists, activists, and philanthropists with vastly different politics as they 

navigated an austere neoliberal funding environment in their own ways, as well as the 

unique social change “optics” that AFSC philanthropy provides donors in an age of social 

media, to the role of “multicultural” artistic production in (re)producing a dominant 

national imaginary, the Power of the Arts National Forum opened a door to a much larger, 

interconnected, and dynamic area of study. Situating this research within this complexity 

enabled me to examine the racialized and colonial contradictions of AFSC philanthropy. At 

the same time, by focusing on the complexity of this emergent and understudied institution, 

this dissertation is meant to be read in conversation with a broader range of scholarly fields 
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and disciplines, as well as a broader set of theoretical and political questions. I do my best 

to highlight these interdisciplinary questions throughout the course of this dissertation. 

This chapter follows in two parts. The first part introduces the overarching 

theoretical framework that I utilize to make sense of the many moving parts of AFSC 

philanthropy in Canada. While each subsequent chapter—depending on the question(s) I 

am asking, and the argument(s) I am making—draws upon a range of theoretical and 

analytic concepts, I approach this research through an overarching lens that I call 

“nationally-embedded cultural political economy.” This approach brings Marxian political 

economy into conversation with Foucauldian understandings of power, knowledge, and 

discourse, while elevating the importance of national context, and the racist and colonial 

histories and discourses that shape it. The second part of this chapter lays out my 

methodological approach for bringing this nationally embedded cultural political economy 

framework into practice, including tools and strategies for data collection and analysis, as 

well as comments on general research design. 

 

Bridging the Cultural and the Political-Economic 

 The “cultural political economy” approach has been explored at length (and then 

some) by British sociologists Bob Jessop and Ngai-Sing Sum (e.g., Jessop 2004, 2010, 

2012; Jessop & Oosterlynck 2008; Sum & Jessop 2013; Jessop & Sum 2010; Sum 2005, 

2013). An explicit response to the economism of classical political economy and the strict 

base-superstructure relation of orthodox Marxism, this particular framing of cultural 

political economy “takes the cultural turn seriously” (Jessop, 2009, p. 352) by treating the 
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economy6 as always socially constructed, historically specific, socially embedded, 

embodied, or performed, and requiring social reproduction. Here I should stress that, for 

Jessop, the cultural turn refers specifically to the importance of semiosis, as well as “the 

foundational nature of meaning and meaning-making in social relations” (p. 337). (As I 

argue later in this chapter, Jessop’s understanding of culture is only one of many that are 

employed in this dissertation.) Evoking economic historian Karl Polanyi’s (1944) 

discussion of land, labour, and money as “fictitious commodities” that are socially 

produced rather than “natural,” the cultural political economy framework draws upon both 

Foucauldian understandings of “knowledge,” “truth,” and “power” and Gramscian insights 

on hegemony, while maintaining the primacy of “the materiality of social relations” (Sum 

& Jessop, 2013, p. 480). In this way, cultural political economy makes a distinction 

between the actually existing economy (i.e., the sum of all economic activities) and 

economic imaginaries, which Jessop (2010) defines as an “imaginatively narrated, more or 

less coherent subset of these activities occurring within specific spatio-temporal 

frameworks” (p. 345)—for example: the knowledge economy. For Jessop and Sum, the 

economic/material and the cultural/discursive7 are cyclically linked: discourse analysis 

helps us understand how and why particular discursive understandings of the 

economy/economic imaginaries become selected, institutionalized, and reproduced at the 

level of the social and, oftentimes, embodied in policy. On the other hand, Marxian 

                                                      
6 Jessop (2009) further stresses that, despite the fact that the “economy” is a historically contested 

category, the use of the term nevertheless, “simplifies a complete social world and has semiotic and 

material consequences in making sense of that world and organizing economic activities” (p. 344). 
7 The cultural political economy approach tends to use the term “semiotic” rather than “discursive.” 

For these authors, the semiotic encompasses discourses, as well as “styles” and “genres.” I, 

however, draw on a Foucauldian approach in this research, and view all meaning-making as 

constitutive of, and discursively constituted by, power. Therefore, I use the Foucauldian language 

of discourse to frame my approach to cultural political economy.         
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political economy enables us to examine the contradictions that make capital accumulation 

crisis-prone, and create the need for new economic imaginaries to stabilize these crises.  

My understanding of capitalism’s “crisis tendencies” is informed by the work of 

Marxian geographer David Harvey (2011) who describes capital not as a thing, but rather a 

process, always in motion, working toward inevitable and necessary crises. Structured by 

the rules of competition, capitalists must always produce surpluses in the form of profit, 

which they must reinvest in order to expand. Crises occur, however, when there is an 

“overaccumulation” of capital relative to opportunities to reinvest it.8 The cultural political 

economy framework suggests that while these barriers to reinvestment are overcome 

through new modes of accumulation, dispossession, and exploitation (albeit, creating new 

crises elsewhere), these “fixes” — whether through the creation of markets in locations 

where there weren’t any before (i.e., spatial fixes), or the creation of complicated financial 

instruments (i.e., temporal fixes) — are culturally/discursively constituted as well. An 

example, as it relates to this dissertation, might be to understand the notion of 

“philanthropy as a suitable replacement to the Keynesian welfare state” as a discursive 

component of a neoliberal economic imaginary, and how this economic imaginary served 

as a political response to the crisis of overaccumulation in the 1970s that produced global 

“stagflation” (i.e., inflation is high, growth rate slows, and unemployment is high).  

While grounded in a (neo-)Marxian analysis of capitalism, cultural political 

economy is unique in that it creates space for a Foucauldian understanding of “knowledge” 

and “truth” about the economy as socially constructed. Rather than a Marxian lens that 

                                                      
8 Harvey (2010) identifies six possible barriers to reinvestment: 1) insufficient money capital; 2) 

problems with labour supply (scarcity or political tensions); 3) inadequate means of production; 4) 

inappropriate technologies or organizational forms; 5) resistance or inefficiencies in the labour 

process; or 6) lack of demand backed by money to pay in the market. 
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would posit an objective reality that is masked by ideology to the point that we 

misrecognize the “subjective” as “objective,” Foucault’s proposition is that, in every socio-

historical context, there are competing discourses that govern what we understand as 

“true,” and multiple discursive frames for thinking and speaking about specific aspects of 

reality (Cheek, 2008). Rather than mere bodies of knowledge or ideas, discourses are 

“rules, systems, and procedures that constitute, and are constituted by, our ‘will to 

knowledge’ [… they are the…] conceptual terrain in which knowledge is formed and 

produced” (Hook, 2001, p. 522). Some discourses are perceived as neutral/objective and 

“true” because they are circulated, reproduced, and validated by dominant groups and 

institutions, and reflect dominant group interests (e.g., corporate capital and white settler-

colonialism in Canada). Discourses are mobilized to wield authority and exclude other 

ways of thinking or being in a given context. To relate this to the cultural political economy 

approach, discursively constituted economic imaginaries structure how we “know” the 

“truth” of the economy—particularly in times of crisis—as well as its key concepts, and its 

subjects. As Jessop (2009) explains, “where an [economic] imaginary has been 

successfully operationalized and institutionalized, it transforms and naturalizes these 

elements and instrumentalities into the moments of a specific economy with specific 

emergent properties” (p. 346). In this way, the cultural political economy approach 

interrupts the notion that Foucauldian conceptions of power (as productive and enacted 

through ordinary social relations) are incompatible with Marxian views of power (as 

repressive, stable, and imposed by a ruler on the ruled). While a cultural political economy 

approach denaturalizes the economy and its fundamental categories by historicizing them, 
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it still manages to foreground the materiality of social relations, the lived reality of 

exploitation, dispossession, and inequality, and the crisis tendencies of capitalism.  

As it pertains to this specific research project, the notion of the “economic 

imaginary” helps us gain a more nuanced understanding of how and why neoliberal 

policies take shape and how and why they are rationalized, accepted, and institutionalized. 

It emphasizes, for example, the cultural and discursive dimensions of state retrenchment 

and austerity policies, of increasingly precarious working conditions, and of tax reforms 

that benefit the rich—materially and in terms of reputation—while encouraging them to 

take a larger role in social welfare provision. Nevertheless, this cultural political economy 

approach remains somewhat economistic, focused specifically on the role of economic 

imaginaries in stabilizing capitalism. It fails to pay any attention to the ways in which the 

economic imaginaries that stabilize crises map onto, and intersect with, nation-building 

processes and, as a result, how these economic imaginaries are constituted by racist and 

colonial discourses of the nation. As a result, while Jessop occasionally notes the existence 

of other imaginaries—e.g., religious, educational, and scientific ones—he does so only in 

passing, failing to explore, for example, how “national imaginaries” (Anderson, 1991) 

shape social relations. In response, this dissertation’s theoretical and methodological 

framework is forged by a commitment to foregrounding the primacy of race and nation-

building in Canadian AFSC philanthropy specifically, as well as capitalist philanthropy in 

general. I do this by engaging with the critical work of scholars of race and nation in 

Canada, using it to enrich the Marxian and Foucauldian foundations of Jessop’s cultural 

political economy approach. Before I get to the contributions of these scholars, however, it 

is worth explaining how, exactly, a research agenda dedicated to understanding the 
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possibilities, limits, and tensions of AFSC philanthropy came to foreground questions of 

race and nation, and why I believe this lens to be of vital importance to conversations 

around the arts and social change, as well as broader discussions of capitalist philanthropy. 

 

Nation, Race, and Art 

As a Master’s student, I spent a significant amount of time doing ethnographic 

research within public specialized arts high schools in Canada and the United States. 

During my conversations with students, teachers, administrators, and parents, I began to 

notice that the types of discursive claims they were making about what the arts “do” 

mapped onto prominent liberal ideas about what Canada “is.” For example: Arts spaces 

welcome diverse groups of people/Canada is diverse, and celebrates and values diversity; 

or Experiences with the arts make you more tolerant/Canada is, and Canadians are, 

tolerant. In this particular context, these discursive claims were often made by white upper-

middle class parents who were trying to explain why their choice to send their child to a 

specialized arts school was a “good” choice (and why, as a result, they were good parents). 

Of course, it must be noted that what the arts “do” in a given encounter is complex, and 

shaped by the context within which the cultural practice or experience is taking place. As 

well, any claims about the inherent goodness of the arts are, like claims about the nation’s 

inherent goodness, extremely reductive and, therefore, problematic. Moreover, they are 

built on an effacement of the material and discursive frameworks, not to mention grounded 

practices, that surround production and reception of art. As Gaztambide-Fernández (2013) 

notes, 

the ballet is beautiful not despite but because many young dancers 

starve themselves to look the part; the orchestra sounds magnificent 
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not despite but because of the militaristic regimes that rule how 

many musicians are trained; the Broadway show inspires not 

despite but because the roles performed satisfy our most pernicious 

stereotypes about strangers; naked female bodies abound in the 

history of painting not despite but because of the patriarchal gaze 

(p. 214). 

 

Nevertheless, the more I heard white upper-middle class parents make claims about 

what the arts “do” in order to affirm themselves as both good people and good 

parents, the more I began to think about the work of critical Canadian Studies 

scholars like Sunera Thobani (2008), Himani Bannerji (2000), and Eva Mackey 

(2002) who examine how diversity and other prominent tenets of Canadian identity 

are mobilized as a means to maintain and affirm the “goodness” of the white 

majority in Canada. In one conversation, for example, a parent produced the arts as 

a “good choice” by constructing a homogenized and racialized immigrant “Other” 

as hostile to the arts: 

[Arts schools are] very accommodating to kids of different 

backgrounds, different cultures, different sexualities. Whereas the 

school that [my children] went to before, there was a lot of Muslim 

kids in both their schools […] and they found that they all kind of 

kept together in cliques. […] The parents were immigrants so 

they’re first generation Canadians. So, I find that with people that 

come from other countries, that the longer the generations go on, 

their attitudes change. But when the first generations come, their 

attitudes are like “old world.” And they don’t understand why we 

do things the way we do, because they’re used to different things. 

You know, like, you can’t dance. No music, this whole thing. […] 

It’s part of the culture. (Saifer & Gaztambide-Fernández, 2017, p. 

8) 

 

Throughout my involvement in the public specialized arts high schools research 

project, the ways in which nation, race, and the arts overlapped in this space 

became more and more evident. Not only did discursive claims about the arts reflect 

prominent discourses of the nation in Canada, but both discourses of the arts and of 



  40 

the nation drew upon similarly racialized and colonial tropes. Likewise, these 

discourses of the arts and discourses of the nation served similar ends by justifying 

and rationalizing racist and colonial relations of power through the production of 

the good white Canadian who cares within educational spaces, as well as Canadian 

society at large. 

When my empirical area of research shifted from a privileged primarily 

upper-middle class space (i.e., public specialized arts high schools) to a more 

bifurcated institution of extremes like AFSC philanthropy—populated by both 

super-elite donors and economically and racially marginalized community-based 

artists—the relationship between nation, race, and art in Canada became even more 

evident. The most obvious explanation for this increased prominence is that poverty 

is racialized in Canada (Galabuzi, 2005). As a result, any form of social change 

philanthropy is likely to target racialized groups. At the same time, however, 

AFSC—as opposed to any other form of social change philanthropy—comes with a 

different sort of visibility, since it is premised upon the transformative (or social 

change) capacity wielded by the artistic practices of racialized and colonized 

groups, and how these artistic forms can contribute to social change in marginalized 

communities. In other words, AFSC isn’t just about helping racialized groups; it is 

about helping them by supporting the mobilization of their cultural practices. 

Similarly, AFSC isn’t simply about Truth and Reconciliation, but working toward it 

by using Indigenous artistic practices (typically in a way that must be discursively 

legible to the philanthropic donor/mainstream white settler society). Thus, the 
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AFSC’s “power” is supposedly premised upon the power of cultural difference in 

an anthropological sense.  

 

Racist and Colonial Discourses of the Nation  

 To resist the decoupling of nation-building from capitalist development that is 

endemic to the cultural political economy approach—as well as critical philanthropy 

studies in general—we must understand how racist and colonial discourses of the nation 

are mobilized within philanthropy. From there, we can begin to examine how nation-

building and capitalist development, together, structure contemporary philanthropy. As a 

particular kind of discursive frame, discourses of the nation shape how people think about, 

perceive, and communicate versions of what is true about Canada. They determine what 

cultural practices are legible in a given time and place, and how meaning is made of 

particular cultural practices. For example: are they celebrated as part of the multicultural 

milieu or as unpatriotic political protest? Discourses of the nation tell us who belongs in 

Canada and under what conditions (both in the legal and in the normative sense), as well as 

which bodies are venerated and which are feared. And while discourses are unstable and 

must be reproduced (Butler, 2013), and while multiple discursive frames exist in every 

social context, certain discourses of the nation—specifically, those that reflect colonial 

capitalist interests—are circulated and elevated until they are accepted as near truth (Ting 

2008), institutionalized and, often, manifested in policy.  

Dominant discourses of the nation in Canada are raced (and racist) either explicitly 

(e.g., Canada-as-Multicultural) or implicitly (e.g., Canada-as-Nice. Because how can 

Canada be inherently “nice” if its very existence is premised upon settler-colonialism?). In 
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this way, discourses of the nation are not simply feel-good stories we tell about ourselves 

and about Canada. Rather, they justify and maintain violent systems of oppression directed 

toward historically marginalized populations. As such, it is necessary to deconstruct these 

discourses, to question their validity, and to ask in whose interests they operate. Eva 

Mackey (2002), for instance, argues that cultural pluralism is mobilized and 

institutionalized in Canada as a key characteristic of the dominant white Anglophone 

majority. The idea of tolerance, she explains, is fundamental to the construction of a 

dominant Canadian national identity and the production of white Canadians (or Canadian-

Canadians) as “tolerant” and “good.” In this way, tolerance is not, in fact, about “the 

tolerated” (i.e., the racialized and colonized) and more about “the tolerant” white subject. 

Key, here, is that power is not exercised in Canada by eliminating difference, but rather 

through the institutionalization of differences in ways that reinforce racist and colonial 

hierarchies. A similar argument can be made about the discourse of Canada-as-

Multicultural—specifically, that it is mobilized to deflect and depoliticize struggles against 

racism, imperialism, and poverty by communities of colour, instead replacing them with 

struggles for a kind of sanitized cultural recognition. Kanishka Goonewardena and Stephen 

Kipfer (2005) title this phenomenon “bourgeois urbanism”: “an ensemble of strategies, 

knowledge forms and everyday sensibilities that have absorbed subcultural practices and 

socio-political aspirations into dominant processes of capitalist urbanization and popular 

milieus shaped by elite and new middle-class factions” (p. 671). And yet, as Himani 

Bannerji (2000) notes, immigrant demands in Canada were always against racism rather 

than in pursuit of cultural recognition. Using an anti-racist Marxist feminist lens, Bannerji’s 

work draws attention to the ways in which discourses of multiculturalism and diversity 
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replace a focus on race and racism with a focus on cultural diversity—what Goonewardena 

and Kipfer (2005) refer to as a “food-and-festivals brand of aestheticized difference” (p. 

672)—thereby obscuring the racist and colonial material realities of capitalist exploitation, 

dispossession, and accumulation. She continues, writing that with the proliferation of these 

discourses, 

the concept of race lost its hard edges of criticality, class 

disappeared entirely, and color gave a feeling of brightness, 

brilliance, or vividness, of a celebration of a difference which was 

disconnected from social relations of power, but instead perceived 

as diversity, as existing socio-cultural ontologies or facts. (p. 545) 

 

This slippage—from an understanding of race as intertwined with political economy, to a 

“culturalist” understanding of race that is entirely based on representation and the 

aesthetic—is an always-present possibility within AFSC philanthropy contexts and, as a 

result, plays a major role in this dissertation’s theoretical framework. While this “selling of 

diversity” (Abu-Laban & Gabriel, 2002)—both in terms of nation-building and capitalist 

accumulation—is a common theme within critiques of Canadian national identity, it plays 

an additionally significant role within an institution like AFSC philanthropy where the 

artistic practices of racialized and colonized peoples intersect with the uniquely stratified 

power relations of capitalist philanthropy.  

By emphasizing this culturalist understanding of difference, AFSC 

philanthropy flattens out the unique experiences of differently racialized and 

colonized groups in Canada. This flattening out contributes to the (re)production of 

Canada as “good” because, while it does not seek to erase the existence of racism 

entirely, it blurs together particular histories of racial and colonial domination. This 

functions to obscure the specificities of racist and colonial violence, making it seem 
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less foundational to the construction of the nation-state. It is framed, instead, as a 

generic racism from a previous time—a case of bad people doing bad things to the 

“good” nation (as well as racialized and Indigenous communities). For example, as 

Amadahy and Lawrence (2009) note, discourses of multiculturalism reduce 

Indigenous peoples to just another cultural group within a multicultural mosaic, 

despite the fact that Canadian nation-building and capitalist development are 

premised on Indigenous elimination and dispossession through genocide (Palmater, 

2017), as well as legislation like the Indian Act (Lawrence, 2004). Multicultural 

discourse acts to smooth out the contradiction between colonial history and the 

mythology of kindness to Indigenous people that, as Mackey (2002) writes, serves 

to maintain a national identity that is in opposition to that of the United States.  

In Red Skin, White Masks: Rejecting the Colonial Politics of Recognition 

(2014), Dene scholar Glen Coulthard critiques the colonial politics of recognition, 

which he defines as “an expansive range of recognition-based models of liberal 

pluralism that seek to ‘reconcile’ Indigenous assertions of nationhood with settler-

state sovereignty via the accommodation of Indigenous identity claims in some 

form of renewed legal and political relationship with the Canadian state” (p. 3). 

Coulthard contends, however, that the colonial politics of recognition—manifesting 

as land claim settlements, economic development initiatives, and self-government 

agreements, for example—reproduces the white settler colonial relations of power 

that Indigenous demands for recognition have historically fought against. Of note, 

here, is how racist and colonial discourses of the nation are mobilized to manage 
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Indigenous and non-Indigenous difference in similar ways despite the vast 

difference in their relationship to histories of the nation-state.  

Black scholars have written extensively about the specific and unique ways in 

which Black people in Canada are continually framed as marginal newcomers and external 

to the nation, despite their long presence in the nation-state (Walcott, 1997). McKittrick 

(2006) characterizes this particular form of Black existence as “simultaneously invisible 

and visibly non-Canadian” (p. 99). By this, McKittrick is referring to two contradictory 

processes of displacement. First, she is writing of the ways in which histories of Black 

exploitation within Canadian nation-building like slavery have been “landscaped over” and 

rendered non-existent (see also Cooper, 2006). Second, she is describing how categories of 

Blackness have been attached to the United States and the Caribbean. As a result, Black 

Canada is displaced, understood as either American or Caribbean, and, as a result, framed 

as necessarily non-Canadian. Taken together, Black and Indigenous scholars, and other 

scholars of colour writing on race and nation, illuminate how, despite radically different 

experiences of racialization and colonialism, discourses of nation are similarly mobilized to 

deepen racial subordination in Canada, while reproducing a dominant Canadian identity of 

goodness.  

It is important to note that the discursive power of nation operates beyond the 

domestic context as well. Sherene Razack’s Dark Threats, White Knight: The Somalia 

Affair, Peacekeeping, and the New Imperialism (2004) provides a theoretical framework 

for examining how the discourse of Canada-as-Peacekeeper is mobilized to reframe 

instances of colonial violence done by Canada, as violence done against the always already 

good Canada. Using the Somalia Affair of 1993 as a case study, she explores how the 
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murder of Somali teenager Shidane Arone by two Canadian soldiers was taken up in 

Canadian public, legal, and military arenas. Razack contends that through the lens of 

Canada-as-Peacekeeper, the actions of the two soldiers are framed as the case of “a few bad 

apples” (p. 121) acting against the Canadian peacekeeper nation, rather than as colonial 

violence committed as part of a larger Canadian imperial project. Together, the above 

theoretical interventions demonstrate how discourses of the nation can be mobilized to 

individualize acts of violence, decoupling them from both nation-building and capitalist 

development processes.  

However, this is not a uniquely Canadian phenomenon. Similar discursive 

arguments are made across other Western liberal democracies. As Jaspir Puar (2004) notes 

following the 2003 Abu Ghraib torture revelations, both the George W. Bush 

administration as well as mainstream liberals made the case that this (racist and 

homophobic) violence was un-American. Bush claimed, “their treatment does not reflect 

the nature of the American people,” while writer Thomas Friedman wrote, “we are in 

danger of losing America as an instrument of moral authority and inspiration in the world” 

(Puar, 2004, p. 523). And yet, as Puar asks, “why are these photos any more revolting than 

pictures of body parts blown apart by [American military] missiles and explosives” (p. 

523)? Here, national imaginaries—for example, LGBTQ-friendliness (Puar, 2007; 

Morgensen, 2015) or a national concern for “human rights” (Zizek, 2005)—function to 

produce an always-good or, at least, an already-good nation, that not only contributes to 

nation building but global capitalist development as well. As Zizek notes:  

What the ‘human rights of Third World suffering victims’ 

effectively means today, in the predominant discourse, is the right 

of Western powers themselves to intervene politically, 
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economically, culturally and militarily in the Third World countries 

of their choice, in the name of defending human rights.” (p. 128) 

 

 

 

Theorizing Culture: Raymond Williams’ Three Definitions 

As Dick Hebdige (1979) notes, the term culture is notoriously difficult to define as 

it has acquired a multiplicity of different meanings that often prove contradictory. For this 

reason, any argument contingent on the term “culture” must begin with a clarification of 

what the term is taken to mean, as well as how it will be deployed. This is particularly vital 

in a study that makes use of multiple meanings of culture. As stated above, proponents of 

the dominant cultural political economy approach make use of a definition of culture (as 

semiosis) that is radically different from definitions of art-as-cultural-practice (key in 

rhetoric around AFSC philanthropy) which, itself, is distinct from critiques of Canadian 

multicultural/diversity discourse as culturalist (i.e., apolitical) advanced by scholars like 

Bannerji (2000) and Goonewardena and Kipfer (2005). To clarify, I turn to the work of 

Raymond Williams (1961) who famously put forth three definitions of culture that have 

had a lasting impact on subsequent theories of culture: 1) culture-as-ideal; 2) culture-as-

documentary; and 3) culture-as-social. Each of these meanings occupy an important 

conceptual role in this research.  

According to Williams, culture-as-ideal should be understood as “a state or process 

of human perfection, in terms of certain absolute or universal values” (p. 41). This notion 

of the universal, however, is ideologically charged since what we come to “know” as 

“culture/d” in a given context is the product of complex social processes and power 

relations that render certain cultural ideals “universal” and therefore hegemonic. William’s 

second definition, culture-as-documentary, refers to, “the body of intellectual and 
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imaginative work, in which, in a detailed way, human thought and experience are variously 

recorded” (p. 41). While culture-as-documentary is closely connected with culture-as-

ideal—as each is a precondition for “knowing” the other—culture, in this second case, is 

limited to the cultural product and the production of that cultural product. Within the 

institution of AFSC philanthropy, however, cultural production and cultural practices are 

ensconced within the language of “the arts.” As a result, cultural practices become artistic 

practices. Cultural products become artistic products. And cultural production becomes 

artistic production. For the purposes of clarity, I rely on the language utilized within the 

institution of AFSC philanthropy—i.e., the language of “the arts” rather than “culture”—

when referring to this second definition of culture forward by Williams. At the same time, 

however, it is important to pay attention to which (racialized) artistic or activist practices 

are elevated and celebrated as art (as opposed to simply culture), which remain discursively 

illegible as art, and how this legibility maps onto processes of nation-building and capitalist 

development. The third definition of culture put forth by Williams, culture-as-social, is 

more anthropological. In this case, culture is, “a description of a particular way of life, 

which expresses certain meanings and values not only in art and learning but also in 

institutions and ordinary behavior” (Williams, 1961, p. 41). Culture, in this instance, is 

ordinary; however, it must be noted that, for Williams, culture-as-social does not refer to 

everything. McGuigan (1996) explains that Williams was able to address the “dual problem 

of scope and limitation” inherent in the culture-as-social definition by clarifying that 

culture, for him, should be understood as “a realized signifying system”; in other words, 

culture-as-social should be understood as the meanings that are produced, embodied, and 

realized in social practice, and the ways in which these meanings construct our social 
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world. The cultural political economy approach advocated by Jessop and Sum most closely 

resemble this third definition. Taking a cue from Williams, I suggest that any theory of 

culture—in this instance, culture as it relates to AFSC philanthropy—must engage with all 

three of these definitions and the ways in which they intersect and are mutually dependent.  

The purpose of this section, so far, has been to establish a general theoretical 

framework for this project that highlights the interdependence of the economic/material 

and cultural/discursive, and its relationship to both capitalist development and nation-

building processes. I further discussed why national embeddedness, as well as questions of 

race and colonialism, is a vital addition to the cultural political economy framework 

popularized by Jessop and Sum, particularly when concerning AFSC philanthropy. But 

while I utilize nationally embedded cultural political economy as my overarching 

theoretical framework, the arguments made throughout the rest of this dissertation make 

use of a range of theoretical and analytical tools drawn from, for example, critical 

multicultural studies, critical management studies, and critical philanthropy studies, as well 

as Marxian and Foucauldian-inspired scholarship on capitalism, nation, and race. These 

specific tools will be introduced, defined, and utilized as best fits the argument in question. 

For now, I turn to my methodological approach to this project, including the tools and 

strategies I used for data collection and analysis. The chapter concludes with some brief 

comments on general research design. 

 

From Ethnographer to Bricoleur  

 As my research questions and interests regarding AFSC philanthropy shifted, so did 

my approach(es) to data collection and analysis. No longer relying solely on ethnographic 
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methods like interviews and observation—the methods I was trained in prior to beginning 

this dissertation project—I began to experiment with different approaches to data 

collection. Some were extremely generative. For example, a chance encounter with the 

coordinator of Research and Evaluation for Imagine Canada—a national charitable 

organization that advocates for a stronger charitable sector—who was present during a 

conference talk I gave, introduced me to “Grant Connect,” an extensive database of 

information on the landscape of philanthropy in Canada. Other approaches proved to be 

dead ends, often due to the fact that wealthy philanthropists like to maintain their privacy, 

and have little interest in talking to a Cultural Studies graduate student. When they do, it is 

nearly impossible to get them to open up over the course of a single interview (at least that 

was my experience). This ended up being one of the major lessons I learned during this 

research project: accessing or producing data on elites—interview or narrative data as well 

as “numbers” data—comes with a whole set of unique challenges.  

 As I dove the deeper into this research and experimented with new methodological 

approaches, I began to frame my approach to research as “bricolage” or that of a 

“bricoleur”: “a handyman or handywoman who makes use of the tools available to 

complete a task” (Kincheloe, 2001, p. 680). The qualitative researcher-as-bricoleur makes 

use of multiple methods—or the triangulation of methods—in order to produce an in-depth 

understanding of a phenomenon under examination. The use of multiple methods, however, 

is “not a tool or a strategy of validation but an alternative to validation” (Denzin & Lincoln, 

2011, p. 5). Situated in a constructivist research paradigm that rejects the notion of a 

measurable external objective reality, insisting, instead, that knowledge is constructed by 

individuals from whom it may be collected, the bricoleur recognizes 
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the limitations of a single method, the discursive strictures of one 

disciplinary approach, what is missed by traditional practices of 

validation, the historicity of certified modes of knowledge 

production, the inseparability of knower and known, and the 

complexity and heterogeneity of all human experience … [and] … 

the necessity of new forms of rigor in the research process. 

(Kincheloe, 2001, p. 682). 

 

The bricoleur acknowledges that the phenomenon they are researching is always situated in 

its social, historical, and cultural context. So, while this dissertation examines the 

institution of AFSC philanthropy, and while I cannot claim to employ the kind of “radical 

contextualization” described by Cultural Studies scholars like Grossberg (2010), my 

commitment to embeddedness—particularly national embeddedness—shapes how I crafted 

both my methodological and theoretical approach to this research.  

Having established this overarching methodological orientation, the rest of this 

section outlines my major methodological approach—triangulation—as well as the specific 

strategies of data collection and analysis that I employed in this dissertation. 

 

Triangulation 

As Flick (2018) notes, triangulation as methodological approach was originally 

proposed by Norman Denzin (e.g., 1978), who defined it as the act of combining multiple 

methodologies in the study of a single phenomenon. Rejecting the tenets of positivist social 

science research, researchers who employ triangulation do not do so in an effort to 

establish an objective reality; rather the process of triangulation enables us to add depth to 

our understanding of a given phenomenon. As Hales (2010) notes, “the core strength of 

methods triangulation is its potential to expose unique differences or meaningful 

information that may have remained undiscovered with the use of only one approach or 
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data collection technique in the study” (p. 22). To highlight this, Flick (2018) makes the 

distinction between a strong and a weak program of triangulation. A strong program of 

triangulation functions as a source of additional knowledge about the issue under study 

rather than simply a way to confirm what is already established from the first 

methodological approach, and thus seeks to extend a research program. In this dissertation, 

for example, I use triangulation not to simply confirm a specific finding about the role of 

race in AFSC philanthropy, but rather to examine these questions using different spatial 

and temporal scales in order to produce a more expansive understanding of this 

relationship.  

Denzin (1978) further distinguishes between two types of methodological 

triangulation: within-method triangulation and between-method triangulation. Within-

method triangulation refers to the use of the same method being applied on multiple spatial 

or temporal scales to address a single question. In this dissertation, I engage in within-

method triangulation by conceptualizing each of my core “data” chapters (i.e., Chapters 3, 

4, and 5) using distinct spatio-temporal scales. For example, Chapter 4 looks at 

contemporary branding throughout the Canadian AFSC philanthropic sector, while linking 

contemporary branding practices to histories of nation-building and capitalist accumulation 

from confederation to the present. Chapter 4, on the other hand, historicizes AFSC 

philanthropy as an institution in Canada in relation to political economic shifts, with a 

particular focus on neoliberalization and post-2008 financialization. Finally, Chapter 5 

involves a single case study of a contemporary organization.  

Between-method triangulation, on the other hand, refers to the use of different 

methodological approaches to address the same phenomenon. As Duffy (1987) explains, 
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between-method triangulation “permits one type of data to elaborate the findings of another 

by providing richness and detail. […] When each datum is well developed, such 

elaboration can lend strength to an argument and provide a different perspective on the 

same phenomenon” (p. 132). By drawing upon interviews, observation, public databases, 

secondary analysis, and critical discourse analysis of policy documents, advertisements, 

and media, this dissertation employs between-method triangulation in an attempt to 

develop a richer and more expansive understanding of the complexity of the institution of 

AFSC philanthropy in Canada. 

 

Selecting a Charity Case Study: The Michaëlle Jean Foundation 

 While each of my “data” chapters make use of a range of case studies, Chapter 5 

focuses entirely on The Michaëlle Jean Foundation. The decision to begin this research 

project with a qualitative case study was based on the nature of my research questions (see 

Chapter 1). Because they are what Yin (1984) calls “how” or “why” questions and, 

therefore, are explanatory in nature, a case study proves a useful method because it 

necessarily situates the phenomenon under investigation within its “real-life context” (p. 

13). Case studies are narrative driven and, as Flyvbjerg (2006) notes, “good narratives 

typically approach the complexities and contradictions of real life” (p. 21). Case study 

data—interviews or field notes—complements other “textual data”: policy documents, 

organizational literature, and archival documents. Considering my methodological focus on 

triangulation alongside my theoretical focus on national embeddedness, a qualitative case 

study was a necessary component for beginning to understand what AFSC philanthropy 

looks like in practice.  
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Upon starting this project, I did a deep dive into the landscape of AFSC 

organizations in Canada. Using the organizational directory of two existing online AFSC 

“mapping” projects in Canada—ArtBridges and the Art for Social Change Research 

Project—I explored the websites, promotional literature, and policy documents of a range 

of AFSC charities and non-profits in Canada. While there were extensive differences 

between these organizations, there were a few characteristics that seemed to function as a 

common thread of AFSC charities. First, these organizations received a significant portion 

of their funding (>50%) from the private sector, either through philanthropic donations or 

earned income; second, they explicitly highlighted social change (broadly), rather than 

charity in their mission statement; and 3) they had a nationalist angle, and promoted their 

work in relation to the idea of making Canada “better.” The MJF, of course, was unique in 

its formal connection to the nation-state: the organization was created as the legacy project 

of Michaëlle Jean, the former Governor General of Canada. As a result, the MJF began 

with $3 million grant from the Department of Canadian Heritage. What drew me to the 

organization, however, was an advertising campaign that I saw in Toronto Life Magazine 

called “The Arts Save Lives” campaign. Using these ads, I wrote a paper for a class during 

the second semester of my PhD. This paper, and these advertisements, became the 

inspiration for Chapter 5 of this dissertation. 

 

Observation 

While observation only accounted for a small portion of data collected for the MJF 

case study, it played a very important role nonetheless as it allowed me “to see, hear, feel 

and ‘be there’ personally” (Wasterfors, 2018, p. 314). The majority of my observation was 
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conducted at the “Power of the Arts National Forum” which has already been described. I 

watched researchers present their projects-in-progress and artists perform and share 

testimonies on the arts and social change. I attended workshops on the role of the arts in 

promoting inclusion, personal growth, community development and (economic) prosperity 

for all Canadians. With the help of two research colleagues, I collected data in the form of 

field notes, and audio and video recordings. We observed workshops and performances, 

and mingled with attendees. My goal was not simply to function as interviewer or listener, 

but as “witness” (Wasterfors, 2018). Even with three observers, it was impossible to 

observe everything, and I entered this space aware that I was curating my observations by 

engaging in partial or selective reporting (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007).  

During the event, I would periodically pull out my notebook and jot down notes. 

Each evening, I would return to my room and expand those notes into full text or, if I was 

feeling particularly inspired, into prose. I would then re-read these notes, jotting down any 

insights, thoughts, or “memos” (Groenewald, 2008). My initial observation notes focused 

on capturing details, sequences, and, above all, atmosphere (Wastersfors, 2018). My 

emphasis on specific details—for example, who was talking to whom? What were they 

wearing? What music was playing?—rather than summaries, helped me bring specific 

versions of this space to life, while allowing me to refrain from jumping to any 

conclusions. Fortunately, I was able to remind myself of details through photography and 

audio recording of panels—both were encouraged at the Forum—which I could return to 

later. Sequences, on the other hand, as described by Wastersfors, refer to the ways in which 

“phenomena evolve or relate to each other over time” (p. 11). This was a particularly rich 

area for observation within an AFSC space like the Forum that emphasizes cross-sectoral 
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partnerships and contradictory goals, logics, and politics. For example, one sequence—the 

introduction of graffiti artist Kalkidan Assefa of the Black Collective by the head of 

Community Relations for TD Bank—could have been described as simply a corporate 

donor introducing an artist. However, close attention provided details about the banker’s 

tasteless joke about derivatives and the uneasy laughs that followed it, as well as his 

discomfort with the fact that he knew little about the theme of Assefa’s talk: the policing of 

Black lives. This, in itself, highlights some of the tensions and contradictions in the 

institution of AFSC philanthropy. Most importantly—and perhaps the most difficult—I 

focused my observations on capturing the rather abstract “atmosphere” of the space. It is a 

challenge to articulate this last point, but I can say that the atmosphere of deliberate 

heterogeneity, of nationalism, of cross-sectoral partnerships, of performance—for funders, 

for reputation, and for an audience—of competing pressures and goals, and the vastly 

different stakes for those present, set the tone or atmosphere for this project and how I 

would come to understand the institution of AFSC philanthropy moving forward. In fact, 

observations at this three-day event provided much of the context for Chapter 5 and, 

perhaps more importantly, allowed me to gain an appreciation for the multi-sectoral and 

contradiction-fueled nature of the institution of AFSC philanthropy. Finally, and on a 

purely practical level, spending three days observing this space allowed me to meet MJF-

funded artists, exchange contact information, and plan who I would contact for my 

interviews. 

Beyond the Forum, I collected two other genres of observational data. One proved 

disappointing, while the other proved surprisingly generative. First, I must admit that I was 

initially quite excited about observing the artistic practices of MJF-funded artists. But 
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generally, watching a subway musician bring joy to passersby, or a West-African dance 

engage a crowd—while certainly challenging my cynical views on the arts—proved less 

valuable than hearing these artists make meaning of their own relationship to art and social 

change. The one notable exception was the China Town Walking Tour organized by the 

Where Are You From? Collective. Specifically, accompanying the Collective on the tour 

provided a strong initial reference point for our group interview. The second genre of 

“observation” (I use quotations deliberately) involved watching online panels, accessed 

through organizational websites or, oftentimes, through YouTube. Of the multiplicity of 

ways that the internet impacted my access to, and engagement with, data, this was the most 

surprising. Digital panels that otherwise would have been inaccessible to me due to 

location (i.e., they occurred across the globe), time (i.e., they occurred in the past), or cost 

(i.e., corporate donor gatherings are absurdly expensive), ended up being an extremely 

valuable source of data. 

 

Interviews 

In addition to observation, data on the MJF came from a series of semi-structured 

interviews with nine MJF-funded artists, the Director of Programming and 

Communications for the Michaëlle Jean Foundation, as well as a member of the MJF’s 

Board of Directors [Figure 1].  
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Name Category Position Location 

Peter  Current Staff Director of Programs and Communications  Ottawa 

Arni  Board of Directors 

Board Treasurer  

President (Shelter Canadian Properties) Winnipeg 

Morad  

Arts Entrepreneurship 

(2015)  

Founder and Creative Director (Golden 

Boy Music) Toronto 

Sanaaj 

Arts Entrepreneurship 

(2015) Afiwi International Mississauga 

Shira TD Bursary Winner (2016) SExT (Sex Education by Theatre) Toronto 

Tabitha TD Bursary Winner (2016) 

Youth Speak Out! (Adoption Council of 

Canada) Ottawa 

Chu TD Bursary Winner (2016) WAYF Collective (Where are you from?) Toronto 

Rain TD Bursary Winner (2016) WAYF Collective (Where are you from?) Toronto 

Karla TD Bursary Winner (2016) WAYF Collective (Where are you from?) Toronto 

Crystal 

Arts Entrepreneurship 

(2015) Writer and Editor--Alt.Theatre Magazine Montreal 

Maya 

Arts Entrepreneurship 

(2014) Third Culture Media Toronto 
Figure 1 – Michaëlle Jean Foundation Participation Chart 

     

I initially planned to speak with multiple staff and board members. However, from my 

conversation with the board treasurer it became clear that people holding that particular 

role had little to offer beyond the standard rhetoric articulated in the MJF’s annual reports 

and information included in their public financial statements. Likewise, the Director of 

Programs and Communications informed me that he basically was in charge of 

organizational operations, whereas the MJF’s other small staff were administratively 

oriented. I therefore did not proceed to contact other staff for interviews. I initially 

contacted 20 MJF-funded artists who had recently (2014-2016) won either the MJF’s Arts 

Entrepreneurship Award, or the TD Michaëlle Jean Bursary. I only contacted artists who 

were over 18 and who made explicit reference to social justice or social change in their 

formal online presence (e.g., website, interviews, or pieces written for the MJF). When I 

first reached out to these artists in the summer of 2016 with a letter of interest, I received 
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zero responses. Five weeks later, I followed up with a much more casual email where I 

described my own background as a musician and writer. Interestingly, I quickly heard back 

from 12 artists, who I then invited to participate in a semi-structured interview. Of course, 

some of these interviews did not pan out. 

While I had a general interview protocol, I shifted and changed my questions based 

on where the conversation went organically. At the same time, I was always conscious of 

the fact that these interviews were not intended to be open-ended, and so I used my 

guidelines to pull the interview back to the topic at hand if we strayed too far from the 

particular phenomena and questions I wanted to explore. I also provided my study 

participants with a transcript of their interview, and allowed them the opportunity to 

reword, edit, or remove sections they felt came out wrong, and add sections for 

clarification or to provide a more authentic version of the story they wished to tell. My 

decision to do this was a reflection of my specific goals with the interviews. Located in an 

interpretivist paradigm, I was not attempting to capture some objective truth, or to catch 

one of my participants in a “gotcha!” moment.  Rather, I wanted “to describe, as accurately 

as possible, how different people in different contexts have constructed reality and what 

they take to be true” (Donmoyer, 2008, p. 592). This would provide me the kinds of texts 

that best reflected the reality of the participant over multiple moments.   

Unsurprisingly, each of my interview participants requested some alteration to their 

initial transcript. Most of these were slight changes to language to better articulate a point. 

A few wanted to add a small section for clarity’s sake. However, in one instance I ended up 

asking a participant if I could include a section that we had agreed to record “off the 
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record.” Upon listening back to that section, I realized that the point they brought up was 

quite poignant. As a result, I drafted and sent them the following request via email: 

I recently finished transcribing your interview and I have a quick 

question about one particular excerpt. As you may remember, we 

had a short back-and-forth that we agreed not to include in the 

study. However, there was one short point you made that I found 

very poignant that I'd love to include in the project: 

  

"I also wonder—I don’t know if I want this in the interview—but I 

also wonder with the Michaëlle Jean Foundation, in terms of their 

funding categories, using the…I think one of the categories is 

“Fighting Violent Extremism” or something. In terms of engaging 

Muslim communities. I’m interested in that wording. Because if I—

and not to say that extremism isn’t an issue and that there aren’t 

inclusion issues in Muslim communities, because there are—but I 

just wonder what the impact is of using that type of wording. I 

know that if I said to my kids, “Hey, I got a grant to fight violent 

extremism” [laughs], they’d be like, “What?” You know what I 

mean?" 

  

I think this point is quite important for a number of reasons. 

Practically, the Michaëlle Jean Foundation should be aware (and 

probably wants to be aware) that the artists they fund and the 

communities they intend to serve are uncomfortable with their 

choice of wording. Hearing this might motivate them to change the 

word to make it less...well...offensive. And then on an analytical 

level, I'm very interested in how artists and foundations are tasked 

with performing "Canadian-ness" to secure funds (i.e., the public 

and private funders of the Michaëlle Jean Foundation) and 

questions around what constitutes extremism in the Canadian 

context are so relevant these days with the rise of Trump in the US.  

  

Again, this is completely up to you. To review, I can: 

1) Delete the excerpt from the transcript; 

2) Include the excerpt under a pseudonym and remove any 

identifying information; 

3) Include the excerpt with the rest of your transcript. 

 

To my delight, the participant responded by asking for me to go ahead with option #2.  

 

 



  61 

Data Analysis and Coding 

When it came time to analyze my interview and field audio data, I followed the 

same multistep procedure that I had become accustomed to during my Master’s research. 

First, I would listen to the entire interview, jotting down any notes, thoughts, or, most 

importantly, any information that might not properly translate to a text transcription (e.g., 

vocal mannerisms, interview conditions, or technical issues). Next, I transcribed the audio 

using the transcription program ExpressScribe, before inputting it into the qualitative 

analysis program ATLAS.ti in order to categorize and arrange the data according to 

themes. On my first run through the transcripts, I coded them in their entirety along the 

four general themes that I had used to organize my interview protocols: 1) Personal 

Background; 2) The Michaëlle Jean Foundation; 3) The Arts and Society; and 4) Futures. 

My second run through, I developed ad hoc themes (Kvale, 1996)—many of which were 

drawn from the “memos” (Groenwald, 2008) that I had recorded at the Forum or directly 

after conducting my interviews. These codes were, for the most part, empirical, though 

some were analytical (e.g., prominent discourses of the nation), while others were “in vivo” 

themes like “the arts save lives,” “the power of the arts,” and “a better Canada.” With my 

interviews and field audio data organized in ATLAS.ti, I was able to isolate data 

thematically that I then used to construct my arguments. 

 

Research in Public Databases 

Throughout this dissertation, I relied on various government databases. Two of 

these were particularly important: the Canadian Revenue Agency’s [CRA] charitable donor 

database, and Imagine Canada’s Grant Connect database. The databases allowed me to 
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make connections between, and familiarize myself with, key AFSC institutional actors, 

such as charities/non-profits and funders/donors. As well, they provided the financial data 

that complemented my overarching discursive analytical approach by highlighting the 

materiality of Canadian philanthropy. The CRA website contains public records of all 

registered charities, as well as public and private foundations, over the past five or so years 

(depending on the foundation). This includes information on a given foundation’s board of 

directors, data on revenue, assets, and expenses, descriptions of foundation programming, 

and a record of grants given and to whom. Grant Connect, on the other hand, is a 

comprehensive database for Canadian fundraisers, donors, and researchers. Established in 

1966, and moved online in recent years, Grant Connect is a searchable database containing 

information on the granting and funding landscape—both private and public—in Canada. I 

ended up travelling to Toronto for a week to use this extremely expensive database (the 

Toronto Public Library, luckily, has a membership). I found this resource particularly 

helpful as a tool to help me get a better grasp of the relationship between AFSC funders 

and community organizations, and to learn who the primary AFSC private foundation 

funders are. From there, I accessed the specific descriptions of the AFSC grants offered by 

each funder, and who they directed them to.  

 

Conclusion and a Note on French Canada  

 This chapter has provided an overview of the nationally embedded cultural political 

economy framework that I apply in subsequent chapters, and the particular ways in which 

it bridges the gap between the material and the discursive, while elevating questions of race 

and nation. It further articulated the particular salience of examining questions of race and 
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nation alongside questions of art and social change in Canada. The second part of the 

chapter focused on my methodological approach of bricolage, and my rationale for the 

triangulation of methods, before providing an overview of my particular approaches to data 

collection and analysis. Before concluding this chapter, it is important to mention the 

elephant in the room, so to speak: this research, in engaging with discourses of the nation 

and notions of Canadian “goodness,” exclusively situates these conversations within the 

context of English Canada. While there are certainly large areas of overlap, French 

Canada—particularly Quebec—has its own complicated relationship to issues of 

multiculturalism, diversity, and tolerance as well as nation-building. As a result, the form 

that discourses of nation take, as well as the ways in which they are mobilized (and to what 

ends) looks different in a Canadian Francophone context where bilingualism, and language 

in general, plays a much more significant role in maintaining white settler hegemony 

(Haque, 2012). In designing this research project, I chose to focus on the institution of 

AFSC philanthropy in English Canada for a number of reasons. First, on a practical level, I 

do not speak French. Conceptually, however, an examination of AFSC philanthropy within 

the Francophone context would entail a completely different empirical context. For 

example, unlike in Upper Canada/Ontario, the roots of charity and philanthropy in New 

France/Lower Canada/Quebec were closely tied to the Catholic Church, and the Church 

played a key material and ideological role in social welfare and nation building up until 

quite recently (Elson, 2011). Moreover, Quebec is home to an extremely vibrant and well 

developed “social economy,” a multi-sectoral grouping that encompasses charities, co-

operatives, credit unions, and hybrid organizations like social enterprises (Quarter, 
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Armstrong, & Mook, 2017). In this way, an examination of AFSC in French Canada 

deserves its own research project. 
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CHAPTER 3 

Questioning the Optics of Social Change: Nation Branding and Philanthropic 

Accumulation 

 

On May 2nd 2017, Roots Canada launched a nationwide search for Canada’s Nicest 

Person. Set against a red backdrop—that oh-so-recognizable red of the Canadian flag—the 

competition’s minute-long promotional video wove together the words of a succession of 

(mostly) young people into a soliloquy characterizing Canadians as, among other things, 

“super nice,” “polite,” and “always saying sorry” (“Nicest Person”, 2017). Canadians’ 

inherent “niceness” is to be expected, the video implies, since “niceness” reflects many 

widely accepted facets of Canadian identity such as “practicing acceptance,” “listening to 

the other side,” “celebrating diversity,” “equality,” and “making the world a better place.” 

Nominations for Canada’s Nicest Person were made by sharing a photograph and/or a 

story with the hashtag #BeNice or #RootsIsCanada—the slogan stitched into every piece of 

Roots Canada clothing—and the winner received a $10,000 cheque that they could donate 

to the charity of their choosing, further affirming their anointment as the nation’s Nicest 

Person9. The search for Canada’s Nicest Person was, in fact, just one part of Roots 

Canada’s broader Be Nice branding campaign launched in celebration of the 150th 

anniversary of Canada's confederation—branded by the federal government as "Canada 

                                                      
9 The following month, Angel Magnussen of Port Alberni—a city located on Vancouver Island—

received the title of Canada’s Nicest Person. Magnussen, who has Down Syndrome, is the creator 

of Hugginz by Angel—a registered charity that sews blankets for children around the world who 

are critically ill. 
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150" (“and 150 years of being nice!” [“Nicest Person”, 2017]). The Be Nice campaign also 

involved the creation of a new Be Nice clothing line, as well as pop up shops across the 

country selling nice™ buttons and nice™ pins. All profits earned from the Be Nice branded 

merchandise were donated to WE Charity—the Canadian global charity formerly known as 

“Free the Children”—specifically, WE Charity’s Indigenous Youth Empowerment 

Program. The overarching promotional campaign began with a different video narrated by 

Canadian actor Kim Cattrall of Sex and the City fame titled “Celebrating 150 Year of 

Being Nice.” The video combined images of well-known figures and events in Canadian 

history with Cattrall’s narration about the multiple meanings of “being nice” (e.g., “The 

real nice. The kind of nice that takes guts. The courageous nice. The selfless nice. And the 

disruptive nice” [“150 Years”, 2017]). The video concluded with a toast of sorts: “Canada: 

here’s to another 150 years of being nice.” 

Since its release, “Celebrating 150 Years of Being Nice” has been scrubbed from 

the internet, likely in response to the significant Indigenous-led pushback against Canada 

150. As Mi’kmaq legal scholar Pamela Palmater (2017) writes, “every firework, hot dog 

and piece of birthday cake in Canada's 150th celebration will be paid for by the genocide of 

Indigenous peoples and cultures” (para. 2). In other words, Indigenous genocide and 

dispossession functioned as the primary accumulation strategy for the construction of the 

Canadian nation-state and all that is celebrated in its name. 

It is important to note, as well, that the stories featured in the Be Nice campaign 

sanitize additional histories of Canadian nation-building by erasing or reframing the violent 

oppression and exploitation of non-Indigenous racialized and minority groups in Canada. 

“Celebrating 150 Years of Being Nice” offers images of a recent “Refugees Welcome” 
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sign, but says nothing of the 15,000 Chinese labourers imported during the 1880s to build 

the Canada Pacific Railway, nor the subsequent establishment of the Chinese Head Tax. 

There’s a short clip of Romeo Dallaire back when he was Force Commander of UNAMIR, 

but nothing of the imperial violence of the Somalia Affair in 1993, when two Canadian 

humanitarian soldiers beat a Somali teenager to death. The audience is shown the famous 

kiss between Michael Stark and Michael Leshner as they entered into Canada’s first legal 

same-sex marriage in 2003, but there’s not a mention of the Toronto Police’s Operation 

Soap Bathhouse Raids resulting in the arrest of more than 300 gay men in 1981.   

These contradictions—between the Canadian “brand” that Roots Canada draws 

upon in their Be Nice philanthropic campaign, and the actual Canadian nation-state—serve 

as the jumping off point for this chapter. In the following pages, I explore the fundamental 

role that discourses of nation play in the branding of AFSC philanthropy in Canada, and 

how this phenomenon functions to obscure the racialized and colonial forms of capitalist 

accumulation that have functioned, and continue to function, as the economic engine of 

philanthropy in Canada. This particular form of nation branding, I argue, cloaks individual 

and corporate philanthropists—as well as the very institution of capitalist philanthropy—in 

what I term the optics of social change. However, this nationally embedded branding 

phenomenon is more insidious than typical corporate greenwashing or pinkwashing, as 

well as billionaire philanthropy, as it is grounded in dominant and already accepted tenets 

and traits (or discourses) of Canadian goodness. By establishing the racist and colonial 

foundations of philanthropy in Canada, I establish an importance context for subsequent 

chapters and analyses in this dissertation. 



  68 

This chapter follows in four sections. The first section explores the ways in which 

Canadian national identity has been made useful in organizational branding, and further 

establishes a framework for conceptualizing nation branding discursively. It further 

highlights the racist and colonial discourses that shape Canada the “brand.” The second 

section brings together diverse literatures to examine the multiple functions of branding in 

the philanthropic sector. While practitioners highlight the importance of branding for non-

profits and charities seeking funding in increasingly uncertain times, as well as for donors 

looking to connect with grantees who best fit their values and objectives, philanthropic 

branding is also promoted as a means for managing reputation and cultivating celebrity 

status. To show what this looks like in practice, I briefly explore the branding of three 

AFSC-related organizations: 1) The Inspirit Foundation—a public grant-making foundation 

that uses the arts to address issues of pluralism, diversity, and social justice in Canada; 2) 

the J.W. McConnell Foundation—a large private family foundation that places a strong 

emphasis on social innovation, occasionally through the arts; and 3) SKETCH Working 

Arts—a Toronto-based AFSC charitable organization, and philanthropic grantee, that 

works exclusively with marginalized youth. These examples highlight how, even amongst 

ideologically dissimilar actors with different objectives, discourses of nation are a shared 

foundation of organizational branding. The third section provides an in-depth examination 

of the racialized and colonial forms of philanthropic wealth accumulation in Canada, with a 

particular emphasis on Indigenous dispossession, the exploitation of racialized immigrant 

labour, racialized gentrification through real estate “revitalization” projects, and racialized 

supply chains in the global garment industry. The final section returns to the concept of the 

optics of social change to make sense of how nation branding in the philanthropic sector—
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specifically, AFSC philanthropy—functions to obscure some of the most insidious (and 

highly racialized and colonial) contradictions of capitalist philanthropy. 

 

Making National Identity Useful: Brand Canada  

In 2017, CBC released a 10-part online series titled Brand Canada. The series 

sought to provide “a kaleidoscopic exploration of Canada the ‘brand’—from the images 

that first symbolized Canada, through the building of a collective identity, to how the 

country is viewed today” (Brand Canada, 2017). Each short episode—ranging from one to 

seven minutes—focused on a specific topic pertaining to this notion of the Canada the 

“brand” including, for example, the ways in which American television representations of 

Canada have shaped Canada the “brand” (Episode 2: “America’s Canada”), as well as a 

discussion of Canadian “brand ambassadors” like rapper Drake and country singer Shania 

Twain (Episode 8: “Brand Ambassadors: Drake & Shania”). The Brand Canada series also 

touched on a variety of historical relationships between Canada the “brand” and business, 

as well as how Canada the “brand” has been made useful by business. Episode 6: “Origin 

Story,” for example, documents how Canada Pacific—the company behind the 

construction of the Canadian Pacific Railway [CPR]—initiated Canada’s first national 

branding campaign by recruiting advertisers and photographers to travel the country, 

producing posters and brochures containing the imagery and tropes that continue to shape 

Canada the “brand” (e.g., the rugged white pioneer; calm lakes, mountains, beavers, and 

canoes). A more recent example of Canada the “brand” being made useful by business is 

examined in Episode 3: “The Rant,” which explores the Molson Canadian television 

advertisement of the same name. Released in 2000, the advertisement depicts (“average”) 
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Joe Canada at the front of a theatre, passionately telling a crowd what distinguishes 

Canadians from Americans: 

Hey, I'm not a lumberjack, or a fur trader. 

I don't live in an igloo, or eat blubber, or own a dogsled. 

And I don't know Jimmy, Sally, or Susie from Canada, 

although I'm certain they're really, really nice.  

 

I have a prime minister, not a president.  

I speak English and French, not American. 

And I pronounce it about, not a boot.  

 

I can proudly sew my country's flag on my backpack.  

I believe in peacekeeping, not policing,  

diversity, not assimilation, 

and that the beaver is a truly, proud and noble animal.  

A toque is a hat, a chesterfield is a couch  

and it is pronounced Zed not Zee, Zed!  

 

Canada is the second largest land mass, the first nation of hockey,  

and the best part of North America.  

 

My name is Joe and I am Canadian! 

 

A personal aside: although I was only 12 at the time of its release—or, possibly, because I 

was 12—I can still recall how I felt when I first watched “The Rant”: the goosebumps, the 

involuntary smiles, the feelings of pride. I felt as though “The Rant” was written for me, 

despite the fact that I was, thankfully, not a beer drinker as a pre-teen. I was never a hockey 

player, either—a key focus in the advertisement—preferring basketball instead—and, 

furthermore, my French was terrible. My connection to “The Rant” was, therefore, less a 

product of the specifics of the advertisement (to this day, I have never heard anyone refer 

to a couch as a “chesterfield”), and more about a general cultural context through which I 

could come to know myself (Arvidsson, 2005; Banet-Weiser, 2012) as Canadian and 

“good”—and, surely, not like those Americans to the south. My reaction was echoed by 

friends and family, as well as mainstream Canadian society. In an interview with the CBC 
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in 2017, Brett Marchand, Former VP of Marketing for Molson Canadian, recalled the first 

time he saw “The Rant” on television. “I was at an Academy Awards party,” he said. 

“There were 30 or 40 people at that party. It was absolutely dead silent, and [then they] 

broke into applause. Nothing like that has ever happened to me in my career.” Then, 

shifting back to the true purpose of “The Rant,” he added: “It made Molson Canadian the 

number one brand immediately.” 

 The relationship between nation and brand has been taken up at length by 

marketing and public relations scholars and practitioners (e.g., Anholt, 2005; Dinnie, 2015; 

Fan, 2010). These discussions tend to focus on how a given country’s reputation acts much 

like a brand image and, as a result, is fundamental to the success of that country and its 

citizens in an increasingly globalized marketplace (c.f. Aronczyk, 2009; Kaneva, 2011). In 

this context, nation branding functions as a capital accumulation strategy by encouraging 

tourism, foreign-direct investment, and trade, and serving as a technique for attracting 

skilled labour and competitive candidates in higher education. And yet, as we can see with 

the case of “The Rant,” the cultural processes associated with branding—in this case, 

branding a business or philanthropic organization as Canada—are more expansive than 

simply adding a kind of immaterial value to a product or place as a capital accumulation 

strategy. If “looking at” or “consuming” advertisements (or other forms of brand 

messaging) in fact contributes to the production process (in a Marxian sense) by adding 

surplus value to a good or place, then contemporary brand management much be thought of 

in terms of the strategies and techniques by which free “consumptive” labour is exploited 

(Arvidsson, 2005). At the same time, however, there is a cultural dimension to this 
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exploitation of immaterial labour, insofar as the labour occurs within a cultural realm and 

through meaning making processes. As Banet-Weiser (2012) explains:  

Brands become the setting around which individuals weave their 

own stories, where individuals position themselves as the central 

character in the narrative of the brand. […] More than just the 

object itself, a brand is the perception—the series of images, 

themes, morals, values, feelings, and sense of authenticity conjured 

by the product itself. (p. 4)   

 

In this chapter, I begin with the assumption that Canada the “brand”—this cultural space 

where “individuals weave their own stories”—is shaped by dominant discourses of the 

nation. Examples like “The Rant” highlight what this discursive process looks like in 

practice. From “Canada-as-Nice” (e.g., “I don’t know Jimmy, Sally, or Susi from Canada 

although I’m certain they’re really, really nice”) to “Canada-as-Peacekeeper” (e.g., “I can 

proudly sew my country’s flag on my backpack” and “I believe in peacekeeping, not 

policing”) to “Canada-as-Multicultural” (e.g., “I believe in […] diversity, not 

assimilation”), Molson Canadian’s efforts to brand itself as Canada creates a discursive 

space for individuals—like my 12-year-old former self—to come to know themselves in 

relation to popular nationalist fantasies (Aronczyk, 2009) through the act of consumption. 

This practice is quite common in the Canadian commercial context. For example, 

Canadian Tire’s official slogans include “Tested for Life in Canada” and “Canada’s Store,” 

while Tim Hortons is, according to Cormack and Cosgrave (2013), “the most successful 

and long-standing private commercial enterprise to brand itself by way of overt national 

identity and pride” (p. 64). The 100% US-owned Hudson’s Bay Company [HBC], on the 

other hand, draws heavily on imagery of 18th century British colonial expansion in its 

branding, perhaps most famously in the 2010 commercial, We Were Made for This. 
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Premiered in the lead up to the Vancouver 2010 Olympic Games, the television 

advertisement begins with the following declaration:  

We arrived 340 years ago to a land of rock, ice, and snow. We 

outfitted a nation of pioneers, explorers, and dreamers. We are the 

skiers. We are the sledders. We didn’t just survive the elements; 

together, we thrived in them. 

 

Here, the HBC advertisement’s ambiguous use of the pronoun “we” simultaneously 

attributes “pioneering” qualities to the Hudson’s Bay Company as well as to all Canadians. 

The Canadian consumer (of goods and advertisements) is invited to make meaning of their 

own identity in relation to the language and imagery of a courageous and rugged white 

person conquering the incivility of the elements, all the while erasing the ongoing reality of 

the Canadian settler-colonial project.  

It is important to stress that the HBC, Molson Canadian, and Roots Canada 

advertisements not only involve the mobilization of dominant discourses of the nation but, 

furthermore, these discourses are racist and/or colonial, not to mention highly gendered 

masculine (Rankin, 2012) insomuch as the implied “voice” of these ads—the “we”—is 

white and male. While the discursive truths of inherent “goodness” that shape Canada the 

“brand” are, for the most part, premised on Canada’s perceived relationship to 

multiculturalism, tolerance, diversity, and international peacekeeping, as well as its 

relationship to reconciliation (or lack thereof), these discourses of Canadian-ness are less 

about the political and economic rights of racialized peoples and more about the active 

process of producing the “exalted” (Thobani, 2007) white (male) Canadian. Even 

discourses of Canada-as-nice function to render Canadian settler-colonialism as a 

divergence from Canadian “goodness,” rather than the very precondition for the Canadian 

nation-state’s existence. As Evan Potter (2009) argues in his book, Branding Canada: 
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Projecting Canada’s Soft Power Through Public Diplomacy, Canada’s greatest 

comparative advantage is not its rich endowment of natural resources but Canadian citizens 

themselves—who they are, what they have accomplished, and what they stand for. What I 

hope Potter is referring—though I highly doubt it—is that the Canadian brand is about 

perception and meaning making, rather than any reflection of actual historical processes 

and contemporary realities. As I turn to the Canadian philanthropic sector in the following 

section, I want to stress that Canada the “brand” (that is to say, Canada the “good”) is 

produced in large part through the mobilization of racist and colonial discourses and, as a 

result, must be understood as a cultural context where Canadians come to “know 

themselves” in relation to Canada as a nation shaped by histories of racism and 

colonization.  

 

Branding in the Philanthropic Sector 

As the philanthropic sector models itself, more and more, after the private sector 

(explored in detail in Chapter 4), “branding” has come to play an increasingly important 

role in the core activities of non-profits and charities—a fact embodied in the creation of 

formal job titles like “charity brand manager.” In fact, non-profit brands like Amnesty 

International, Habitat for Humanity, and the World Wildlife Fund are some of the most 

widely recognized brands in the world (Kylander & Stone, 2012). On a smaller scale, the 

marketization of social welfare, and the rise of philanthropy as social change engine, means 

that non-profits and charities must compete with one another for scarce grants or contracts 

within a crowded funding “marketplace.” Following the private sector, philanthropic 

branding has become a key strategy for differentiating Non-profit A from Non-profit B in 
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order to secure grants (Hankinson, 2000; Stebbins & Hartman, 2013)—though, in this case, 

the “client” being appealed to is the philanthropic funder rather than the consumer. Because 

of the professionalization and ubiquity of the relationship between the non-profit/charity 

and the philanthropic funder in the neoliberal era, the majority of mainstream research on 

branding in the philanthropic sector has been pragmatic and focused on two things: 1) how 

non-profits and charities can better communicate their values and missions to the 

philanthropic donor base in order to increase revenue (e.g., Ritchie, Swami, & Weinberg, 

1999; Stride, 2006); and 2) determining what philanthropic donors are looking for when 

they choose a non-profit or charity to donate to (Long & Chiagouris, 2006; Tapp, 1996). 

Typically, this refers to a general belief that the non-profit or charity contributes value to 

society (Sargeant, West, & Ford, 2004), or because the non-profit or charity is perceived by 

the donor to be similar to them (Coliazzi, Williams, & Kayson, 1984; Sargeant & 

Woodliffe, 2007).  

Despite this focus, the centrality of branding for grant-making organizations and 

philanthropic donors extends beyond their funding relationships with non-profit and charity 

grantees. Recently, a number of critical scholars from a range of disciplines have begun to 

critique how corporate and individual philanthropists actively participate in the cultivation 

of their own philanthropic brand to a variety of ends (Nickel & Eikenberry, 2009). 

Attention has been paid to cause-related marketing campaigns like the ubiquitous pink 

ribbon campaigns for breast cancer (King, 2006; Sweeney & Killoran-McKibbin, 2016) 

and the (PRODUCT) Red campaign, which seeks to benefit the Global Fund to fight 

HIV/AIDS, malaria, and tuberculosis in Africa (Kapoor, 2012; Ponte, Richey, & Baab, 

2009; Wirgau, Farley, & Jensen, 2010). These campaigns not only promote corporate 
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profits through the direct sale of commodities (e.g., GAP’s special RED collection), but 

also cultivate a philanthropic brand that shapes public perception of the corporation’s 

commodities in general (Brammer & Millington, 2005). Similarly, there is a growing 

critical literature that looks at the intersection of celebrity and philanthropy, both through 

the increased cultural and political role of “celebrity humanitarians” like Bono and 

Angelina Jolie (Kapoor, 2012), and through the emergence of a new class of super-elite 

philanthropists or philanthro-capitalists like Bill Gates and Warren Buffett (Thorup, 2013). 

This “progressive entanglement of Hollywood with humanitarianism” (Mostafanezhad, 

2013, p. 486) has translated into celebrities like Bono, Chris Martin, Angelina Jolie, and 

Madonna serving as spokespeople for humanitarian NGOs and multilateral development 

organizations like the World Economic Forum and the United Nations. Billionaires like 

Gates and Soros, on the other hand, have achieved a kind of celebrity status through their 

foundation work typically reserved for the above-mentioned entertainment industry 

celebrities, rather than directly through their roles as wealthy tech entrepreneurs and hedge 

fund managers.  

As the examples of Gates and Soros surely indicate, behind the glossy sheen of 

altruism, philanthropy—in both its individual and corporate form—can be understood as a 

means to manage the reputational “risks” associated with the capitalist accumulation 

strategies that produce private wealth. Beginning in the mid-1990s, risk management 

became an increasingly important aspect of corporate (and, later, global governance) 

structures, functioning as a policy-oriented response to the fears that a rapidly globalizing 

world would produce increasing economic and political instabilities (Soederberg, 2016). 

And yet, as Michael Power (2004) notes, “experts who are being made increasingly 
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accountable for what they do are now becoming more preoccupied with managing their 

own risks” (p. 14). These “reputational risks” are, according to Power, nearly as important 

to manage as the primary risks embodied in an organization’s formal mission. This is 

because, in addition to producing new risks in the form of global inequality, climate 

change, and political strife, neoliberal globalization—in its championing of borderless 

flows of capital—has produced exponentially more fragmented global supply chains, 

making labour conditions more difficult for lead firms to monitor (Juttner, Peck, & 

Christopher, 2003), even while new modes of communication and democratized forms of 

surveillance in the form of social media have allowed workers and outsiders more power to 

monitor and share information about corporate actions and ethics (Ristuccia & Ressen, 

2015). In turn, public shaming has become a common phenomenon. Even if in most cases 

online scandal over a company's labour, environmental, or other malfeasance merely 

translates into new ineffective corporate accountability regimes, it is clearly the case that 

the definition of the “stakeholder” has expanded rapidly, and that those stakeholders are 

empowered to put pressure on companies in new ways. As a result, it is now common 

practice for a firm’s risk management strategy to include a thorough engagement with 

reputational risk, because as soon as your reputation is tarnished, your bottom line is 

affected.  

Likewise, the multiple ways in which celebrity and humanitarianism coalesce can 

be understood through the lens of managing reputational risk as well. Billionaire celebrity 

philanthropists like Gates and Soros manage risks to their reputation and build their 

philanthropic brand by giving away spectacular sums of money—a process that “disavows 

ruthless business practices” (Kapoor, 2016, p. 113). And while the “business” of actors and 
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musicians is not predatory or exploitative in the manner of Gates’ and Soros’ business, 

these celebrity humanitarians demonstrate how philanthropic branding is an effective 

means of managing and magnifying the image of public figures in an increasingly “risky” 

world, as well. As Kapoor (2012) notes: 

Despite being presented to us (or at least implied) as a selfless and 

altruistic philanthropic act, celebrity humanitarianism is notably 

tarnished: it is deeply invested in self-interest and promotion, and in 

this post-Fordist industrial age particularly in the creation and 

marketing of the celebrity brand. (p. 19) 

 

In this way, philanthropic branding not only functions as a strategy for non-profits and 

charities to attract donors and secure grants, but also as a way for corporate and individual 

philanthropists to manage the reputational risks that accompany specific means of wealth 

accumulation. By “means,” I am referring to both individual/corporate specifics (i.e., 

income sources) and the legal, economic, and institutional structures which enable 

accumulation (i.e., capitalist exploitation and dispossession, alongside policies that favour 

capitalist wealth creation). Thus, branding cloaks not only the individual philanthropist, but 

the entire institution of capitalist philanthropy, in the optics of social change.  

We have already seen something of how the racist and colonial discourses of nation 

that produce Canada the “brand” operate in the commercial sector. In the philanthropic 

sector, however, Canada the “brand” reproduces an unequal relationship between 

philanthropic funder and grantee, by providing the funder—and the institution of capitalist 

philanthropy as a whole—with a uniquely Canadian optics of social change. In effect, by 

providing capitalist philanthropy and individual donors with the optics of social change in 

exchange for necessary funding, this unequal and contradictory relationship is further 

entrenched. To highlight this, let us consider three brief case studies. The first two—The 
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Inspirit Foundation and The J.W. McConnell Foundation—are prominent philanthropic 

funders with contrasting characteristics. Inspirit is a mid-size public foundation (>$36 

million in assets) with an AFSC focus, while McConnell is a large private foundation 

(>$626 in assets) that focuses on social innovation in a range of areas of which the arts are 

just one. The final example, SKETCH, is a well-established Toronto-based AFSC 

charitable organization/grantee that works exclusively with marginalized youth and 

receives the majority of its funding from private sources [see Figure 2]. For example, in 

2016, SKETCH Working Arts received an $140,000 grant from the J.W. McConnell 

Foundation. And yet, despite this variance, each of these philanthropic actors’ brand is, 

albeit in different ways, produced through the mobilization of discourses of the nation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Inspirit Foundation: Promoting Inclusion and Pluralism 

In 1988, VisionTV—a Canadian television station broadcasting multicultural and 

multi-faith programming—was launched under the ownership of a non-profit entity that, in 

Figure 2 – 2016 Funding Breakdown for SKETCH Working Arts 
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1998, would come to be known as the S-VOX Foundation. In June 2009, the S-VOX 

Foundation sold its broadcasting assets (i.e., VisionTV) to Canadian media mogul Moses 

Znaimer’s ZoomerMedia Limited for just over $26 million (“Financial Statements”, 2016). 

In 2012, using funds from this sale, S-VOX’s board of directors founded the Inspirit 

Foundation: a national grant-making foundation that works on issues of pluralism, 

tolerance, and inclusion in Canada. Inspirit achieves this through a three-pronged strategy: 

1) supporting young “change leaders”, specifically those who have experienced racial, 

ethnic, and religious discrimination themselves; 2) using the arts and media as tool for 

social change; and 3) shifting their capital investments into a 100% impact investment 

portfolio (“Strategic Plan”, 2016-21), based on both positive screening (i.e., investing in 

funds that support their organizational goals), and negative screening (i.e., divesting from 

funds that have proven detrimental to historically marginalized communities). Inspirit 

follows what they call a “change-making” approach, rather than a “charity” approach and, 

therefore, fits this dissertation’s definition of an AFSC philanthropic funder. 

When compared to similar-sized AFSC-focused grant-making foundations, 

Inspirit’s framework is quite progressive, and the groups/individuals it funds do, indeed, 

embody the organization’s purported politics. Despite Inspirit’s reliance on liberal 

Canadian tropes of managing difference (e.g., pluralism, tolerance, and inclusion), the 

current iteration of the foundation makes clear its understanding of racism and xenophobia 

as structurally produced and intergenerationally reproduced. Since 2016, Inspirit has 

prioritized combatting anti-Indigenous racism (i.e., framing Indigenous issues through the 

lens of injustice, rather than a lack of market-based economic opportunities) and 

Islamophobia (an area that is all but ignored by the non-Muslim philanthropic community 
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in Canada) as its main granting areas. In 2017, Inspirit’s Core Grants Program funded 15 

organizations including Black Lives Matter’s “Freedom School” — a three-week youth-led 

arts and media-based program for Black children in Toronto, that addresses the root causes 

of high dropout and suspension rates in the Toronto District School Board by, among other 

things, advocating for Black-affirmative education. Another recipient of the $150,000 

three-year grant, The Urban Society for Aboriginal Youth’s “Medicine Wheel Warriors” 

program, invited Indigenous participants aged 18 to 25 years to research heroes in their 

community, reinvent themselves as superheroes, and then use 3D/laser scanning and 

printing to make an action figure based on their image, superhero traits and personal 

identity. Inspirit also offers $10,000 ChangeUp Grants to young individuals (aged 18-34) 

for projects addressing issues of discrimination in their communities, specifically around 

issues of prejudice and exclusion based on ethnicity, race, or religion. In 2017, for 

example, Inspirit funded “This is Worldtown,” a project led by six Muslim women media 

makers to present a photo and video series that explored experiences of being a Muslim in 

Canada, as well as “Reclaiming Place,” a three-year interactive art project by Kwi Awt 

Stelmexw, a Squamish non-profit, designed to engage the public in investigating and re-

examining their own relationship to Squamish, Coast Salish territory. Beyond these 

examples, every Inspirit-funded project in 2017 dealt explicitly with questions of race 

and/or colonialism through art, with a heavy emphasis on issues facing Muslim 

communities in Canada. 

The Inspirit Foundation’s promotional materials and key organizational documents 

are explicitly grounded in liberal-democratic language around difference and, furthermore, 

mobilize dominant discourses of the nation. From Inspirit’s explicit Vision of “a more 
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inclusive and pluralist Canada where our differences are valued and engaged, and everyone 

has an equal opportunity to thrive both socially and economically” (Annual Report, 2016, 

p. 1), to their Mission of “promot[ing] inclusion and pluralism through media and arts, 

support[ing] young change leaders, and impact investing—specifically addressing 

discrimination based on ethnicity, race, and religion,” Inspirit’s brand is produced by 

mobilizing dominant discourses of Canadian-ness as it pertains to questions of race and 

ethnicity. This should not be surprising as Inspirit positions its work and objectives in 

relation to a Canadian ideal—or a Canada that is always already good, though bad may be 

done to tarnish this goodness (Razack, 2004). According to Inspirit’s “Strategic Plan” 

(2016-2021): 

Canada is regarded as—and strives to be—one of the most socially 

progressive countries in the world. Like most nations, our founding 

story is complex and imperfect. However, our national identity is 

predicated on a promise of compassion and inclusion. (p. 1). 

 

While the very act of approaching racism and xenophobia as a structural problem suggests 

a level of critique of the nation-state, Inspirit nonetheless embraces a notion of a national 

identity not too dissimilar from Roots Canada’s mainstream Be Nice campaign by referring 

to Canadian national identity as “predicated on a promise of compassion and inclusion.” 

Paired with a description of “our founding story as complex and imperfect,” and the 

characterization of “the last decade of uncharacteristic economic austerity, global conflict, 

environmental degradation and continued challenges across Indigenous communities [as] 

hav[ing] created heartbreaking disparities” (p. 1), Inspirit’s brand is structured around the 

idea that Canada is what it is despite colonialism and racism rather than because of it. In 

other words, rather than understanding Canada as a wealthy, safe, and developed country 

(albeit, unevenly so) necessarily built upon a foundation of and maintained through 
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colonialism and racism, this framing—shared by contemporary corporate philanthropy—

positions colonialism and racism as merely a blemish that must be corrected, and asserts 

that efforts to combat racism and colonialism will bring us closer to a more authentic 

Canada. 

 

The McConnell Foundation: An Inclusive, Resilient, and Sustainable Canada 

The J.W. McConnell Foundation is one of the wealthiest and most well-known 

private family foundations in Canada. It is also the second oldest family foundation in 

Canadian history, second only to the Massey Foundation. Unlike the Inspirit Foundation, 

which promotes both a grassroots and structural approach to creating a more socially just 

Canada, McConnell is Canada’s philanthropic leader in what is known as a social 

innovation and systems approach to social change. So, while it does, indeed, provide grants 

to AFSC organizations—SKETCH Working Arts (explored below) and ArtsSmarts, for 

example—McConnell’s brand is more “innovation” centered than “justice” centered. 

According to this increasingly dominant “innovation” discourse, social and economic 

inequality and inequity are a result of dysfunction or maladaptation in a social system, 

rather than the result of unequal power relations in society. In response, McConnell 

supports and funds technocratic solutions such as impact investing, social innovation labs, 

and multi-sectoral partnerships with the goal of altering existing social and economic 

institutions to make society more just and fair.  

McConnell hints at issues of racial injustice by explicitly prioritizing “innovations 

that engage vulnerable and excluded people and that encourage and benefit from Canada’s 

incredible cultural and regional diversity” (“What is Social Innovation?”). While 
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McConnell, unlike Inspirit, stresses that disempowered individuals and communities need 

access to economic power and skills, their top-down social innovation approach elides the 

specificities of racial injustice in Canada. As a result, while programs like their Cities for 

People program supports innovations “that tackle poverty and social and economic 

exclusion” as well as “neighbourhood revitalization projects that seek to improve social 

well-being with a particular focus on urban Indigenous communities and areas with high 

percentages of newcomers to Canada” (“Cities for People”), this is approached through a 

call for technical solutions rather than political and structural changes. Furthermore, 

McConnell uses very specific language around race that furthers a liberal multicultural 

discourse of Canadian race relations. Specifically, newcomers must be helped, Indigenous 

reconciliation is necessary, and cultural diversity is an (or, perhaps, the most) important 

part of Canada. And yet, systemic racial injustice goes unacknowledged. This language (or 

absence) sneaks into much of McConnell’s programming. Since 2015, for example, the 

Foundation has placed an explicit emphasis on “reconciliation between Indigenous and 

non-Indigenous peoples” in order to engage “Canadians in building a society that is 

inclusive, reconciled, sustainable, and resilient” (“About Us”). Again, while reconciliation 

is important for McConnell (albeit, via social innovation rather than de-colonization), the 

lumping together of all non-Indigenous peoples flattens out systemic disparities between 

white people and non-Indigenous people of colour, and hides the role of these racial 

hierarchies and white supremacy in building the Canadian nation-state.  

 On a related note, McConnell’s brand remains closely tied to John Wilson 

McConnell, the man, his work as a businessman and humanitarian and, above all, his 

connection—and, thus, the Foundation’s connection—to Canada and Canadian-ness. The 
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Foundation’s online literature highlights that, upon J.W. McConnell’s death in 1963, Prime 

Minister Lester B. Pearson described him as “a man of large spirit, great generosity, and 

above all, abiding Canadianism” (“McConnell History”). Perhaps the Prime Minister was 

referring to McConnell’s philanthropic generosity in Quebec during his lifetime, or how, 

during both World War I and World War II, he was “a tireless fundraiser and instrumental 

figure behind a number of successful war efforts, including the Patriotic War Fund and the 

Victory Loan Campaigns” —both appeals for money to finance the war effort. In any case, 

the standard biography of McConnell is titled J.W. McConnell: Financier, Philanthropist, 

Patriot (Fong, 2008), demonstrating clearly the relationships discussed here between 

philanthropy, nation, and capital.  

 

SKETCH Working Arts: Radical Art of Young People 

 Founded in 1996, SKETCH Working Arts is a Toronto-based multi-award-winning 

AFSC charitable organization and well-known AFSC grantee that works with 

diverse young people, ages 16-29, from across Canada, who are 

navigating poverty, living homeless or otherwise on the margins to: 

experience the transformative power of the arts; build leadership 

and self-sufficiency in the arts; and cultivate social and 

environmental change through the arts. (“SKETCH Our Mission”) 

 

At its core, SKETCH is a studio for homeless youth to make art, offering three ten-

week sessions each year, in addition to summer programs. However, according to 

SKETCH, youth homelessness means “more than a lack of shelter” (Annual Report 

2014-16, p. 11); it refers to the “displacement [of] newcomer youth”; the 

“dispossession [of] Indigenous youth”; the “disqualification of personhood 

[through] homophobia, transphobia, and xenophobia”; “systemic racism 
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[oppressing] youth of colour”; “gender-based violence [targeting] women and trans 

people”; “mental health stigma [and the] learning challenges” [that accompany it]; 

as well as “class discrimination” (p. 11). Indicative of the racialized nature of 

poverty in Canada, broadly—and Toronto, specifically—70% of the youth 

SKETCH works with identify as racialized or Indigenous (Annual Report, 2017). 

Further pointing to how transphobia maps onto poverty, 25% of the youth SKETCH 

works with do not identify as cis-gender. Much of SKETCH’s programming is 

explicit in its use of the arts to address issues of racial injustice and the ongoing 

legacies of colonialism, as well as how these intersect with other forms of 

oppression or marginalization and map onto economic inequality.  

While SKETCH mobilizes the language of “diversity and inclusion” in their 

promotional literature, they do so through an intersectional explicitly “anti-

oppressive” framework that prioritizes “accessibility” and “equity” (“Programs,” 

n.d.). For example, the “Margin of Eras” gallery—a multidisciplinary arts space 

that operates under SKETCH’s shared platform10—includes a “Dictionary of 

Margins” on their website that defines, and highlights the intersecting nature of, 

various axes of oppression. This includes, for example, the intersection of race and 

class as it pertains to education; how homophobia and transphobia and Indigeneity 

impact homelessness; and how racialized, Indigenous, and immigrant communities 

are disproportionately affected by poverty. (Compare this with the J.W. McConnell 

Family Foundation, whose only use of the term “equity” in their promotional 

                                                      
10 Through what is called a “shared platform,” registered charitable organizations can provide 

unincorporated arts entities with help regarding governance oversight, legal compliance, financial 

management, grant administration, human resources, and other supports they might require 

(Marsland, 2013) 
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literature has the word “private” before it.) SKETCH’s intersectional and highly 

politicized approach to social injustice is evident in the descriptions of their 2018 

special projects. “Weave and Mend,” for example, is a “public art installation 

creation with female-identifying young people on impacts of colonial and gender-

based violence”, while “Element of HE (Know Man’s Land)” involved “arts 

exploration with healthy masculinity of racialized young men” (“SKETCH Special 

Projects”, n.d.). “Sirens & Satyrs: Artful Drop in for Trans Youth” is a seven-week 

summer space for Trans youth who are homeless or living on the margins to hang 

out and make art together, while “Chill ‘N’ Do Art: Black Women’s Wellness” is 

“a meetup for Black women of all intersections.” Furthermore, through their shared 

platform, SKETCH oversees “Lifted by Purpose,” a program providing music, 

mindfulness, and stress management for formerly incarcerated youth, while “Krafty 

Queers” creates safe spaces for LGBTQ+ youth to connect, craft, and create art. 

“Power to Girls” offers leadership-based programs, projects, and events for young 

women of colour, while “Sunset Service” is an inclusive “inter-spiritual ministry 

and community for LGBTQ*, POC, and marginalized youth.”  

While SKETCH implicitly mobilizes a justice-oriented version of prominent 

discourses of the nation in their branding (e.g., diversity, tolerance, and 

multiculturalism), SKETCH avoids making explicit reference to Canada and 

Canadian “goodness” in their organizational critique and, thus, the relationship 

between nation-building, capitalist development, and racialized poverty is implied 

rather than stated. Moreover, the relationship between racialized poverty and the 

accumulation strategies of SKETCH’s philanthropic partners remains unaddressed 
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in the organization’s literature. I should note that the work of SKETCH—like the 

work of The Michaëlle Jean Foundation (see Chapter 5)—is quite possibly 

transformative “on the ground” in a way that the SKETCH brand cannot 

communicate for fear of losing their funding (see Chapter 4). Nevertheless, for the 

purposes of this chapter’s argument, it is important to consider how SKETCH’s 

brand of “Radical Art for Young People” might provide an optics of social change 

both to specific philanthropic funders—many who happen to be some of Canada’s 

wealthiest individual and corporate donors—as well as to the larger institution of 

capitalist philanthropy as social change/welfare engine. In effect, the optics of 

social change makes these funders look like they care about colonialism and racism. 

Cases like SKETCH highlight the need to shift away from either/or framings of 

AFSC organizations and artists—i.e., that this work either resists or reproduces 

colonial capitalism—in order to explore the complex dynamics at play in AFSC 

philanthropy. 

Having established the significant role played by discourses of the nation in 

AFSC philanthropic branding, as well as the ways in which nation is mobilized to 

cloak AFSC philanthropy in the optics of social change, the rest of this chapter 

details what these optics are obscuring: namely, the racialized and colonial histories 

of philanthropic wealth creation in Canada. 
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Racialized and Colonial Histories of Philanthropic Wealth Creation in Canada 

I was trained from the beginning to work, to save, and to give. 

 — John D. Rockefeller, in Fosdick, 1952, p. 20 

 

In his wide-ranging critique of the spectacle of celebrity super-philanthropy, 

celebrity humanitarianism, and the philanthrocapitalist movement (Bishop and Green, 

2008), Ilan Kapoor (2012, 2016) introduces the concept of “decaf capitalism,” which he 

defines as the phenomenon of “giving away spectacular sums of wealth along mostly 

entrepreneurial lines, yet forswearing how such wealth was accumulated in the first place” 

(2015, p. 113). Kapoor’s use of “decaf,” here, refers to contradictory products or 

phenomenon that attempt to remove risk or danger like fat-free cream, sugar-free 

beverages, non-alcoholic beer and, of course, decaffeinated coffee. Decaf capitalism, on the 

other hand, specifically refers to,  

a capitalism with a human face, a system that exploits but still 

cares, wreaks social havoc but really worries, institutes a Wild West 

entrepreneurialism but also a welfare state. Decaf capitalism 

enables [philanthropists] to rationalize away their monopolistic 

corporate behaviour and cut-throat financial speculation, or their 

co-responsibility in labour exploitation and the production of 

feminized sweatshops. It allows them to continue with business as 

usual, ‘giving back’ to counteract the ills of capitalism, all the while 

becoming the globe’s greatest humanitarians. (p. 125) 

 

Using case studies of celebrity billionaire humanitarians like Bill Gates and George Soros, 

Kapoor argues that celebrity philanthropy helps stabilize and advance neoliberal capitalism 

by “repudiat[ing] corporate capitalism’s ‘dirty’ underside” (p. 113). In this way, the 

contradictory nature of philanthropic wealth accumulation—building the capacity to 

address inequality through the creation of inequality—is sanitized through the optics of the 

“good” and “generous” celebrity humanitarian who “espouses outwardly left and 
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cosmopolitan causes” (p. 114). In this chapter, I argue that AFSC philanthropy in Canada 

manifests an analogous ideological phenomenon. However, in addition to “celebrity” 

masking the dirty underside of corporate capitalism (to use Kapoor’s phrasing), discourses 

of the nation are mobilized within AFSC philanthropic branding in Canada to mask the 

racialized and colonial accumulation strategies underlying philanthropic wealth creation, 

thereby functioning as a nationally embedded form of “decaf capitalism.” In what follows, 

I outline the range of colonial and racialized accumulation strategies that function(ed) as 

the material foundation for Canada’s most celebrated philanthropists and philanthropic 

foundations. 

 

Indigenous Dispossession and the Logic of Elimination 

As a white settler colonial state (Razack, 2002), Canada’s origins “lie in the 

dispossession and near extermination of Indigenous populations by the conquering 

Europeans” (p. 1). To paraphrase Mi’kmaq legal scholar Pamela Palmater (2017): 

Indigenous dispossession cleared the land for farming, for mining, for oil extraction, and 

for development. Canada is what it is not despite, but because of the removal of Indigenous 

peoples from the land—which is the source of Canada’s wealth. As a result, Indigenous 

dispossession served, and continues to serve, as the foundation of philanthropy in Canada. 

Here, I’m referring to both the general imperative of acquiring land to establish permanent 

settler communities for nation-building, as well as the ways in which specific major 

philanthropic actors in Canada—currently, and historically—accumulate(d) their wealth 

through extracting resources from the land. In Red Skin, White Masks (2014), Glen 

Coulthard draws upon Marx’s theory of “primitive accumulation” to explain the 
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relationship between capital, power, and colonization in the Canadian settler colonial 

context. In the Marxian sense, primitive accumulation refers to violent processes of 

capitalist expansion that dispossess non-capitalist communities from the common lands that 

served as their means of subsistence, often through privatization. For Marx, a major 

characteristic of primitive accumulation is that it forced the dispossessed to enter the 

capitalist marketplace and sell their labour for wages (i.e., to be exploited) in order to 

subsist. However, in the Canadian settler-colonial context, the dispossession of Indigenous 

lands played a much larger role in colonial development than the exploitation of 

Indigenous wage-labourers (though assimilatory measures like the Indian Act of 1867 

certainly “encouraged” Indigenous people to participate in the more “civilized” capitalist 

labour market). Because of Canada’s resource richness, Indigenous people were, and 

continue to be, framed as a barrier to, rather than an asset of, colonial capitalist 

development.  

Patrick Wolfe (2006) writes that settler colonialism is characterized by a “logic of 

elimination,” and that the primary motive for this elimination is access to land. In the case 

of Canadian settler colonialism, elimination was achieved in large part through a repressive 

body of colonial law known as the Indian Act (1876). As Mi’kmaq scholar Bonita 

Lawrence (2004) notes, the Indian Act is more than a piece of legislation; it functions as a 

discourse through which the subject of “Indian” is produced, “known,” controlled and, 

thus, eliminated. By affording the Canadian government extensive powers regarding 

defining Indigenous identity, political structures, cultural practices, and education, as well 

as controlling the legal category of “status Indian,” the colonial government was able to 

frame “definitions of Indianness” (2004, p. 31) in ways that excluded vast amounts of 
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Indigenous people from obtaining or maintaining this status. Up until 1985, for example, 

the Indian Act stripped “Indian status” from all Indigenous women who married 

individuals without status, while the Gradual Civilization Act of 1857 introduced 

enfranchisement—“the removal of Indian status from an individual, thereby creating a 

Canadian citizen of Aboriginal heritage who has relinquished his collective ties to his 

Native community and any claims to Aboriginal rights” (p. 31)—as a primary means of 

assimilation, as well. At different points in time, Indigenous individuals could lose their 

status for serving in the Canadian military, getting a university education, or leaving the 

reserve for long periods of time (Lawrence, 2004). Due to the Indian Act, by 1985 there 

were twice as many non-status Indians and Metis as status Indians in Canada (Holmes 

1987). The eliminatory legislation of the Indian Act reinforced the rights of white settlers 

to Indigenous land and resources by restricting “Indians” to specific territories within it, 

functioning as a necessary pre-condition for settler resource extraction and, as a result, 

substantial amounts of philanthropic wealth accumulation. 

The logic of elimination manifested through explicitly assimilatory practices as 

well. As John A. MacDonald, the first Prime Minister of Canada and author of the Indian 

Act, wrote in 1887: “The great aim of our legislation [the Indian Act] has been to do away 

with the tribal system and assimilate the Indian people in all respects with the other 

inhabitants of the Dominion as speedily as they are fit to change” (Canada Parliament 

Session Papers, 1887, p. 37). The Indian Residential School System was one of most 

culturally and physically violent of these assimilatory practices, and is frequently 

referenced—along with the Truth and Reconciliation Commission—in the Indigenous-

focused initiatives of major philanthropic organizations (see, for example: Philanthropic 
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Foundations Canada’s “Declaration of Action; The McConnell Foundation’s 

“Reconciliation Initiative; and The Asper Foundation’s “Canadian Museum for Human 

Rights”). Made compulsory in 1894, the Indian Residential School System was a 100-year 

project of assimilation through cultural genocide, based on the belief that the destruction of 

Indigenous identity needed to begin with Indigenous children (Neeganagwedgin, 2014). 

The children were forcibly removed from their families by Indian agents or police officers, 

separated from their siblings, and placed in schools where they were punished for speaking 

their own languages or practicing their own spiritual or cultural traditions. As documented 

in the Royal Commission on Aboriginal People (1996), Residential Schools were sites of 

physical, sexual, and psychological violence, as well as death. These paternalistic policies 

and processes of systemic marginalization resulted in devastating cultural, psychological, 

and emotional harm, and traumatic abuses inflicted on small children, and have produced 

an intergenerational history of dispossession, violence, abuse, and racism (Regan, 2012).  

It is important to stress that the eliminatory strategies of the Indian Act and the 

Indian Residential School Systems were not about eliminating Indigenous culture, but 

about eliminating Indigenous people in order to free up the land for settlement and 

capitalist industry. Again, Palmater (2015) explains,  

colonial governments didn't issue bounties on Mi'kmaw scalps 

because of their culture—they did so because Mi'kmaw people 

refused to give up their land. Canada didn't forcibly sterilize 

Indigenous women and girls without their consent to stop them 

from speaking their languages—they did it to eliminate the 

population. (para. 7) 

 

This relationship between settler-colonial strategies of elimination, land dispossession, and 

extractive industries is particularly important to this study because of the primary role that 

the mining and oil industries have played in generating the wealth of so many of Canada’s 
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most celebrated philanthropists. For example, The Schulich Foundation’s assets (>$400 

million)—and, consequently, the Schulich Schools of Business (York), Medicine and 

Dentistry (Western), Engineering (Calgary), Law (Dalhousie), Music (McGill), and 

Education (Nipissing)—are a product of Seymour Schulich’s success in mining. Schulich 

served as Director of Newmont Mining (once, the largest gold company in the world) and 

was a pioneer of the concept of royalty payments in the mining industry, which allowed 

him to gain ownership stakes in some of the world’s most profitable mines. The Riddell 

Family Charitable Foundation (>$125 million in assets) is the philanthropic organization of 

Oil Tycoon Clay Riddell, Founder, President, and CEO of Paramount Resources, a 

petroleum giant that develops, produces, processes, transports, and markets natural gas and 

crude oil. The Max Bell Foundation (>$73 million in assets) is named after a man who 

earned his initial fortune through investments in the Turner Valley oilfields, while the J.P 

Bickell Foundation (>$134 million in assets) is the legacy of a man who served as 

President and Chairman of MacIntyre Porcupine Mines Ltd. The Arthur Irving Foundation 

(>$400 million in assets) is named after the owner of Irving Oil, which manages the Irving 

Oil Refinery—Canada’s largest oil refinery—while the Leslois Shaw Foundation (>$34 

million in assets) generates its assets through the work of ShawCor Ltd.: a global energy 

services company that provides technology for oil pipelines and petrochemical markets. 

Even the Pure North S’Energy Foundation (which spent nearly $17 million on charitable 

donations in 2016), and which brands itself as “the premier not-for-profit provider of 

preventative wellness programs for participants across Canada” (Pure North, “About”), was 

founded by Allan Markin, co-founder of Canadian Natural Resources Ltd—Canada’s 

largest oil company.  
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The Peter and Melanie Munk Foundation, which awarded over $13 million in 

charitable grants in 2015, is the philanthropic legacy of the founder of Barrick Gold—the 

largest and perhaps most controversial gold mining company in the world. While Barrick’s 

Canadian undertakings account for a tiny fraction of their mining projects, they are still 

steeped in controversy. The Renabje Mine (1947-1991), for example, is located on the 

traditional territory of the Missanabie Cree First Nation, who are still fighting for legal 

recognition of their Indigenous land rights. According to a report by CorpWatch (2007), 

even today the surface water flowing from the property contains 

elevated levels of zinc, cobalt, iron and copper. In 1995, company 

reports declared that reclamation work had been completed, except 

for some re-vegetation of the tailings areas. But in 1998 sink holes 

began to appear on the site, and in 1999 part of the underground 

mine collapsed, creating a gaping hole through to the underground 

workings. (para. 6) 

 

Not all of the extractive practices that generate wealth for Canadian philanthropists 

are premised on the dispossession of Indigenous land within Canada; in fact, many of 

Canada’s largest mining and oil and gas companies do most of their work (and most of 

their displacing of Indigenous communities) in other countries. Barrick Gold, for instance, 

has mines in Australia, Chile, Papua New Guinea, Peru, and Tanzania that exploit 

inadequate and poorly enforced regulations to dispossess Indigenous people of their lands, 

destroy the environment, and support brutal police repression (Saunders, 2013). From 

2001-2015, for example, the Wiradjuri First Nation engaged in a legal battle to stop Barrick 

from developing and opening the Cowal Gold Project in Australia, an open-pit cyanide 

leach gold mine and to assert sovereignty that had never been ceded (Saunders, 2013).  In 

May 2009, the runoff water from a containment pond for Barrick’s North Mara gold mine 

in Tanzania turned the water in the river Tagite—the drinking water for 250,000 people—a 
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reddish colour, killing many people and livestock though, at the time, Barrick denied that 

anyone died (Saunders, 2013). These are just two of the many examples of Barrick’s 

colonial accumulation practices outside of Canada (see Saunders, 2013 for more 

examples). However, Barrick is not unique in its relationship to Indigenous lands 

throughout the globe. For example, Newmont Mining Corporation operates mines in 

Indonesia, Ghana, and Peru, where, beginning in 2011, Maxima Acuña de Chaupe, an 

Indigenous farmworker, withstood violent eviction attempts, beatings and a legal battle to 

protect her land from becoming part of the Newmont’s Yanacocha mine (Collyns, 2016). 

 

Racialized Labour Exploitation 

While the dispossession of Indigenous lands through the settler colonial logic of 

“elimination” is key to Canadian extractive industries and, thus, the accumulation of 

Canadian philanthropic wealth, the exploitation of racialized labour has played a 

fundamental role in philanthropic accumulation as well. By “racialization,” I am referring 

to the manner in which “phenotypical and cultural characteristics are attributed with 

political and ideological significance” (Kobayashi and Jackson, 1994, p. 36) and how this 

functions to justify particular(ly violent) modes of exploitation of racialized labourers. 

Moreover, the relationship between race, labour, and accumulation strategies is tied to 

racialized immigrant labour as well. As historian Donald H. Avery (1995) notes, Canadian 

immigration policy has always been based around the economic utility of immigrant 

workers.  

To this day, the intersection of immigration policy and racialized labour is 

fundamental to a range of capitalist accumulation strategies in Canada. For example, while 
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the Temporary Foreign Worker Program is framed as a program that allows Canadian 

employers to hire foreign nationals, the vast majority of the temporary foreign workforce 

qualifies under the category of “low-skilled workers” (Government of Canada). Moreover, 

of the roughly 68,000 “low-skilled” temporary foreign workers labouring in Canada in 

2014, nearly 60% came from Mexico and the Caribbean to work in oppressive conditions 

on Canadian farms as part of the Seasonal Agricultural Workers Program [SAWP]. As 

Edward Dunsworth (2016) explains: 

Workers in the SAWP, like many other “low-skilled” migrant 

workers, have no access to permanent residency or citizenship even 

though many spend upwards of 10, 20 or even 30 years producing 

Canadian crops. They are not free to choose or change employers, 

and can be deported by bosses with little oversight. Farmworkers—

whether Canadian or migrant—also have the dubious distinction of 

being legally barred from collective bargaining rights in Ontario. 

(para. 4) 

 

SAWP workers are not the only racialized migrant labourers in Canada that experience 

injustice in Canada due to their gender, race, class, and country of origin. In Not One of the 

Family: Foreign Domestic Workers in Canada (1997), Davia Stasiulis and Abigail Bakan 

document the political and legal structures that enable Canadians to exploit female 

domestic migrant workers from the Global South who possess limited work options. As the 

authors explain, foreign domestic workers’ legal obligation to live in the households of 

their employer increases their vulnerability to employer abuse, and their low wages and 

lack of benefits are particularly detrimental as they are forbidden from working for more 

than one employer at a time. Finally, the legal status of foreign domestic workers as 

temporary “visitors,” rather than “landed immigrants,” means that they are required to 

leave Canada upon termination of their employment contract. 
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As it relates to philanthropic accumulation, the most well documented example of 

racialized exploitation in the story of Canadian development and nation-building was the 

use of Chinese labourers to construct the Canadian Pacific Railway [CPR], which 

connected Eastern Canada with British Columbia, during the 1880s. Between 1881-1884, 

Andrew Onderdonk, the American contractor in charge of constructing the western section 

of the CPR, imported approximately 20,000 Chinese labourers to help complete the 

railway. Seen as a source of cheap and easily exploitable labour, Chinese workers enabled 

the business community to resist trade union demands for higher wages and better working 

conditions for white workers (Avery, 1995). While working on the CPR, Chinese labourers 

received one-third the salary of white workers, and were further obligated to spend the 

majority of their income purchasing work gear and day-to-day living supplies from an 

official CPR company store with inflated prices. In the field, Chinese labourer took on the 

dangerous work that white Canadians refused, including building roadbeds, bridges, and 

tunnels along a route that spanned deep canyons and rivers and cut through hard granite 

mountains. In fact, all tunnel cutting and grading was assigned to Chinese labourers 

(Huang & Jeffrey, 1992), though they were forced to complete these jobs using cheap (and 

dangerous) nitroglycerine rather than the more stable and expensive TNT dynamite the 

white workers were given (Ties that Bind, n.d.). Dangerously overworked, their meagre 

salary could only afford them a small diet of white rice and dried salmon, resulting in a 

scurvy epidemic that killed hundreds. Though Onderdronk famously testified at the 1885 

Royal Commission on Chinese Immigration that “only” 600 Chinese labourers died in the 

construction of the CPR, even conservative estimates given by contemporary historians 

estimate the number to be at least 1,500, with some as high as 4,000 (Sylvester, 2016). 
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Once the CPR was completed, anti-Asian sentiment spread throughout Canada, 

though it was particularly venomous within organized labour, which argued that Asian 

workers were displacing white workers in coal, lumber, and agricultural industries by 

accepting lower wages, working in unhealthy and unsafe conditions, and acting as strike-

breakers (Cho, 2002). Blame was shifted away from capitalism’s profit-maximizing 

imperative onto the Chinese labourer who functioned as scapegoat. Prominent politicians 

took up the cause, and quickly passed the Chinese Immigration Act of 1885, which placed 

a head tax of $50 on all Chinese immigrants coming to Canada. The tax was raised to $100 

in 1900 and $500 in 1903. Unsurprisingly, British Columbia-based industrialists were pro-

Chinese labour during this period, claiming the provincial economy would collapse without 

their “unique” labour qualities (i.e., they could be exploited in particularly horrific ways). It 

is estimated that the low wages paid to Chinese workers kept the cost of building the CPR 

down by 25% (The Ties that Bind, n.d.). 

The early history of CPR construction is particularly relevant to discussions of 

racialized exploitation and philanthropic wealth creation in Canada for a number reasons. 

First, the CPR was, and continues to be, heralded as an important step in uniting Canada 

and, thus, a necessary force for national development. A precondition to British Columbia 

joining confederation, the CPR opened up settlement in Western Canada (Innis, 1923), 

created new markets for inter-provincial trade (“Our History”, n.d.), and transported 

Canadian troops to fight off Louis Riel’s North-West Rebellion in 1885 (Beal and 

Macleod, 2006). In addition to facilitating the expansion of extractive industries, the 

construction of the CPR, itself, created huge demand for iron and steel, as well as lumber 

for fuel (Berton, 1971), greatly benefitting early Canadian industrialists. Finally, the 
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construction of the CPR served as a significant accumulation strategy for the Montreal-

based syndicate of railroad tycoons responsible for building the CPR—many of whom 

went on to become some of the most celebrated early philanthropists in Canada, the United 

States, and the United Kingdom. In Canada, specifically, George Stephen—the first 

president of the CPR—is widely known for donating a wing to the Montreal General 

Hospital and (together with Lord Strathcona, a co-founder of the CPR) giving $1 million to 

the construction of the Royal Victoria Hospital in Montreal, and an additional $1 million in 

Great Northern Railroad securities to pay for building upkeep and the establishment of a 

hospital endowment fund (Reford, 1998). Strathcona himself is considered one of the most 

“generous” philanthropists in Canadian history, providing $7.5 million in donations and 

bequests over his lifetime. This included $50,000 to McGill University to endow the first 

two years of separate classes for women, and an additional $70,000 to pay for the third and 

fourth years, completing what was to become known as the “Donalda Endowment for the 

Higher Education of Women.” He gave $300,000 for the construction of the Royal Victoria 

College—at the time, a women’s-only college—$750,000 to the McGill faculty of 

medicine, and provided $100,000 to the minister of militia and defence for officers’ 

training quarters at McGill. As a product of the times, the philanthropy of Stephen and 

Strathcona, as well as prominent CPR-affiliated philanthropists in the United States like 

John Stewart Kennedy (see “Trusted and Noted Benefactor Dead”, 1909) and James J. Hill 

did not engage with issues of racism or colonialism like today’s Canadian philanthropists. 

However, despite the fact that a portion of their wealth and continued celebrity was a 

product of the horrific exploitation of Chinese labourers, they remain key figures in 
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Canadian philanthropic history, and a Canadian philanthropic tradition ensconced in 

discourses of diversity, tolerance, and multiculturalism. 

  

Neighbourhood “Revitalization” and Dispossession  

While the dispossession of Indigenous peoples serves as the foundation of all 

wealth in Canada, the relationship between race, land, and philanthropic accumulation is 

not limited to the appropriation of resources for the oil and mining sectors. In fact, real 

estate development and the “revitalization” of racialized low income neighbourhoods 

functions as a key strategy for accumulation in Canada, and many of Canada’s most 

“generous” philanthropists generate(d) their wealth through this type of work. The assets of 

both the Joseph Alfred Remai Family Foundation (>$48 million in assets) and the Frank 

and Ellen Remai Foundation (>$31 million in assets), for example, are a product of The 

Remai Group, which invests in, develops, manages, and owns multi-residential and 

commercial properties in Saskatchewan (including, I kid you not, an inn named The 

Colonial Square Inn & Suites). Peter Gilgan, President of the The Peter Gilgan Foundation 

(>$11.5 million in charitable donations in 2016), is the Founder, CEO, and Chairman of 

Mattamy Homes, Canada’s largest residential home builder. In addition to building 90,000 

homes throughout Ontario, Alberta, Florida, Arizona, and North Carolina, Mattamy 

Homes’ website promotes the company’s commitment to, among other causes, charity 

cycling events that have raised millions for health-care institutions and medical research; 

Habitat for Humanity; and healthy living via the funding of athletic centres like The 

Mattamy Athletic Centre at Ryerson and the Mattamy National Cycling Centre in Milton, 

Ontario. Other major philanthropic funders like John and Myrna Daniels Charitable 
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Foundation and the Audain Foundation (discussed below), as well as corporate foundations 

like Brookfield Partners Foundation (>$19 million in donations in 2015), are financed by 

capital accumulated through commercial and residential developments. As I show in this 

section, however, much of this development takes shape as revitalization campaigns 

premised upon the gentrification of racialized and low-income communities.  

The gentrification of historically marginalized communities can be understood as a 

“recolonization of urban space” (Kipfer & Petrunia, 2009),   

associated with declining stocks of affordable rental housing, with 

displacement of the working class from the communities where 

they have traditionally lived and accessed services, with the 

conversion of inner-city neighbourhoods from production to 

consumption spaces for the upper middle class, and with 

speculative real-estate markets that drive up the cost of housing 

across metropolitan areas. (Walks & Maaranen, 2011, p. 1)  

 

While certainly a form of neighborhood upgrading—albeit, a market-mediated one—

gentrification does not bestow the benefits of said “upgrading” on marginalized residents. 

With a decrease in affordable housing, low-income populations are displaced and forced to 

move to less accessible neighbourhoods with fewer amenities. This “direct displacement” 

(Marcuse, 1986) can occur through rent increases or pressure from landlords, be it through 

housing demolition, the conversion of rental units to condominium status, increasing 

housing costs, landlord harassment, or eviction. And yet, in addition to gentrifying 

homebuyers and landlords, developers play an essential role in this process by purchasing 

properties in gentrifying neighbourhoods as they become perceived as safe investments. 

Rising property values encourage developers to buy up rental housing and convert it to 

single family dwellings, and to buy and renovate commercial properties (Walks and 
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Maaranen, 2008). As a result, both former tenants, and the services they depend upon, are 

displaced. 

While shaped by the logics of capital, real estate developer-led gentrification is also 

explicitly racialized in the Canadian urban context because poverty in Canada is both 

racialized and spatially stratified. This increasing spatial concentration of poverty along 

racial lines in Canada’s largest cities has produced what Galabuzi (2005) calls “racialized 

enclaves.” Toronto, for example, has experienced rising levels of segregation by income 

and race since the 1970s, while the middle class disappears (Hulchanski, 2010). In fact, in 

Toronto’s high income neighbourhoods, 82% of residents are white, while 11% are 

racialized. In low income neighbourhoods, on the other hand, 34% of residents are white 

while 47% are from communities of colour. Moreover, according to a report by Social 

Planning Toronto (2017), children from racialized families in the Toronto area are more 

than twice as likely to be living in poverty as children from white families (25.3% to 

11.4%), while children from Indigenous families experience a poverty rate of 84%. Poverty 

rates for children from Black families are almost three times that of children from white 

families, while almost half of West Asian and Arab children live in poverty in Toronto 

(Hulchanski, 2010).  

At the same time, gentrification and neighbourhood revitalization efforts are shaped 

by racist discourses insofar as particular territorial stigmas of neighbourhoods as 

“defamed” and “dangerous” places, coupled with the reality of physical deterioration 

(caused by state retrenchment and underfunding), justify redevelopment agendas (August, 

2014). Because of this relationship between race and class, public housing and low-income 
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housing is racialized space that is “invested symbolically with racialized images of social 

pathology” (Kipfer & Petrunia, 2009, p. 115). As Atkinson and Bridge (2005) explain: 

Contemporary gentrification has elements of colonialism as a 

cultural force in its privileging of whiteness, as well as the more 

class-based identities and preferences in urban living. In fact, not 

only are the new middle-class gentrifiers predominantly white but 

the aesthetic and cultural aspects of the process assert a white anglo 

appropriation of urban space and urban history. (p. 2) 

 

It is not difficult to find explicit examples of prominent Canadian philanthropists 

earning their money through such endeavours. The Audain Foundation (>$144 million in 

assets), for example, is the philanthropic foundation of Michael Audain, Chairman and 

major shareholder of Polygon Homes Ltd, one of the largest builders in British Columbia. 

In addition to his success as a builder, Audain is celebrated as one of British Columbia’s 

leading patrons in the arts and higher education, and has attached his name to a number of 

Indigenous arts initiatives such as the Audain Curator of Indigenous Art at the National 

Gallery of Canada and the Audain Curator of First Nations Art Endowment Fund. Audain 

also directs his philanthropic dollars toward art institutions that specifically emphasize the 

work of racialized groups. In 2017, for example, he donated $100,000 to the Vancouver Art 

Gallery, which pays explicit attention to “the art of the Asia Pacific region through their 

Institute of Asian Art” (“Who We Are”, n.d.). 

Despite Audain’s philanthropy geared toward celebrating, and telling the stories of, 

Asian communities in Canada, Polygon Homes is at the centre of a series of large-scale 

“demovictions”—evictions of low income residents in order to demolish rental units, 

rezone the area, and build condos in their place—in Burnaby, British Columbia that 

overwhelmingly affect immigrants from Asia. Between 2014 and 2015, Polygon Homes (as 

well as another developer, Amacon) bought 15 apartment buildings in Metrotown for 
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demoviction, an area of Burnaby that has historically been home to low-wage workers, 

immigrant families, people receiving disability assistance, and refugees. As recently as 

2011, immigrants comprised 62% of the Metrotown area. Moreover, 59% of those 

immigrants came from either China (35%), the Philippines (8%), Taiwan (7%), Hong Kong 

(5%), or South Korea (4%). According to the Stop Demovictions Burnaby Campaign 

[SDBC], demolishing these buildings will result in the displacement of nearly 200 working 

class people, 55% of whom spend more than 30% of their income on rent (SDBC, 2016). 

This specific (re)development project is part of a larger highly racialized demoviction 

phenomenon in the Metrotown area. Ten years ago, the area was a primary place for 

refugees to settle, where they could access the settlement services located in Vancouver, 

while affording rent. For example, between 2003 and 2006, 33% percent of government 

assisted refugees in British Columbia settled in Burnaby. However, between 2010 and 

2013, that number dropped to 16% and, according to SDCB, settlement workers are no 

longer able to place any refugees in the Metrotown area, transforming the area from the 

most common landing place for refugees, to a place that will not accept refugees. 

The John and Myrna Daniels Charitable Foundation and the John and Myrna 

Daniels Foundation (combined assets >$30 million), on the other hand, are financed by 

Daniels Corporation, one of the largest developers of houses, condos, townhouses, and 

commercial space in Canada. Daniels is involved in a much less “black and white” 

revitalization campaign in Toronto. In 2006, the company was hired by the Toronto 

Community Housing Corporation [TCHC] as Construction Manager for the Regent Park 

Revitalization project, a 15-year project that would transform Canada’s largest and oldest 

social housing development into a socially and economically diverse space. According to 
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the 2011 National Household Survey, 63% of Regent Park residents identify as visible 

minorities. The project follows what is referred to as a “social mix model”: as the 

neighbourhood is torn down and reconstructed, 5,400 new condominiums and townhouses 

are built for potential middle-class homeowners and sold at market rate (Brail and Kumar, 

2017). While revenue from these sales pay for the revamping of the social housing, upon 

completion, only one quarter of the homes in Regent Park will be rent-geared-to-income 

(versus 100% prior to “revitalization”). In addition to delivering physical benefits in the 

form of shops, restaurants, and cafes, as well as the Daniels Spectrum Arts and Cultural 

Centre (home to the Regent Park School of Music, the Regent Park Film Festival, Artheart, 

the Collective of Black Artists, and Native Earth Performing Arts), the social mix model is 

purported to positively contribute to upward social mobility of the original poor residents. 

According to policymakers, the cross-class relationships cultivated through a social mix 

model are supposed to transfer social capital, norms and values, and opportunities to lower 

income residents (Nast & Blokland, 2014).   

However, evidence suggests that this is not the case. Bucerius, Thompason, and 

Berardi’s (2017) research on the Regent Park project documents how interaction between 

“new” and “old” residents is all but completely absent. In fact, poor “old” residents of 

Regent Park report feeling more socially isolated than ever before, and expressed feelings 

of vulnerability due to the ways that the social mix model strips away crucial ties that they 

had relied on before. In addition, the “revitalization” campaign requires tenants to be 

temporarily relocated, typically for four to six years, often to distant corners of the city 

(August, 2014). In a piece for the Toronto Star, Contenta (2007) explains how this 

relocation is particularly difficult for marginalized residents who rely on community and 
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networks of social agencies near Regent Park. While writing a mere two years into the 

project, he reports that, 

four percent of Regent Park’s displaced residents have already left 

subsidized housing. Others are expected to grow roots in new 

neighbourhoods. Many relocated seniors lack the energy for 

another move. […] Some were separated from close friends, others 

from the network of social agencies near Regent Park that helped 

give meaning to their lives. Many feel isolated. (para. 5) 

 

In a more recent study, August (2016) observed that the original Regent Park 

“revitalization” plans have changed repeatedly and dramatically since 2002, often without 

consulting, or even notifying, tenants. From increasing the number of condominiums built 

by over 50% to decreasing the amount of on-site temporary relocation units to changing 

from a “‘first-out, first-back’ policy to allocation by lottery” (p. 27), residents are skeptical 

that the project is intended to serve their interests. Despite its progressive appearance, the 

Daniels Corporation’s Regent Park “revitalization” project operates as what Kipfer and 

Petrunia (2009) describe as “a multipronged, racialized strategy to recolonize a segregated 

and long-pathologized, but potentially valuable central city space in the name of diversity 

and social mixity” (p. 111). 

 

Exploitation of Racialized Global Labour 

As contemporary philanthropy is increasingly premised on the allocation of vast 

amounts of wealth toward addressing social needs, it is important to examine the 

tangible—and spatial—processes of production that underlie it. While global production 

used to occur through a colonial division of labour, wherein colonial (or former colonial) 

powers incorporated colonized regions as key sources of labour, agricultural commodities, 

and resources, a spatial reorganization of production and expansion of the world market 
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began to occur in the 1960s (Mittelman, 1995). Driven by the capitalist imperative to 

maximize profits under global competition, this process of deindustrialization entailed a 

shift of manufacturing from advanced capitalist countries to developing nations, while 

maintaining the bulk of research and development activities in the West. Transnational 

capital reigns supreme in this new Global Division of Labour, seeking out new global 

markets as well as new workforces that can be integrated into production networks that are 

“increasingly fragmented across geographic space and between firms” (Gereffi, Humphrey, 

& Sturgeon, 2005, p. 80). Particularly in the apparel and electronics industries, the resulting 

value chains are what is described as “buyer driven”: a relationship where a lead firm 

exercises coordination and control over subcontracted firms without direct ownership 

(Gereffi, Humphrey, & Sturgeon, 2005). In other words, the retailer that buys the 

product—be it a shirt or a smartphone—has the power to dictate turnaround time, prices, 

and quality (Hurley & Miller, 2005). These networks can be enormously complex, and are 

characterized by vastly unequal power relations (Gereffi, 1994; 1999).  

Within these industries, global companies have reduced their manufacturing in 

order to focus on service-related functions (Gereffi, 2001) like the development of a brand 

image through marketing and design. Production, packaging, and delivery, on the other 

hand, is outsourced. Nowhere is this more prominent than in the clothing industry. As 

Hurley and Miller (2005) note, most major retailers no longer have their own 

manufacturing bases, are dependent on other manufacturers for their production needs, and 

are now attempting to simplify the manufacturing process by shortening their supply chains 

and developing long term partnerships with manufacturers. In theory, designs are 

completed by a lead firm, then passed onto the manufacturer who takes care of the rest. 
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Hurley and Miller explain that supply chains look like an “iceberg,” insofar as only a tiny 

portion of the nodes on a modern global supply chain are visible to not only industry 

monitors, but lead firms and secondary manufacturers as well. In reality, lead firms 

outsource to transnational manufacturers who outsource to medium manufacturers, who 

outsource to small manufacturers, who outsource to micro units, who often outsource to 

home workers (Hurley & Miller, 2005). The resulting unequal power relations between 

lead firms and producers not only characterizes much of the global garment industry, it is a 

defining characteristic of the accumulation strategies of many Canadian philanthropists. 

Take the example of Joe Fresh, a Canadian fashion retailer owned by Loblaw 

Company Ltd.—Canada’s largest food retailer. Galen Weston Jr. is the CEO and Executive 

Chairman of the company, and a director of the W Garfield Weston Foundation, one of the 

largest philanthropic foundations in Canada (>$324 million in assets). In April 2013, Joe 

Fresh and Loblaw Company became the corporate embodiment of the problems with 

contemporary outsourcing practices when the eight story Rana Plaza collapsed in 

Bangladesh, killing 1,134 and injuring thousands more. The building contained a bank, 

apartments, and shops, as well as a number of garment factories, one which produced 

clothing for Joe Fresh. While the integrity of the structure was questioned the evening 

before, the garment workers, alone, were sent back to work to meet deadlines imposed by 

retailers like Joe Fresh, and were threatened with fines or firing should they choose not to 

enter (Taylor and Rioux, 2017). Though initially unaware that Joe Fresh was sourcing from 

this particular factory, Loblaw Company Ltd. has since signed a legally-binding 

international accord that ensures fire safety and structural inspections will be done on all 

the factories that it uses (Strauss & Marotte, 2013). Moreover, it has begun providing long 
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term compensation to the victims and their families, and $3 million to a compensation trust 

to help injured workers and the families of deceased workers. Interestingly, in response to 

workers advocate organizations like the International Labour Rights Forum and the Clean 

Clothes Campaign, Loblaw released a statement that they would be taking steps “to ensure 

that product we are bringing into Canada was produced in an environment that reflects 

Canadian values” (“Joe Fresh Response”, 2013). Nonetheless, efforts like these to improve 

factory monitoring do not change the fact that wealth accumulated via the garment industry 

is dependent on global production networks where demands are continually passed along a 

fragmented supply chain in order to produce goods for cheaper. In 2017, a proposed class 

action lawsuit seeking $2 billion from Loblaw Corporation over the company’s 

responsibility for the Rana disaster was refused by an Ontario judge. According to the 

decision, Loblaw had hired Pearl Global to produce garments for Joe Fresh. Pearl Global 

outsourced some of the work to New Wave, which manufactured garments at Rana Plaza. 

“New Wave,” the judge wrote, “was selling goods, not services or tasks that were part of 

Loblaw’s enterprise. […] Loblaw did not delegate its responsibility for the safety of the 

employees of New Wave, because it had no such responsibility” (Shaw, 2017).   

Award-winning Canadian corporate philanthropists also depend on racialized 

accumulation strategies to finance their giving. Glenn Chamandy is the Founder of Gildan 

Activewear, and the director of the Glenn and Amel Chamandy Family Foundation (>$101 

million in assets). While the family foundation occasionally gives large sums to medical 

research centres, it primarily functions as a clever family tax strategy and the majority of 

Chamandy’s philanthropic work is, in fact, done through Gildan itself. Gildan is a 

Montreal-based company that sells cotton T-shirts to wholesalers, who resell them to 
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distributors and Canadian and American screen-printers. Making inexpensive clothing in 

Canada became extremely difficult in the 2000s, as an industry once heavily unionized and 

protected by tariffs was impacted by trade liberalization, forcing Canadian companies to 

begin outsourcing production globally (Balakrishnan, Eliasson, & Sweet, 2007). In addition 

to opening a subsidiary in Barbados to manage marketing and sales and, due to treaties 

with Canada that allow companies to repatriate profits earned abroad without being taxed, 

Gildan began moving its production plants globally. By 2007, all Gildan production had 

moved from North America to Honduras, Nicaragua, Dominican Republic, Haiti, and 

Bangladesh. The company widely publicizes its commitment to CSR, citing its inclusion as 

the only apparel company in the Dow Jones Sustainability World Index, and has branded 

its approach to social responsibility “Genuine Responsibility”: 

At Gildan, we understand that operating responsibly is critical to 

achieving our long-term goals. Our genuine commitment to best 

practices in every area of the company and to operating ethical, safe 

and sustainable manufacturing facilities influences every decision 

we make, down to the smallest detail. We are proud to be respected 

for both the quality of our products and how we make them. 

Everyday apparel, done right! (Gildan, 2017, p. 10). 

 

According to their website, Gildan’s “Genuine Responsibility” brand is based 

around three sets of priorities: 1) Caring for people, which refers to, among other 

things, a commitment to employee rights, fair wages and benefits, and 

“empower[ing] employees to achieve their goals and aspirations”; 2) Conserving 

the environment; and 3) Creating strong communities, which includes a 

commitment to positive local economic and social impact, as well as more 

community based philanthropic programs. While “Genuine Responsibility” is, in 

part, achieved through a vertical integration model (over 80% of products produced 
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in Gildan-owned factories), responsible sourcing (include a “contractual clause” to 

ensure that all contractors and suppliers understand and acknowledge the Code of 

Conduct), and social and environmental monitoring, Gildan also participates in 

extensive corporate philanthropy campaigns. In 2017, for example, Gildan donated 

more than 75,000 to “Room to Read” in support of more than 160 girls in the 

education program and established a library and literacy program at a school in 

Dhaka, and gave $150,000 in down payments to employees in Honduras seeking to 

purchase a new home as part of their Employee Housing program. Gildan also 

purchased school kits for 4,300 kids in Nicaragua, and funded sanitation 

improvements at a school in Diriamba, provided materials, paints, and repairs to 

improve three schools in the Dominican Republic, and donated $220,000 to build 

schools and provide teacher support in Guatemala and Ghana. 

And yet, Gildan has also been the site of controversy regarding the sourcing of their 

labour. In 2003, Gildan fired over Honduran 40 workers at its El Progreso facility after 

they discussed the possibility of unionizing (Maquila Solidarity Network, 2006). In 

addition to these violations of freedom of association, research by the Maquila Solidarity 

Network and the Honduran Independent Monitoring Team found that Gildan’s El 

Progresso factory had failed to pay legal overtime pay and holiday pay to its workers, and 

discriminated against pregnant workers. Also in Honduras, workers at Gildan’s Villanueva 

plant reported working through breaks to meet the production goals established by the 

company, being forced to use “vacation days” when the factory temporarily shut down for 

operational reasons, being on the receiving end of verbal harassment from the employer, 

and similar discrimination against pregnant workers. In 2013, workers were also fired for 
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participating in an informal group that was meeting to discuss workplace issues with a local 

Human Rights NGO (Worker Rights Consortium [WRC], 2015). Gildan also sources from 

two Haitian factories engaged in significant wage theft. Genesis SA (1160 workers) and 

Premium (1114 workers) are garment factories that exclusively supply Gildan. However, 

according to the WRC (2013), both factories are paying workers a wage far below the 

Haitian minimum wage—six Haitian Gourdes per box of six dozen t-shirts meaning that to 

earn minimum wage, a worker must produce 3600 t shirts in one eight-hour shift, which is 

impossible. As a result of this discrepancy, labourers work off the clock and during breaks, 

but this production is compensated at a regular piece rate rather than at an overtime piece 

rate. Consequently, the factory workers are cheated of, on average, 10.13 weeks of pay per 

year (WRC, 2013).  

 

 Conclusion: The Optics of Social Change and Branding AFSC Philanthropy 

The fact that philanthropic wealth creation in Canada has historically been, and 

continues to be, premised on explicitly racialized and colonial strategies of accumulation 

runs in contrast to the discursive foundations of the AFSC philanthropy “brand” in Canada. 

AFSC websites, reports, and events declare the institution to be founded on values of 

diversity and tolerance, celebrating difference and different cultural forms, using the arts 

and cultural production to achieve social justice or social innovation in racialized and 

Indigenous communities, and, perhaps most importantly, seeing Canada as a unique place 

where this can all happen. The mobilization of racist and colonial discourses in 

philanthropic branding, I argue, provide wealthy donors—and the institution of capitalist 

philanthropy, more generally—with a nationally embedded optics of social change. Like 
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greenwashing or pinkwashing, nation branding, and the optics of social change it wields, 

makes use of marketing strategy to manage reputational risk by reframing, or distracting 

from, harmful practices. As in the commercial world, nation is made “useful” through 

branding. However, in particularly insidious and ideological ways, this phenomenon 

attaches the optics of social change to the institution of Canadian capitalist philanthropy 

that has been, and continues to be, premised upon racialized and colonial accumulation 

strategies. While there certainly are examples of explicit “whitewashing” in the field of 

AFSC philanthropy—e.g., how the Audain Foundation funds the Vancouver Art Gallery’s 

Asian Art Institute with one hand, while dispossessing Asian immigrants of their 

community through neighbourhood “revitalization”—my analytical focus, here, is the 

larger ideological process whereby heroes of the Canadian philanthropic (and nation-

building) story become divorced from their racialized and colonial means of accumulation. 

At the same time, smaller and potentially more radical AFSC non-profits and charities are 

forced to “play ball” in order to secure funds to address problems they are increasingly left 

to address in the absence of social policy and social funding to do so. I discuss this 

relationship in detail in the following chapter. Donors are then able to utilize these 

relationships to manage their own reputation. Furthermore, as the optics of social change 

remake these figures as philanthropic celebrities, I argue, the whole institution of capitalist 

philanthropy becomes reimagined as a progressive and legitimate means of handling social 

welfare, and an acceptable replacement to the state. 
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CHAPTER 4 

Historicizing the AFSC: Neoliberal Restructuring and the Financialization of an 

Institution 

 

But our focus is not necessarily on creating artists—not at all. It’s 

kind of tangential or derivative if somebody becomes an artist. Our 

interest is more on producing positive social outcomes—social, 

economic outcomes—in the area of quality of life, of community 

economic development, through artistic practice, whether it’s 

through creating businesses, social enterprises, or full-blown 

collective impact programming. – Peter Flegel, Director of 

Programs and Communications for the Michaëlle Jean Foundation 

 

Discourse around AFSC philanthropy tends to be premised on two major 

assumptions: 1) AFSC programs are an increasingly popular destination for philanthropic 

dollars because the arts do, in fact, produce social change; and 2) the “social change” turn 

in arts philanthropy signals an increasingly progressive and enlightened philanthropic 

community. In this chapter, I take a different approach to understanding the rising 

prominence, and celebration, of AFSC philanthropy by situating it within an era of 

neoliberal capitalist development. Focusing on the Canadian context, I look at how violent 

ideological and political-economic shifts—including, but not limited to, the 

implementation of austerity policies, changes to the Income Tax Act, the adoption of New 

Public Management (and, later, New Public Governance) approaches in both public 

administration and the charitable sector, and the recent proliferation of venture capital 

logics within the philanthropic sector—have created a set of material and discursive 
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conditions that have disproportionately impacted poor and racialized communities, while 

simultaneously producing these communities as attractive areas of philanthropic 

“investment” for a growing roster of market-based social change actors (e.g., corporate 

philanthropists and socially-oriented investors). I argue that while, on the one hand, AFSC 

philanthropy—as a racialized institution—is touted as a novel means to combat economic, 

political, and social injustice, the rise of the AFSC as a strategic philanthropic funding 

category points to a series of alarming ideological shifts, including the erosion of 

(Keynesian-era) social rights in Canada, the de-historicization of racialized poverty, and 

corporate capital’s co-optation of social justice struggles. As a result, while AFSC 

philanthropy is often heralded as a progressive paradigm shift or “turn” in arts funding 

(Sidford, 2011) that focuses on social change in poor and racialized communities, it must 

also be understood as an extension of a larger nationally embedded neoliberal project. 

While I am deeply aware of, and sympathetic to, the financial constraints placed upon arts 

practitioners—particularly those with social justice goals—this analysis emphasizes the 

need for those funded through the institution of AFSC philanthropy to engage with the 

structural roots of the issues their work addresses, and to critically examine AFSC 

philanthropic funding structures, as well as the political-economic and cultural implications 

of the rise of AFSC philanthropy.  

It is worth noting that the growth of AFSC philanthropy in Canada, a context where 

arts funding has, since the establishment of the Canadian Council for the Arts in 1957, been 

primarily the government’s responsibility, suggests that AFSC philanthropy might be even 

more prominent in countries with stronger cultures of philanthropy. A cursory search of 

major foundations in the United States, for example, reveals a plethora of recently 
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established AFSC programs. In 2015, the Ford Foundation launched its Art of Change 

initiative, which awards 25 $50,000 fellowships annually to artists that produce “powerful 

works of art that help advance, freedom, justice, and inclusion, and strengthen our 

democracy” (Walker, 2017). That same year, the Shelley and Donald Rubin Foundation 

inaugurated its own Art and Social Justice Initiative, funding organizations “aligned with 

art and social justice,” while in 2017, the Robert Rauschenberg Foundation announced 

its Artist as Activist program, which funds organizations that “facilitat[e] artistic work 

that intersects with activism and social responsibility,” as well as independent artists 

and collectives that “address racial justice through the lens of mass incarceration.” 

These grants are valued at $20,000 (annually) and $100,000 (over two years) 

respectively. I bring up these examples to highlight that while much of this chapter’s 

analysis is situated in the Canadian context, there exists a need to examine the tensions 

inherent to the rise of AFSC philanthropy in other national, as well as global, 

philanthropic contexts. 

The rest of this chapter follows in four main sections. The first section defines and 

historicizes AFSC programs within the Canadian context in order to establish AFSC 

philanthropy—along with its underlying logics—as an historically and ideologically 

distinct and unique form of giving in the arts. The second section situates AFSC 

philanthropy in relation to the neoliberal restructuring of the Canadian charitable sector 

specifically, and the Canadian welfare state more broadly. While distinguishing itself from 

more traditional or “disciplinary” modes of arts philanthropy due to its social change 

optics, I argue that, rather than signifying a “progressive turn” in arts philanthropy, AFSC 

is, in fact, representative of what Jamie Peck and Adam Tickell (2002) call the “roll-out 
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phase” of neoliberalism. This secondary phase of neoliberalization is less concerned with 

the active retrenchment of the Keynesian welfare state (i.e., the “roll-back” phase), and 

more so with “the purposeful construction of neoliberalized state forms, modes of 

governance, and regulatory relations” (p. 384). Specifically, the institution of AFSC 

philanthropy is part of what I call the expanding social change arena (ESCA). This 

neoliberal “para-state apparatus” (Gilmore, 2007) is populated by businesses, wealthy 

individuals, and grant-making foundations, as well as newer market-based social change 

forms such as social enterprises and impact investment firms. The expansion of the ESCA 

only makes sense in a context where generous charitable tax incentives have replaced 

Keynesian-era social supports, and the implementation of austerity policies and logics have 

produced rising levels of economic inequality, increasingly precarious livelihoods, and a 

growing social deficit (Emmett, 2016) that maps onto existing racial and class hierarchies. 

As a result, AFSC philanthropy is inherently rooted in the following paradox: private actors 

are incentivized to engage in AFSC philanthropy in order to address social and economic 

needs that are created/exacerbated by those very (neoliberal) modes of incentivization. The 

third section examines recent efforts in Canada, the United States, and the United Kingdom 

to apply the logics, discourses, and strategies of finance capital to arts philanthropy—

specifically, through the widely venerated “venture philanthropy” model. Though the 

venture philanthropy model demands that arts grantees present themselves as “social 

change” organizations in order to secure funding, venture philanthropy logics concurrently 

produce a depoliticized and de-raced model of the AFSC that aids in ongoing processes of 

neoliberalization (e.g., privatization, cuts in social spending, and the marketization of the 
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non-profit sector). The final section summarizes my argument and discusses the 

implications of this phenomenon. 

 

Historicizing the Arts for Social Change: A Distinct Mode of Funding in the Arts  

AFSC programming—and AFSC philanthropy in particular—is a recent 

phenomenon that is quite distinct from traditional forms of giving in the arts. Based on data 

presented in a 2016 report by the International Centre of Art and Social Change [ICASC], 

approximately 73% of AFSC programs in Canada originated within the past two decades. 

And while 12% of these were created after 2010 in the wake of the 2008 financial crisis, 

the vast majority of AFSC programs—arts programs that, according to the ICASC, are 

“rooted in furthering social, environmental, and political justice” (p. 1)—originated in the 

mid-1990s during a period of austerity and welfare state restructuring, as market logics 

were introduced en masse into the Canadian non-profit and charitable sector (Baines, 2010; 

Evans, Richmond, & Shields, 2005; Woolford & Curran, 2011). This timing, I argue, is not 

a coincidence; rather it helps explain the proliferation of AFSC programs and AFSC 

philanthropy, as well as the ways in which AFSC philanthropy has mutated in line with 

changing neoliberal discourses and strategies of accumulation (Brenner, Peck, and 

Theodore, 2010). The uniqueness of AFSC programs, both as a concept and as a 

destination for philanthropy, becomes even more evident when situated within broader 

histories of arts funding and arts philanthropy in Canada. Specifically, historicizing these 

programs reveals how uniquely “uncharitable” arts philanthropy was throughout the 

majority of the 20th century in Canada. Unlike other forms of philanthropy, giving in the 

arts was not originally intended to relieve suffering, help the poor and marginalized, or 
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target structures of inequality (Sidford, 2011). Instead it focused on building formal 

institutions that would preserve and present art—particularly visual art and music—from 

an exclusively European colonial canon. While there have always existed Indigenous and 

Black challenges to this canon (see, for example, Emma Larocque’s 2011 book When the 

Other is Me: Native Resistance Discourse 1850-1990 and Charmaine A. Nelson’s 2018 

book Towards an African Canadian Art History: Art, Memory, and Resistance), the 

relationship between the arts, philanthropy, and social change, here, mapped onto the 

objectives of a white settler colonial project.  

Nineteenth-century Canadian political leaders considered the arts a luxury of the 

elite, and feared that they would face public backlash if tax dollars were to go to orchestras, 

for example, while working class people struggled to survive. As a result, responsibility for 

arts funding was placed in the hands of the elite. For instance, the National Museum of 

Canada, which later became the Canadian Museum of Nature began with a grant from 

Queen Victoria in 1841, while Queen Victoria’s son-in-law, the Governor General Marquis 

of Lorne, founded the Royal Canadian Academy of Arts in 1880. In this way, while 

Marxian-inspired critiques of philanthropy point to a non-profit (or charitable) industrial 

complex that reinforces capitalist social relations (Wilson Gilmore, 2007) and promotes a 

post-democratic world order (Kapoor, 2012), early arts philanthropy functioned in a much 

more explicit way by literally erecting the cultural institutions that authenticated and 

legitimized the symbolic capital of the dominant class, facilitating their social reproduction 

(Bourdieu, 1984). At the same time, efforts by elites to mobilize high-brow arts for the 

nation and to in service of cultural independence—first, from the British colonial power 
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and, later, from the American imperialist power—points to the ways in which “resistance” 

to the structures of power can also have the same effect of social reproduction.11  

Debates around arts funding in Canada adopted a distinctly nationalistic tone during 

the first half of the 20th century. At the time, new systems of mass communication were 

encouraging American advertisers to seek untapped Canadian markets to sell their goods. 

In response, a growing Canadian cultural and intellectual elite argued that the arts and 

culture—particularly highbrow Canadian content—were essential to national development, 

and securing a national culture distinct from the United States (Gattinger, 2017). It wasn’t 

until 1949, however, and the appointment of the Massey Commission that this opinion was 

elevated to the level of national policy, backed by post-World War II anxieties that 

totalitarian regimes were controlling and manipulating cultural activities for propaganda 

purposes, and that Canada was succumbing to the influence of American philanthropic 

interests—specifically, the Carnegie and Rockefeller Foundations (Woodcock, 1984). The 

major outcome of the Massey Commission was the creation of the Canada Council for the 

Arts in 1957—an arm’s-length Crown corporation that, to this day, is the primary source of 

grants, fellowships, and services to professional artists and arts organizations in Canada. 

Although a publicly-funded entity (and, therefore, not the main source of funding for 

AFSC organizations), a brief overview of Council objectives from its origins in 1957 

through to the severe cutbacks of the mid-1990s illuminates the gradual shift from an “art 

for culture’s sake” to an “art for society’s sake” funding discourse. 

                                                      
11 This phenomenon—resistance against power functioning to reproduce that power—is explored 

by Paul Willis (1977) in his study of how white working-class youth counter culture and resistance 

against mainstream schooling ends up funneling them into working class jobs, thereby reproducing 

the very class system that they are rebelling against.    
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In its early stages, the Council’s main objective was to create new opportunities for 

Canadian artists, with a deeply nationalistic mandate rooted in the European high arts, 

national identity, and cultural sovereignty. For example, in its first annual report (1958), 

the Council defined itself as “a characteristically Canadian pioneer measure, related to the 

geography of the country and the character of the people,” further adding that “material 

prosperity alone will not make a great nation. As we press on to push back the frontiers of 

material progress, we must aim to advance on the spiritual front, and advance in our artistic 

expression as a nation” (p. 18). This appeal to spirituality in service of settlement highlights 

another articulation of the relationship between the arts, social change, and white settler 

colonialism. Nevertheless, beginning in the 1970s, the Council began to pay more attention 

to questions of representation in artistic work, specifically focusing on non-European 

artistic disciplines (as well as gender equality). This was partly facilitated through their 

“Explorations” program which sought to “create a heightened awareness of Canada’s 

cultural diversity and heritage” (Council, 1978, p. 17). This emphasis on diversity—both in 

terms of artistic form and the identity of the arts practitioner—increased during the 1980s 

and 90s. While most certainly the result of growing demands from an expanding and 

increasingly diverse artistic community (Gattinger, 2017), these changes also reflected 

shifts in the formal political sphere, including the passing of the Canadian Multiculturalism 

Act of 1988. According to Gattinger (2017), the major push for racial diversity in Council 

funding was initially spearheaded by Joyce Zemans, who served as Director of the Council 

from 1989 to 1992. In addition to establishing the Council’s Racial Equality Advisory 

Committee and the First Peoples Advisory Committee, Zemans was responsible for 
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creating the full-time position of Council Equity Coordinator, as well as a formal Equity 

Office.  

As racial diversity became a formal priority, the Council began to feel the squeeze 

of increasingly austere budgets. While Council funding began to fall in real terms during 

the last half of the 1980s (Canada Council, 1993), from 1992 to 1996, the nominal value of 

government funding to the Council dropped from $108 million to $91 million annually 

(Canada Council, 1992; 1996). As in other areas of public administration, these cuts were 

accompanied by the implementation of New Public Management (NPM) approaches in the 

public sector which, in an attempt to make governance more efficient and “businesslike,” 

required the Council to articulate and evaluate grant performance using quantitative 

measures if they wished to receive government funding. In other words, art had to be 

justified by what it could do on a societal level. The reality of these pressures was made 

clear in the Council’s public literature. For example, the Council’s 1995-96 annual report 

included a section titled “Just the Facts,” which included a range of claims about what the 

arts do in Canada:  

Canada’s cultural sector directly contributes some $16 billion to the 

economy. Spinoff effects generate a further $8 billion each year 

[…] More than 670,000 Canadians earn their livelihoods in the arts 

and culture. […] The arts and culture have been a major player in 

Canada’s foreign policy (p. 13).  

 

It is worth noting that this shift in Council rhetoric mapped onto larger cultural policy 

trends driven by neoliberal funding cuts, as well as claims about what the arts do, why 

funders should invest in the arts, and how to best measure these outcomes (Belfiore, 2004). 

Multilateral development institutions like the World Bank and the Inter-American 

Development Bank began pushing the Creative Economy as “a feasible development 
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option” (UNCTAD, 2014), while governments drafted creative industries policies (see 

SAGIT, 1999 for Canadian context) and, at the beginning of the 2000s, integrated creative 

economy theories into national, regional, and municipal development projects (see CCAC, 

2011 for Toronto example). Research attempting to prove the social, economic, and 

pedagogical impacts of the arts became widespread in a range of academic disciplines—

from education (e.g., Burton, Horowitz & Abeles, 2000; Catterall, 2000; Deasy, 2002) and 

public policy (e.g., Florida, 2002; Hutter & Throsby, 2008) to health studies (e.g., Camic, 

2008; Staricoff & Loppert, 2003) and sociology (Karkou & Glasman, 2004; Ramsey White 

& Renthschler, 2005; Sandell, 1998)—and the notion that the arts can, and should, be 

mobilized in pursuit of social change outcomes became mainstreamed in schooling, 

charitable, and community development settings.  

Over the last 150 years, the relationship between the arts, philanthropy, and social 

change in Canada has remade itself in line with the dominant social, economic, and 

political logics of the time, whether through fortifying the cultural and political interests of 

the colonial elite, solidifying a cultural nationalism, advancing a depoliticized liberal 

multicultural agenda, or producing a quantifiable social impact. In the following section, I 

explore this most recent stage in more depth by situating AFSC philanthropy within the 

neoliberalization (Peck & Tickell, 2002) of the Canadian political economy. I argue that 

this was a necessary context for the proliferation of AFSC philanthropy, both in terms of its 

exacerbation of racialized poverty through austerity policies and the marketization of the 

charitable sector, and in its profoundly ideological attempts to incentivize market-based 

solutions to these inequalities. 
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Neoliberalism and the Expanding Social Change Arena 

In February 2016, Juerg Zeltner—President of UBS Wealth Management, a Swiss 

finance company with over $935 billion in assets—published an Op-Ed on the World 

Economic Forum’s website titled, “Can the Philanthropy Revolution Succeed?” The piece 

describes the recent formation of the Breakthrough Energy Coalition [BEC], a group of 28 

billionaire philanthropist investors committed to solving climate change, as a moment in 

philanthropy akin to the storming of the Bastille.12 Zeltner explains that this “revolution” 

extends far beyond the BEC to the rising tide of billionaire philanthropists like Mark 

Zuckerberg and Bill Gates who have committed to using their vast fortunes and business 

acumen to address social problems left unsolved by what he refers to as “a collective 

failure of government, traditional philanthropy, and business.” Perhaps the best example of 

Zeltner’s so-called revolution, at least on a global scale, is the growing list of signees 

(currently at 178) of The Giving Pledge: a vow given by billionaires to dedicate the 

majority of their wealth toward philanthropic causes, with a particular emphasis on the 

United Nations Development Program’s (UNDP) Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). 

Although critics are quick to point out that philanthropic commitments like The Giving 

Pledge are non-binding and, as a result, ineffective (Coffey, 2015), it is increasingly clear 

that, as David Callahan (2017), founder of Inside Philanthropy, writes, “Today’s biggest 

donors aren’t much interested in such old-style charity, aiming instead to make ‘systemic’ 

changes in society” (para. 12).  

                                                      
12 The Bastille was a French medieval fortress, armory, and political prison in Paris that represented 

royal dictatorial rule. On July 14, 1789, an angry mob attacked and occupied the Bastille to demand 

the ammunition stores held within the prison walls. After a violent battle, the mob took control of 

the building, killed the governor, placed his head on a pike, and paraded it through the streets. The 

Storming of the Bastille symbolically marked the beginning of the French Revolution. 
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This shift in social responsibility away from the state and onto private actors is not 

limited to billionaire philanthropists and their private foundations. Nor is the movement 

from traditional charitable objectives (e.g., serving the poor) to more systemic societal 

changes—and, to be clear, the “systemic changes” touted by Gates and his ilk are firmly 

situated within a growth-oriented capitalist development model (Eikenberry & Mirabella, 

2018). Rather, this shift reflects a larger transformation in how responsibility for social 

welfare and social problems are conceptualized by governments, businesses, non-profits, 

and global institutions. According to a 2013 report by the European Network on Debt and 

Development, the changing narrative around the role of the private sector in global 

development has resulted in an explicit shift away from traditional actors (i.e., government 

and multilateral institutions) toward the private sector as the engine for not only 

development, but the meeting of social needs encapsulated in the SDGs. This shift is made 

explicit by organizations like the United Nations Development Program (UNDP, 2012), 

which promote the private sector as “the primary source of […] social investment and 

philanthropic resources toward development” (p. 10). This ideological shift in social 

responsibility is premised on three assumptions: 1) that market actors are more efficient 

and innovative than governments (Friedman, 1962); 2) that the production of social 

needs/inequality is exogenous to the capitalist modes of production that create 

philanthropic wealth (c.f. Kapoor 2016); and 3) that governments should encourage 

philanthropic giving through a variety of policies including attractive tax incentives 

(UNDP 2014). These assumptions rationalize the transformation of the state from the 

primary social welfare/development actor into that of a social welfare facilitator, and 

transform the state into an architect of an environment that encourages the expanding 
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social change arena [ESCA]. The ESCA, as I frame the concept, refers to the growing 

roster of market-based social change actors increasingly replacing the state as both funder 

and facilitator of social welfare programs. This involves the “marketization” (Salamon, 

1993) of the non-profit and charitable sector: a phenomenon whereby non-profits and 

charities are forced to institutionalize market logics including, for example, the need to 

generate commercial income, an increased emphasis on performance-based contract 

competition, and an embracing of social entrepreneurship as a model of management 

(Eikenberry & Kluver, 2004). More recently, however, this also includes the creation of 

new market-based social change organizational forms such as organizations with “socially-

oriented” profit structures (e.g., social enterprises, social businesses, B-corps, and social 

entrepreneurs), “socially-oriented” investment strategies (e.g., impact investing and 

socially responsible investment strategies), and “socially-oriented” public-private 

partnerships (e.g., social impact bonds). In this chapter, I argue that AFSC philanthropy—

as a “socially-oriented” form of private giving in the arts that arose in the mid-1990s—was 

an early example of the ESCA (though, as I argue later in this paper, AFSC philanthropy 

has continued to transform alongside the rapid development of the ESCA, and now reflects 

more modern ESCA forms). As a result, the “progressive turn” in arts philanthropy should 

be framed in relation to the neoliberal political-economic and ideological context. 

The “roll-out” (Peck & Tickell, 2002) of the ESCA in Canada—and the concurrent 

rise of AFSC philanthropy—must be understood as a response to the neoliberal dismantling 

of the post-World War II Keynesian welfare state in the 1980s and 90s that 

disproportionately affected racialized groups, immigrants, refugees, and women (Galabuzi, 

2005). In the Canadian context, Liberal Finance Minister Paul Martin’s 1995 budget 
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dramatically reduced public expenditure, slashed social programs, and fundamentally 

restructured federal involvement in social policy. For example, of the $15.6 billion 

predicted in federal budget savings between 1995-6 and 1996-7, $13.4 billion was to be 

generated through cuts in spending and the following year (McBride & Whiteside, 2011). 

In addition to quickly eliminating 45,000 federal public service jobs, the future Liberal 

Prime Minister’s austere budget immediately cut $550 million to regional agencies, $550 

million to internal development programs, $1.4 billion in transportation, $900 million to 

human resources, and $450 million in agriculture (McBride & Whiteside, 2011). Provincial 

governments, shaped by federal imperatives, reduced expenditure as well, and undertook 

sweeping welfare state reforms, including reforms in education, health care, and social 

assistance, such as the closing and restructuring of schools and hospitals (Mckeen & Porter, 

2003). One notable policy change was the replacement of the Canada Assistance Plan and 

the Established Programs Financing Act with the Canada Health and Social Transfer 

(CHST). The CHST combined federal grants for health and post-secondary education with 

the Canada Assistance Plan for social assistance/welfare into a single block grant. In the 

process, all requirements for the Canada Assistance Plan beyond the existing prohibition of 

residency requirements were dropped. Situated in the same funding pool as health and post-

secondary education, both of which were more well-regarded by public opinion, social 

assistance/welfare was placed at a significant competitive disadvantage as provinces—also 

motivated by deficit reduction objectives—engaged in considerable experimentation in 

program design (McBride & Whiteside, 2011), including the introduction of “workfare” 

programs in Ontario as part of Mike Harris’ “Common Sense Revolution” (Peck, 2001). 

Dramatic changes in eligibility requirements and benefit levels resulted in a decrease of 
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welfare recipients in Canada from just over three million in 1995 to 1.68 million in 2005. 

Sixty percent of families saw a decline in their after-tax real incomes during the 1990s, and 

Canada’s social expenditure as a percentage of GDP has dipped amidst growth in other 

OECD countries, falling from average expenditure to well below average over the past 25 

years (OECD Social Expenditure Database). 

Claims of prosperity and growth accompanying Canadian neoliberalization in the 

late 1990s did little to deal with racialized inequality. As Galabuzi (2001) explains:  

Based on individual earnings, racialized Canadians earned in 1996 

a pre-tax average of $19,227, while non-racialized Canadians made 

$25,069, or 23% more. The median income […] gap at 29% 

($13,648 to $19,111) suggests an even more profound inequality. 

The gap grew in 1997 as the racialized group average pre-tax 

income increase did not keep pace at $19,558, when compared to 

the $25,938 earned by other Canadians, i.e. a gap of 25%. The 

median before tax income again betrays deeper inequality, with 

individual racialized groups’ earnings declining to $13,413, while 

others saw a modest increase to $19,602. (p. 15) 

 

While economic inequality is often viewed as less pronounced in Canada than in the United 

States, between 1997 and 2007, income inequality actually grew quicker in Canada—

specifically, the richest 1% of Canadians accounted for 32% of all income gains (Evans, 

Richmond, and Shields, 2005). And while average income (after tax) increased by roughly 

13%, from $50,700 to $57,400 between 2000 and 2007, these increases were concentrated 

in the hands of the richest Canadians. Incomes of the top 20% of Canadian families rose by 

10% while the incomes of the poorest 20% stagnated. From 2000-2005, a period when the 

Canadian economy grew by 13.1%, the earnings of white Canadians grew by 2.7%, while 

the average income of racialized Canadians declined by 0.2% (Brock and Galabuzi, 2011).  

Similar to Cowen and Shenton’s (2017) argument that “development” was invented 

to ameliorate the chaos that resulted from progress as a guiding ideology during the 
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industrial revolution, I propose that the “roll-out” (Peck & Tickell, 2002) phase of 

neoliberalism can be thought of as the entrenchment of new, market-oriented, modes of 

damage control implemented through the ESCA. The “roll-out” of the ESCA—including 

AFSC philanthropy—has been incentivized through significant shifts to the Canadian 

Income Tax Act that encourage charitable giving. Raddon (2008) outlines three major ways 

in which the Income Tax Act changed since the early 1990s to encourage and facilitate 

philanthropic giving in Canada. First, the federal government raised the limit for charitable 

donations (as a percentage of net income) that could qualify for a tax credit. Prior to 1995, 

this ceiling was set at 20% of net income. That number was raised to 50% in 1996 and 75% 

in 1997. Coupled with this was the complete elimination of a ceiling for tax credit claims in 

a terminal return (i.e., the final tax return submitted by a trustee for the deceased). As a 

result, when donations exceed net income in a terminal return, a trustee can apply for a 

refund on the deceased’s previous year’s tax return, an incentive that encourages large 

charitable bequests. Second, there was a broadening of the types of donations which one 

could claim a credit for. In 1997, for example, donors were granted the ability to claim tax 

credits for the market value of public securities and mutual funds donated to charitable 

organizations. Third, beginning in the 1990s, the Canadian government began eliminating 

the capital gains tax on donations of capital assets. In 2006, Stephen Harper’s Conservative 

government abolished the capital gains tax on donations to registered charities altogether, 

and in the following year, extended this to include private philanthropic foundations as 

well. In the resulting tax framework, wealthy individuals not only receive increasingly 

generous tax credits should they decide to shift their capital assets to their own private 

foundations, they are able to do this tax-free. Once in the possession of a private 
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foundation, these capital assets can be left to accrue value until they are sold off—also, free 

from capital gains tax—and donated to the cause of the individual’s choosing.   

These reforms were intended to encourage philanthropy to fill in the gaps created 

by welfare state retrenchment by making it economically and politically worthwhile to 

donate, providing tax credits while allowing philanthropists to direct the public purse to 

charitable causes that they support. Interestingly, while the percentage of tax filers claiming 

donations fell from a high of 29.5% in 1990 to 21.4% in 2014, the most recent year 

available, total donations have more than doubled over that same period with major gift 

donations playing an increasingly larger role (Lasby, 2011). These incentives are important 

in the case of AFSC organizations which, unlike other forms of arts funding in Canada, are 

primarily funded through these private donations, yet declare an intent to address issues 

produced and/or exacerbated by austerity measures.  

This section has outlined how neoliberal ideology has shifted dominant 

understandings of how social needs should be addressed (market-based solutions, such as 

private philanthropy), who is responsible for addressing social needs (the ESCA rather than 

government), and which mechanisms best address the social needs of poor and racialized 

groups (state retrenchment, tax incentives, and competition) from earlier Keynesian 

models. These ideological shifts—coupled with the material effects of these ideologies put 

into effect via policy—have created the conditions for the rise of AFSC philanthropy in 

Canada. The surge in AFSC philanthropy in the mid-1990s must therefore be understood as 

part of a non-profit sector boom purported to address increased material needs caused by 

austerity policies and a retrenched state (Evans & Shields, 2000), and in relation to 

concurrent aggressive tax reforms meant to incentivize philanthropic donations to social 
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welfare organizations. As a result, while community-based artists funded by the institution 

of AFSC philanthropy may indeed hold progressive politics, they hold the dual function of 

not only manifesting, but further facilitating, the transformation of social welfare in line 

with market fundamentalist logics. Interestingly, while this neoliberal transformation has 

shifted the relations of power between non-profits and charities and their private funders 

via a competitive contracting regime, the demands of philanthropists in the ESCA have 

tended to push arts organizations toward a AFSC model, despite the fact that 

philanthropists theoretically receive the same tax incentives for funding the AFSC as they 

would for funding a high culture institution like the opera (though investing in the opera 

would not provide the philanthropist with the optics of social change). In the following 

section, I explore the contradictory ways that this plays out through an examination of 

recent trends in philanthropy—specifically, venture philanthropy—and its application to 

the AFSC.   

 

Venture Philanthropy and the Arts for Social Change  

Sometimes it’s about art for art’s sake, sometimes [artists] are 

literally making people healthier, sometimes they’re changing the 

way we see the world, sometimes they’re affecting political change. 

But when you create a world where those artists can have the 

capacity to do that, then we’re all happy philanthropists. – Stephen 

Reily, Creative Capital Foundation 

 

  

When bankers get together for dinner, they discuss art. When artists 

get together for dinner, they discuss money. – Oscar Wilde 

 

 In June 2016, Art Basel—one of the world’s premier for-profit international arts 

fairs—hosted a panel in Basel, Switzerland with the title, “Venture Philanthropy or Bust?” 
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Moderated by Scott Stover, the Art Basel’s President of Global Art Development, the panel 

assembled a number of prominent voices in the world of American philanthropy—

including Melissa Berman, President and CEO of Rockefeller Philanthropy Advisors, and 

Stephen Reily, Chair of the Creative Capital Foundation, a US-based non-profit that uses a 

venture capital model to support artists—to discuss the future possibilities and limits of 

venture philanthropy in the arts. Venture philanthropy13 is a form of impact investing that 

draws upon the strategies, techniques, and tools of venture capital finance (e.g., 

performance metrics and financing models developed and refined in the private sector) and 

applies them in pursuit of a wide range of philanthropic goals, from educational and prison 

reform, to positive health and economic development outcomes. Premised on the notion 

that markets are more efficient than governments, and that social and economic inequality 

is a “technical” issue, exogenous to the contradictions of capitalist development, venture 

philanthropy identifies markets, market logics, and investments in the ESCA as the most 

promising approach to achieving increasingly ambitious philanthropic objectives. While 

most often associated with billionaire celebrity philanthropists, many who earned their 

wealth in the 1990s within the technology or finance sectors (e.g., Bill Gates, Warren 

Buffet, and George Soros), venture philanthropy is also championed by mainstream 

development institutions such as the Organization for Economic Co-Operation and 

Development (e.g., OECD, 2014), the IMF, and the World Economic Forum, as well as 

many actors in the corporate community (e.g., Klein, 2017; Blodget, 2006). In Canada, 

organizations like LIFT Philanthropy Partners and the LEAP Centre for Social Impact are 

                                                      
13 The term “venture philanthropy” is often used interchangeably with impact investing, social 

impact investing, social finance, and engaged philanthropy. Venture philanthropists may or may not 

expect a financial return on investment. In either case, social or societal impact must come first. 
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partnering with large financial institutions like TD Bank and BMO Financial Group, and 

consulting firms like KPMG and Ernst & Young, to “leverage” private equity and know-

how to “scale” social impact because, as LEAP Centre for Social Impact’s promotional 

video claims, “making an impact in the world is about more than just good intentions” (see 

https://leap-pecautcentre.ca). In other words, the “good intentions” of non-profits, the 

public sector and traditional charity mean nothing without the tools and know-how of the 

private sector—specifically, finance capital. The venture philanthropy model is also being 

forwarded by Canadian Social Innovation Labs like the MaRS Centre for Impact Investing 

(established in 2011), and the University of British Columbia Centre for Social Innovation 

and Impact Investing (established in 2009).  

Considering the manner in which venture philanthropy reduces understandings of 

social and community impact to apolitical economic calculus, the arts and venture 

philanthropy have traditionally been viewed as an odd pairing. This incompatibility was 

expressed quite (in)famously in a 2013 interview with Bill Gates by the Financial Times. 

During the interview, Gates, drawing upon an argument by utilitarian philosopher Peter 

Singer, questioned why anyone would donate money to build a new wing for a museum if 

the alternative, for example, were to spend that money on preventing an illness that could 

lead to blindness. “The moral equivalent,” he explained, “is we’re going to take 1% of the 

people who visit the [museum] and blind them. […] Are they willing, because it has a new 

wing, to take that risk?” Gates’ framing of philanthropic strategy in terms of opportunity 

cost raises uncomfortable questions for arts organizations or institutions, specifically 

regarding the efficacy and morality of contemporary arts philanthropy. Furthermore, these 

comments highlight the urgency of examining how the widespread introduction of the 

https://leap-pecautcentre.ca/


  135 

logics of finance capital into philanthropy has shifted—and will continue to shift—the 

landscape of community arts funding, primarily by placing new demands on organizational 

fundraisers to provide certain kinds of metrics. It is in response to this new reality, then, 

that Stover (who, I remind the reader, is the moderator of the Art Basel panel) begins the 

session by putting forth the following hypothesis:  

The future success for those of us involved in philanthropy to the 

arts, will be dependent on our ability to begin to formulate some 

framework of measurable [and comparable] impact, or philanthropy 

is likely to decline. My theory is that this phenomenon will become 

increasingly problematic as millennials become the major donors to 

the arts. Millennials are no longer convinced by the same “ask,” 

which was successful with previous generations. 

 

Stover explains that, in addition to demanding significant social impact from their 

philanthropic donations to community arts organizations, millennial donors want to: 1) see 

a relative return (social and/or financial) on their philanthropic investment in the arts; and 

2) fund artists and arts organizations who are taking entrepreneurial risks. This, he argues, 

is a result of the fact that the millennial generation of people in their 20s are starting to 

make their voices heard on the boards of philanthropic foundations—voices that have an 

interest in impact investing and deploying all assets for their mission. This is a particularly 

dominant trend in the Canadian context (Philanthropic Foundations Canada, 2017). 

Nevertheless, as I show in the following sections, these new donor “asks” demonstrate how 

the introduction of venture philanthropy logics into philanthropic giving (and funding) in 

the arts wields the potential to unilaterally set the terms of AFSC organizations, 

specifically, by requiring arts organization to adhere to the specific technicalities of the 

venture capitalist’s expectations. 
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It is important to note that, currently, the venture philanthropy model is not as 

prevalent in the world of arts funding as it is in other sectors such as health research (e.g., 

The Gates Foundation’s role in global development contexts) or educational reform (e.g., 

the bankrolling of the American charter school movement by the Gates Foundation, the 

Walton Family Foundation, and the Broad Foundation). However, the relationship between 

venture philanthropy and the arts is more advanced than Stover lets on. Much of the 

invisibility of this relationship can be attributed to the simplified typologies used for 

categorizing an organization, donation, or investment within standard charitable databases 

(e.g., the Canada Revenue Agency’s searchable charitable database) or in widely circulated 

policy reports on, for example, impact investing (e.g., J.P. Morgan’s Annual Impact 

Investor Survey). Since “social impact” is the assumed primary purpose in both venture 

philanthropy and more passive forms of charitable giving, investments in the AFSC tend to 

be categorized by the issues they address (e.g., youth homelessness) rather than their 

mechanism of action (e.g., community arts programming). Using an example from the 

previous chapter: in 2016, The McConnell Foundation donated $140,000 to SKETCH, a 

community arts enterprise that works with young people “who are navigating poverty, 

living homeless, or otherwise on the margins” through arts programming. Despite 

SKETCH being an explicitly AFSC organization, The McConnell Foundation listed them 

under the “social service” label on their year-end tax return.  

 Nevertheless, there has been a notable uptick in explicit discourse around venture 

philanthropy and the arts—most of it coming from the United States—since Nina Kressner 

Cobb’s largely speculative 2002 piece in The Journal of Arts Management, Law, and 

Society about this very topic. Recent articles published by the Stanford Social Innovation 
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Review (Lerner, 2016; Moss, 2016), the Independent (Bazalgett, 2015), and Americans for 

the Arts (Holman, 2017), as well as reports by the Upstart Co-Lab in the United States 

(“Creative places and businesses: Catalyzing growth in communities, 2017) and the 

Metcalfe Foundation in Canada (“More than money: How social finance can build 

resilience in the arts sector,” 2018) suggest that the arts are starting to be viewed as a site 

for social impact investments. Moreover, organizations like the UK-based Arts Impact 

Fund—“a 7 million pound initiative set up to demonstrate the potential for impact 

investment in arts” with the goal of “artistic, social, and financial return”—and the 

Reinvestment Fund which has invested $95 million in arts-related projects in low-income 

communities throughout the United States—highlight the range of new financial 

mechanisms that can potentially unite market-based social change logics with the arts. 

With this in mind, I return to the two donor “asks” highlighted by Stover—a desire for 

relative return on investment, and the need to take entrepreneurial risks—and examine the 

insidious ways that these venture philanthropy logics advance a model of AFSC that 

largely ignores questions of power and is shaped by the imperatives of neoliberal 

capitalism. 

  

Deconstructing the Relative Return on Investment 

One of venture philanthropy’s defining characteristics is its unapologetic reduction of 

“impact” to universal metrics and, as was made clear in the aforementioned Financial 

Times interview with Bill Gates about arts philanthropy, its concurrent dismissal of other 

understandings of social impact. So, while arts organizations and advocates have felt 

intense pressure from cultural policymakers to demonstrate the social and/or economic 
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value of the arts in a quantifiable way using what are commonly referred to as “impact 

studies” since at least the early-1990s (see Belfiore & Bennett, 2010), the venture 

philanthropy model has pushed the “evidence-based” ethos of New Public Management 

(Clarke, Gerwitz, & McLaughlin, 2000) quite dramatically. As a result, even quantitative 

impact studies—for example, measuring how learning to play an instrument improves 

one’s spatial reasoning (Hetland, 2000)—are increasingly illegible in modern philanthropic 

contexts as they fail to provide a measure of relative (i.e., comparable) return for the 

investor/philanthropist. How, then, can arts organizations communicate social impact to 

this new generation of philanthropists? In their most recent impact report (2014-17), VIBE 

Arts—a Toronto-based charity “that works collaboratively with children and youth in 

under-resourced communities to innovate, build resiliency, and lead social change through 

arts education programming”—reported that their programs “return $4 of social value for 

every $1 invested” (VIBE, 2018, p. 5). This ratio was calculated by the Calgary-based 

consultancy firm SIMPACT, and refers to a “social return on investment” [SROI]: a 

measure of extra-economic value relative to financial resources invested, calculated by 

using public spending figures as proxies for social impact. In other words, SROI figures 

estimate what a given charity’s program would otherwise cost taxpayers, and impact is 

determined through a cost-benefit analysis (Mook, Maiorano, Ryan, Armstong, & Quarter, 

2015). And yet, in the case of AFSC philanthropy and other forms of venture philanthropy 

that specifically targets racialized communities, discourse around SROI reinforces racist 

stereotypes of racialized citizens as burdens to the taxpayer who must be turned into 

entrepreneurial citizens in order to relieve this strain on society. While I cannot claim 

whether or not VIBE Arts sought the services of SIMPACT out of a desperate need for 
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funding (though it is likely based on the precarious contract-based funding structure of the 

Canadian non-profit sector), their use of SROI nevertheless points to the fact that well-

established AFSC organizations have begun communicating value to funders using money 

as their metric. This reflects Stover’s claim about modern philanthropists’ desire for a 

measure of relative return from arts organizations, especially because SROI has become 

one of the main metrics of choice for venture philanthropists (So & Capanyola, 2016).  

The need to communicate value using money as metric further highlights the 

economistic lexicon that venture philanthropy uses to assess and communicate social 

impact, as well as obscure the conditions of racialized and colonial capitalism. During the 

Art Basel panel, Melissa Berman of Rockefeller Philanthropy Advisors, spoke to the limits 

of these metrics when applied to the arts, as well as the illegibility of arts’ impact within 

venture philanthropy discourse: 

I think, to some extent, if people [… are…] pushing back and 

saying ‘but you haven’t saved any lives,’ the way malarial bed nets 

do, that’s really a very false kind of arithmetic, because the malarial 

bed nets save a life for a small number of people for a small period 

of time. It does not give them the life they deserve and the 

opportunity to achieve the potential they could. […] The issue of 

what it is that makes a life and a set of opportunities and equal 

access and equity, is not simply a matter of very simple measures of 

public health.  

 

When situated in the larger panel conversation, it is clear that Berman is not mobilizing the 

romantic argument, present in the branding of a number of prominent arts charities, that the 

arts “save lives” (see for example, the Art Saves Lives Foundation and the Michaëlle Jean 

Foundation), nor is she saying the arts possess an intrinsic quality necessary for the 

cultivation of some vague notion of “desirable personhood” (see Saifer and Gaztambide-

Fernández, 2017). Rather, Berman is highlighting how, despite venture philanthropy’s 
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elevation of efficiency and efficacy as paramount values, its internal logics necessarily 

steer arts organizations away from the types of nuanced impossible-to-measure impacts 

they might be uniquely adept to produce, such as community and social movement 

building. Instead, arts organizations (whose programs target racialized communities) are 

being asked by venture philanthropists to frame themselves as cost-effective replacements 

for a retreating welfare state that disproportionately affects racialized communities, rather 

than sites of community transformation in pursuit of social justice. Specifically, by using 

measures of relative social impact like SROI, AFSC organizations are competing with 

other non-profits and community organizations to present themselves as the best option to 

replace a retreating state. The emphasis on relative return that Stover describes is, thus, 

extremely paradoxical: on the one hand, we are witnessing venture philanthropists turning 

away from high culture institutions, proclaiming that they will only fund arts organization 

that are producing social impact. At the same time, however, this cultural “resistance”—as 

conceptualized by Willis (1977)—to colonial aesthetics demands AFSC organizations 

communicate their value in ways that rationalize welfare state cuts in social spending, 

further shifting their role from “social change” organization to a metaphorical caulking gun 

responsible for filling in the gaps of the retreating state. In other words, whilst demanding 

measurable social impact, AFSC philanthropists delineate dominant terms of the neoliberal 

state, thereby promoting the reproduction of the racialized colonial capitalist state.   

Furthermore, the ways in which language—specifically, the language of venture 

capitalism—shapes the contours of contemporary arts philanthropy extends beyond 

communicating what a given organization does. This language is significant as “the 

vocabulary we use, to talk about the economy in particular, has been crucial to the 
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establishment of neoliberal hegemony” (Massey, 2013, p. 4). Within the venture 

philanthropy model, impact is reframed as (social) return, grants as investments, 

philanthropists as investors, and evaluation as performance measurement. Take, for 

example, Social Venture Partners [SVP] Toronto, a philanthropic organization that recently 

selected ArtStarts TO—a Toronto-based AFSC charity that, according to their website, 

“inspires and cultivates social change by bringing professional artists and Toronto residents 

together to create community-building art projects in all artistic disciplines”—as one of 

their three “investees.” In addition to referring to their community partners like ArtStarts 

TO as “investees,” SVP uses a “venture philanthropy model” to help Toronto 

philanthropists “make smart and leveraged investments in vetted organizations.” 

“Vetting”—a term used in the venture capital world to refer to carefully selecting an 

investment in order to generate the greatest possible return—is conducted by a SVP 

investment committee, thereby “ensuring that your money is wisely invested.” Venture 

philanthropists are not simply looking to “give” or “donate”; rather, they are selecting the 

“investment” that will provide the greatest return even if, in the case of philanthropy, that 

return is social or environmental, rather than financial. 

Now, consider for a moment what types of AFSC organizations can perform what is 

necessary to become “vetted” by SVP in Canada. SVP’s “investment committees” are 

composed of philanthropists—a wealthy and primarily white positionality—who have 

volunteered their time to participate in this vetting process. SVP committees begin by 

learning about the issue they are funding, as well as about what good grant making practice 

looks like, solidifying their identity as outsiders, albeit outsiders with all the power. 

Together, they review letters of inquiry and proposals from organizations that help poor 
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and marginalized communities, and debate whether an organization is a “safe investment.” 

In addition to demonstrating their merit as a worthwhile investment through a written 

application (which requires significant cultural capital, alongside the performance of a kind 

of politics that are legible as “a safe investment”), organizations welcome the SVP 

investment committee to their work space, to meet staff and board members, and witness 

their work first hand. SVP centres this philanthropist “experience” in their promotional 

literature, claiming that “[SVP] partners consistently say that participating on an 

investment committee is one of the most rewarding experiences at SVP” (SVP Toronto, 

n.d.). In this way, this venture philanthropy model—particularly as it relates to the funding 

of racialized AFSC organizations—enables philanthropists to live out racist charitable 

fantasies, using communities of colour as “the dumping ground for humanitarian ideals and 

fantasies” (Kapoor, 2012). 

 

The Entrepreneurial Spirit: An Anti-Politics Machine? 

If you look at the new entrepreneurial class, the people making new 

money today in America, they’re also just rewarding 

experimentation. […] I think they’re saying, ‘Go try something 

new. Go for the fast fail. Go put something out there.’ Because 

that’s their world and they want to see the art world act more like 

that. – Stephen Reily, Creative Capital 

 

Looking at the above excerpt from the Art Basel panel, it is hard not to notice the 

extent to which Reily uses language typically associated with artistic production—for 

example, “experimentation,” wading into “uncharted territory,” “try[ing] something new,” 

and “go[ing] for the fast fail”—to describe the qualities of what he calls “the new 

entrepreneurial class.” But the use of vague artistic tropes to describe an entrepreneurial 



  143 

spirit (in a Weberian sense) is actually quite common in mainstream discussions of 

entrepreneurship (see Bova, 2017; Cardone, 2017 Hanson, 2011; Matyszczyk, 2015; Wahl, 

2015). In a recent interview with Founderly, Steve Blank—Silicon Valley billionaire 

entrepreneur, author, and Stanford professor—proclaimed that entrepreneurs 

should understand that even though they might be engineers or 

MBAs, they’re not. Founders are artists. Artists in the true sense of 

the word. Artists like Michelangelo and Picasso and Beethoven. 

Who started with—Michelangelo, it was a block of marble. When 

you or I looked at it, it was a block of marble. When anybody else 

looked at it, it was a block of marble. Michelangelo saw the Pieta. 

(Blank, 2011)  

 

Here, Blank is appealing to a Kantian conception of artistic genius, situating the 

entrepreneur’s “artistry” in a realm beyond the rational or explainable (Kant, 1790), 

while advancing a model of artistry that is explicitly white, Christian, and European. 

“The sad part,” he says, taking this analogy a step further, is “we still don’t know 

how to make composers. We can teach performers, but we don’t know is it practice? 

Is it the person? Is it gender? Is it culture? Is it the tools? We don’t know” (Blank, 

2011). The implication, here, is that the entrepreneur’s creativity is an innate gift that 

cannot be taught. Considering the ways in which the descriptive boundaries between 

artist and entrepreneur are increasingly blurred in mainstream discourse—both at the 

everyday level in terms of shared qualities like “risk-taking” (Poorsoltan, 2012) as 

well as through the grandiose logic of entrepreneurship apostles like Blank—how are 

we to understand Stover’s second claim that modern philanthropists are looking to 

fund artists and arts organizations with an entrepreneurial spirit? 

In Unmasking the Entrepreneur, Jones and Spicer (2009) argue that the 

entrepreneur should be thought of as an empty signifier—a “fantasy which coordinates 
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desire” (p. 38) in the Lacanian sense. The resulting slipperiness of “entrepreneur” as 

signifier means that the term is not only constructed differently depending upon social 

context, but that it can be (and is) mobilized in pursuit of different political, economic, and 

social outcomes. The authors note that despite this, the entrepreneur—and entrepreneurship 

in general—tends to be associated exclusively with positive outcomes like money-making 

and innovation, as well as celebrity entrepreneurs like Mark Zuckerberg and Richard 

Branson. (And it is no coincidence that those donors demanding an entrepreneurial spirit in 

the charitable sector are usually successful entrepreneurs themselves.) And yet, Jones and 

Spicer caution that we must not ignore “the darker side of the entrepreneur and 

entrepreneurship” (p. 1). To illustrate this, they point to a photograph that graces the cover 

of their book. In the image, a homeless Black man sits on a sidewalk in a major American 

city, huddled under a blanket, holding a sign. The man’s sign explicitly states that the man 

is not a beggar, but rather an entrepreneur whose business is cleaning car windows. There 

is much to unpack from this image. On a material level, it reminds us that the practice of 

entrepreneurship is embedded within the structural violence of neoliberal capitalism, where 

entrepreneurship (in its true sense) is more likely to be a hustle—a product of 

desperation—or a failure—given the high costs of risk-taking for people with few 

resources—rather than the fairytale of the young genius with a successful startup company, 

who likely had resources behind him somewhere. It shows that “risk-taking” can have 

serious economic consequences, particularly for poor people within the neoliberal state. At 

the same time, we must also acknowledge that the figure of the homeless man is not, 

despite his claims, discursively legible to venture philanthropists as an entrepreneur. This is 

due to his class status (poor), his appearance (dressed in rags), the physical space he 
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occupies (a street corner), and the type of enterprising activities he engages in (car window 

washing). Furthermore, and while unaddressed by the authors, the decision to feature a 

Black homeless man engaged in “survivalist entrepreneurship” (Ranyane, 2015) as the 

embodiment of “the darker side of entrepreneurship” is important for a number of reasons. 

As Levine and Rubinstein (2013) observe in the United States, entrepreneurs—defined, 

here, as the incorporated self-employed—tend to be white, male, and from high income 

families. They also observe that entrepreneurs tended to engage in more “aggressive, 

disruptive activities […] as youth” (p. 21) including skipping school, using alcohol and 

marijuana, and theft. While they leave their analysis at that, it is evident that the types of 

behaviours that produce the white entrepreneur are the same behaviours that end up 

incarcerating racialized youth. In this way, the “darker side of entrepreneurship” might 

better refer to the ways in which race not only shapes whether or not someone is 

discursively legible as an entrepreneur in the moment (as argued by Jones and Spicer), but 

also how structural racism—including, for example, labour market segmentation (Taylor & 

Rioux, 2017), racialized policing (Maynard, 2017), and the school to prison pipeline 

(Meiners & Winn, 2010)—redirects racialized youth away from popular and celebrated 

(white) embodiments of “entrepreneurship” toward “the darker side of entrepreneurship” 

from the moment they are born. Considering the fundamentally raced and classed 

dimensions of the institutions of AFSC philanthropy, it is necessary to ask what it means 

(and looks like) for an AFSC organization to adopt an entrepreneurial spirit. 

To begin with, the spirit of entrepreneurship presupposes a competitive marketplace 

structured by material scarcity. In order for an idea to be understood as “entrepreneurial,” it 

must be framed vis-a-vis the market. For example, if a math teacher created an incredible 
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new system for teaching calculus, the teacher would not be considered entrepreneurial until 

they found a way to monetize it or turn it into an enterprise. In the arts world, this taken-

for-granted market orientation is made explicit in the recent burgeoning of arts 

entrepreneurship programs in universities and colleges.14 Bridgestock (2012) identifies 

three distinct meanings of arts entrepreneurship present in these programs: 1) arts 

entrepreneurship as new venture creation which focuses on providing students with skills 

and knowledge associated with starting and growing an artistic enterprise; 2) arts 

entrepreneurship as “being enterprising,” which refers to training students on how to 

recognize opportunity, improve  resilience, and “entrepreneurial behaviour” in general (p. 

126); and 3) arts entrepreneurship as employability and career self-management, which 

explicitly develops the artist’s ability to build a career through self-employment and to 

develop career self-management. While unique, each of these approaches works to 

reconstitute the artist as a market subject who can fend for themselves in an increasingly 

precarious economy. Arts entrepreneurship is about survival. Unsurprisingly, these 

particular understandings of arts entrepreneurship are present in the programs of a range of 

AFSC organizations, whether explicitly (e.g., The Michaëlle Jean Foundation’s “Young 

Arts Entrepreneur” program) or implicitly in artist-activist grants that emphasize capacity 

building, business mentorship, and creative entrepreneurship. 

Despite the reverence of enterprising non-profits and social entrepreneurs (Dees, 

1998), efforts to become more “entrepreneurial” are often a product of deficits in funding 

                                                      
14 Linda Essig (2017) differentiates “arts entrepreneurship”—which is a relatively new concept 

driven by arts disciplines toward supporting artist self-sufficiency (Beckman, 2010)—from 

“cultural entrepreneurship” and “creative entrepreneurship,” which emerged in the 1980s and 90s 

and tends to be framed more in terms of providing a business style education in the creative 

economy. 

 



  147 

caused by state roll-backs. The neoliberal restructuring of the charitable sector—most 

notably in the shift from core to contract-based funding schemes—has placed non-profit 

and charitable organizations in a constant state of instability and vulnerability. As 

organizational energy and resources are expended on securing funds rather than core 

programming, other civil society organizations are reconstituted as competitors rather than 

partners. This phenomenon—which Stirrat (2006), writing in the humanitarian context, 

calls “competitive humanitarianism”—illustrates the tension between social and 

entrepreneurial logics. Furthermore, this competition produces a well-documented 

phenomenon known as “advocacy chill” whereby non-profits, in pursuit of funding, 

develop a fear of advocating for their client base, as their clients’ interests might conflict 

with those of their funders (Scott, 2003). A similar phenomenon is felt from government 

funding sources as charity tax status can be revoked in Canada if organizations engage in 

so-called political activities defined, by the CRA as either: 1) “further[ing] the interests of a 

particular political party; or support[ing] a political party or candidate for public office”; 

and/or 2) “retain[ing], oppos[ing], or chang[ing] the law, policy, or decision of any level of 

government in Canada or a foreign country.” As a result, the entrepreneurial AFSC 

organization experiences competitive funding pressures placed on all non-profits, while 

also facing entrepreneurial pressures specific to the artist. It becomes clear, then, that when 

applied to artists and arts organizations, “entrepreneurship” signifies little more than 

learning to fend for oneself in the marketplace. “Risk-taking” and “experimentation”—to 

use Reily’s words—are no longer applied to artistic content by venture philanthropists but 

to strategies of survival, and “creative solutions” function as code for depoliticized 

innovation within a market-based model of social welfare. In this way, the “spirit of 
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entrepreneurship” functions as an “anti-politics machine” (Ferguson, 1990), depoliticizing 

that which it touches. In this particular case, neoliberalism’s assault on secure labour, its 

elevation of technical solutions to structural injustice, and its emphasis on the individual is 

reframed as cultivating an ethos of “creativity,” “entrepreneurialism,” and “artistry.” 

Andrew Ross’s (2009) work on creative industries policymaking, for instance, highlights 

the mechanisms through which discourses of “creativity” are mobilized to justify 

precariousness in ever-increasing modes of work. He notes that the instability of “creative” 

as a descriptor allows a growing amalgam of professions to be reimagined as creative 

industries defined as: “a self-managed work life free from rigid supervision and 

conformity, where independent initiative [is] prized above all” (p. 44). Here, the struggling 

artist is conceptualized as the ideal worker, a risk taker who is liberated, free to be creative, 

and the beneficiary of the “meritocracy” of the de-regulated marketplace. In effect, short-

term contracts, the withdrawal of work benefits, and a lack of job security, become 

reimagined as creative, artistic, and therefore desirable, work conditions (McRobbie, 

2016). 

Similarly, the glorified spirit of entrepreneurship de-historicizes and de-races social 

and economic needs, framing them as a product of mismanagement rather than a result of 

structural power inequalities and the contractions of colonial capitalism. The discursive 

limits placed on what is understood as “entrepreneurial” or “artistic” is additionally 

problematic in the case of AFSC organizations that advocate for racially and economically 

marginalized groups as it reinforces a politics of survival based on technical solutions. 

Taking the “artist entrepreneur” as model, it is implied that the most marginalized must 

learn to fend for themselves. However, this politically limited conception of “risk-taking” 
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and “thinking outside the box” should not be surprising considering the aforementioned 

emphasis on relative return on investment. If venture philanthropy metrics demand a 

strictly economistic conception of social value, how can they possibly make room for 

AFSC organizations to truly engage in “experimental” social change practices that likely 

will not be legible to funders both in terms of metrics (or lack thereof) or politics? The 

proliferation of venture capital logics within the world of arts philanthropy highlights the 

ways in which AFSC philanthropy is embedded within a racialized national context, and an 

extension of changing neoliberal logics.  

 

Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have argued that the AFSC philanthropic boom—specifically in 

Canada—is a uniquely neoliberal phenomenon that is embedded within histories of nation-

building. This analysis complicates dominant framings of AFSC philanthropy as a 

“progressive turn” in arts philanthropy—a “turn” supposedly borne out of a better 

empirical understanding of the social impact of the arts, as well as a more enlightened 

community of arts philanthropists. Instead, I contend that arts philanthropy only gained a 

“social purpose” in response to demands created by strict neoliberal funding regimes based 

on competitive short-term contracts and the implementation of New Public Management 

approaches. This coincided with deep cuts to social welfare programs on both federal and 

provincial levels that disproportionately impacted racialized communities, reframing them 

as worthwhile areas of investment, and the establishment of generous charitable tax 

incentives which were promoted as a solution to these cuts. (Note: these incentives have 

proven grossly insufficient.) While this massive shift in resources and power from the 
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public to individual and corporate philanthropists paved the way for AFSC philanthropy, it 

also placed these community arts organizations (as well as non-profits in general) at the 

behest of their funders in terms of how they should address the needs of their communities 

through the arts. This contradictory nature of AFSC philanthropy—that it addresses the 

racialized material devastation of neoliberal policies, yet remains deeply embedded within 

neoliberal structures of governance—has been made additionally clear as the logics of 

finance capital have begun to take hold of AFSC philanthropy in the last five years through 

the venture philanthropy model. Venture philanthropy’s emphasis on a “return orientation” 

for social investment has forced AFSC organizations to not only quantify their social 

impact, but to express their impact using the metrics of the venture capitalist (e.g., SROI). 

As well, the venture philanthropy model places emphasis on funding AFSC organizations 

that display a “spirit of entrepreneurship.” While these two tenets of the venture 

philanthropy model are supposed to improve the efficiency and social impact of AFSC 

organizations, they concurrently rationalize market-based approaches to social welfare that 

ignore questions of power and politics, and shift AFSC philanthropy in line with new 

strategies of neoliberal capitalist accumulation.  

 This analysis demonstrates how, even when couched in well-meaning rhetoric, 

AFSC philanthropy manifests the contradictions between market and social logics on both 

a micro level and a macro level. On a micro level, the venture philanthropy approach to 

AFSC demonstrates how market logics render non-economistic forms of social impact 

illegible, and always lean toward austerity in pursuit of social impact. On a macro level, 

AFSC embodies the ESCA as well as larger structural shifts from social to market-based 

modes of social welfare provision, which do not address the relationship between 
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neoliberal capitalist development, nation-building, and the production and exacerbation of 

social needs. Unless these contradictions are addressed by AFSC philanthropists and AFSC 

advocates, AFSC philanthropy will continue to wield the optics of social change, while 

functioning as an apparatus of neoliberalization. On this note, AFSC philanthropy must 

also address the fact that their grants that support individual and group uplift in racialized 

communities through market-based means are simply promoting strategies of survival, 

albeit coated in a discursive veneer of “creativity” and “artistry.” It is important to 

remember that grants are temporary; they must be spent rather than invested. So, while this 

artistic agility is needed to secure the grant, once an AFSC artist or organization has 

received it, they are, in fact, kept on a very tight leash. Philanthropic grants seeking to 

address issues of injustice through the AFSC must therefore situate injustice in relation to 

the political-economy of capitalist philanthropy. Finally, AFSC philanthropy must combat 

what Raddon (2008) calls the ongoing “erosion of social rights”—a cultural shift in 

philanthropy that has transformed citizens from equal rights bearers into two classes: the 

venerated (white) philanthropist, and the less privileged (racialized) consumer of services. 

This cultural shift—evident in the practices of super elite philanthro-capitalists like Bill 

Gates, as well as smaller venture philanthropy institutions like SVP Toronto—has elevated 

philanthropy above social and community values such as paying taxes, grassroots social 

organizing, caring for family and community, and public expenditure as social welfare tool. 

This dynamic is especially egregious in Canadian AFSC philanthropy which generally 

involves wealthy (often white) philanthropists investing money in poor racialized 

communities and their culture/cultural forms as the mechanism of social change. As a 

result, the AFSC philanthropists must make clear that funding is not solely a result of 
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incredible generosity, but also the result of a racist and colonial political-economic 

structure that incentivizes charitable donations, and has been extremely beneficial to rich 

people and dangerous to poor and racialized communities. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  153 

 

 

CHAPTER 5 

National Imagining and the Censorship of Resistance: A Case Study of The Michaëlle 

Jean Foundation 

 

 My purpose in this chapter is to show how the censorship of resistance in the 

charitable sector is not always an explicit process driven by the threat of funding 

withdrawal. Drawing on a qualitative case study of The Michaëlle Jean Foundation [MJF], 

I argue, instead, that a more insidious form of suppression can occur within charitable 

contexts that have institutionalized and circulate racist and colonial discourses of the nation 

in their imaginings of better futures. In this chapter, I refer to these discourses, together, as 

the exceptional Canada.  

 Talk of the exceptional Canada is alive and well in Canada at this historical moment. 

As I write this, Justin Trudeau has been Prime Minister for nearly three years. In many 

ways, Trudeau performs the optics of the exceptional Canada: he is young and handsome; 

he lists gay marriage and access to abortion as among his core principles; he proudly calls 

himself a feminist; he was the first Prime Minister to march in the Toronto Pride Parade; 

and he publicly shed tears when meeting with Syrian refugees after their first year in 

Canada (CBC 2016). To be exceptional may mean either of two things: 1) to be unusually 

good; and/or 2) to be an exception to the rule. It is this second aspect that has granted the 

exceptional Canada additional traction within the Canadian national imaginary at a time 

when nationalist populism and explicit xenophobia have exerted influence both on the 
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streets and at the highest levels of government in other Western liberal democracies. The 

arrival of Brexit in the United Kingdom, the rise of Marine Le Pen’s National Front party 

in France, and the election of Donald Trump in the United States have reinvigorated the 

exceptional Canada and the racist discourses of nation that inform, produce, and reproduce 

it.  

MJF programs, for their part, are sites of national imagining, where artists and 

organization staff dream up, work toward, and build a better or more exceptional Canada. 

Organized around the belief that “Canada can do better!” (Strategic Plan 2015, p. 8), the 

MJF imagines a Canada where “all youth use their creativity to tackle social issues and 

build vibrant communities” (Annual Report 2014, p. 2). The structuring motif of the MJF’s 

national imaginings is art, specifically the power of the arts to realize these imaginings, 

which the MJF sums up as “a Canada where the power of the arts and artists to transform 

lives and communities is embraced everywhere” (Strategic Plan 2015, p. 2). This framing 

of a charitable organization as a site of national imagining—in this instance, utilizing the 

arts as vehicle—as well as a core constituent of the imagined better Canada, is by no means 

unique to the MJF. As Brian Emmett, Chief Economist for Canada’s Charitable and Non-

profit Sector, writes, “charities and non-profits are not case by case responses to social, 

cultural, and environmental problems that come up from time to time. Rather they are a 

systemic part of the fabric that makes Canada a country in which it is highly desirable to 

live and to make a contribution” (2013). Moreover, since charitable work tends to be 

framed as an act of compassion, selflessness, and goodness, Canadian identity (as 

compassionate, selfless, and good) is often produced and reproduced through practices and 

processes that take place within the sector (Razack 2007; Thobani 2007). So while a 



  155 

tangible relationship between charitable work and making a better Canada is captured in 

the Canadian Revenue Agency’s definition of “charitable purposes”15—particularly, in 

light of the post-1980s emphasis on private non-profit social service delivery—the sector 

also functions as a venue for the playing out of prominent, albeit contested, imaginings of 

what Canada is and what Canada should be.   

In what follows, I draw upon field notes taken at MJF events, as well as the 

organization’s policy and promotional literature, to show how nation shapes how artists 

funded by the MJF conceptualize their aesthetic and political practice. I go on to examine 

how art and salvation rhetoric is mobilized by the MJF in processes of national imagining 

to produce a particular racist and colonial discourse: Canada-as-Saviour. While it is now 

widely accepted that neoliberal funding schemes—coupled with strict tax laws that prohibit 

charities giving to political causes—depoliticize charitable work through competitive 

tendering and contracting (Evans, Richmond, and Shields 2005), the Canada-as-Saviour 

discourse functions in a more insidious way, extricating the nation-state—and the power 

relations of nation-building and colonial capitalist development—from the conditions of 

social injustice that many of the MJF-funded artists work to fight. The result is a reframing 

of political struggles along culturalist lines (Bannerji, 2000), such that social justice optics 

mask an apolitical and technical model for conceptualizing and addressing structural 

injustice. Drawing on interviews with artists funded by the MJF, I argue that national 

imagining in the charitable sector is a symbiotic process insomuch as Canada-as Saviour—

                                                      
15 In order to be registered as a charity and have the ability to issue official donation receipts for 

income tax purposes, a Canadian foundation must be established and operate exclusively for 

charitable purposes defined as: 1) relief of poverty; 2) advancement of education; 3) advancement 

of religion; and/or 4) purposes beneficial to the community.    

 



  156 

as well as other discourses of the nation—structures and, at times, limits the grounded 

practices of artists funded by the MJF. While there is space for artists to engage in creative 

pushback against dominant understandings of the nation, the neoliberalization of the 

charitable sector severely limits this national (re)imagining, either shutting it down 

completely, or reconfiguring the pushback in line with a technocratic and culturalist 

framework for social change, further reaffirming the exceptional Canada. 

The MJF proves a useful case study for examining how discourses of the nation 

shape national imagining in the charitable sector as their explicit “pan-Canadian vision” 

focuses on economically and racially marginalized youth populations within Canada, and 

attempts to incorporate all sectors of Canadian society into the change-making process, 

which Peter Flegel, Director of Programs and Communications for the MJF, describes as: 

“break[ing] down the silos and the divisions between activists, business, [and] 

government.” Because of this emphasis on addressing issues of injustice by inviting, rather 

than resisting, all corners of the Canadian private sector, the MJF also proves a rich case 

for looking at the relationship between nation and corporate citizenship, questions of power 

in the philanthropic sector, and the ways in which charitable sector activities are materially 

and discursively embedded within the Canadian nation-state. For example, the competing 

political interests of donors and the artists/activists who are funded by the MJF provide a 

window into the messiness of charitable sector funding, particularly around issues of social 

injustice. In pursuit of these objectives, the MJF focuses on a variety of issues affecting 

refugees, Indigenous youth, and non-Indigenous youth of colour, and crafts programs based 

on integration, inclusion, justice, empowerment, and innovation—programs that evoke 

prominent Canadian foundational myths such as multiculturalism, tolerance, and diversity. 
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At the same time, as business scholars like Peter Fleming (2012) point out, fundamental 

contradictions arise whenever social and corporate objectives and logics are invoked 

simultaneously. These contradictions centre around issues including the primacy of 

shareholder value maximization, the differing metrics utilized when measuring social 

versus economic good, and the corporate world’s inherent emphasis on short-term over 

long-term results. This tension between market and social logics structures the relationships 

between philanthropic funders and artists working with the MJF, the type of work MJF-

funded artists can do, and contributes to the reproduction of the exceptional Canada within 

the charitable sector at large, thereby shaping the ways in which issues of racism, 

colonialism, and capitalism can be addressed by MJF-funded artists. 

 

National Imagining in the Charitable Sector 

In 2005, the Canadian Centre for Philanthropy and the Coalition of National 

Voluntary Organizations—two of Canada’s leading charitable umbrella organizations—

joined forces, changing their name to “Imagine Canada.” This new name was appropriate 

for a couple of reasons. First, most sector advocates indeed imagine a robust and well-

funded charitable sector as a key constituent of a better, more exceptional—in terms of 

being “unusually good”—Canada. Moreover, the organization’s name suggests that a key 

function of the charitable sector is imagining, and realizing, the contours of this better 

Canada. This claim is evident in Imagine Canada’s “Narrative Core Resource,” which 

highlights the charitable sector’s “pivotal role in building and defining our nation … 

reflect[ing] Canadians’ values and help[ing] to implement shared visions.” This language 

suggests an understanding of the nation as more than simply the political community of a 
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state, and pushes back against the conflation of nation and state so prevalent in popular 

media. What we see here is a conceptualization of nation as unfixed and in a state of 

becoming—and a charitable sector which plays a key role in this ongoing process of 

national imagining.  

Benedict Anderson (1991) famously defines the nation an imagined political 

community insofar as “the members of even the smallest nation will never know most of 

their fellow members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the minds of each lives the 

image of their communion” (p. 6). Rejecting the notion that nations were a product of 

language, race, or religion, this framework suggests that we often form “community” with 

strangers through a cultural conception of the nation, and the discursive mechanisms that 

pull individuals into a larger national story (Hall, 1999). (In Chapter 3 I explored how this 

occurs through the phenomenon of nation branding.) As Partha Chatterjee (1993) notes, 

however, Anderson’s theory frames national imagining as “part of the universal history of 

the modern world” (p. 216). Instead, he argues that “the most creative results of the 

nationalist imagination in Asia and Africa are posited not on an identity but rather on a 

difference with the ‘modular’ forms of the national society propagated by the modern 

West” (ibid.). Thus, the imagined nation is not a singular thing, but imagined differently by 

different groups, and can potentially function a mode of resistance. Taken together, these 

works provide a framework for understanding the nation as a mental construct that exists in 

the symbolic realm (Ting 2008), that comes to life in the discourses of the everyday—

through gender and sexuality, economy and race (Ringrose & Lerner 1993)—that serves as 

a site of struggle, and that is a product of a nation’s unique discursive and material 

histories.  
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Interestingly, the formal framing of the charitable sector as a key component of the 

(imagined) nation—a framing forwarded by mainstream organizations such as Imagine 

Canada—is actually somewhat new in Canada. The current conception of the charitable 

organization as a legal designation with unique tax benefits was created for an altogether 

different purpose: to fund a nation at war. The Income War Tax Act of 1917 provided 

unlimited income tax deductions for “amounts paid by the taxpayer during the year to the 

Patriotic and Canadian Red Cross Funds, and other patriotic and war funds approved by the 

Minister” (Income War Tax Act [IWTA] 1917). And in 1939, at the beginning of World 

War II, wartime charity once again became a priority of the federal government, and the 

War Charities Act and the Patriotic Fund were re-enacted in a special session. It was only 

during the post-World War II period, and the establishment of a pseudo-Keynesian welfare 

state, that the notion of the charitable sector as a key part of the imagined Canada—rather 

than an instrumental tool in times of crisis—took shape. Over the next four decades, the 

charitable sector grew in tandem with the state. This symbiotic relationship meant that 

social services were delivered through a combination of state and privately run (albeit often 

state-funded) initiatives. Moreover, core, stable, and long-term government funding meant 

that charities had significant freedom as to where they spent their dollars, and could build 

institutions that were embedded in the communities they served. Finally, it was the 

neoliberal restructuring of the welfare state (discussed in Chapter 4) which dramatically 

altered the role of the charitable sector in the imagined nation. In this new reality 

characterized by the de-historicization of social needs (Walsh 1995) and precarious funding 

relationships, charities, non-profits, and other private actors, rather than the state, have an 

increased role in imagining what a better Canada looks like and imagining how to get there. 
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Charities not only need to imagine new ways of addressing the nation’s social needs 

deemed unimportant by a neoliberal discourse that has done away with normative 

understandings of social citizenship (Garrow & Hasenfeld 2014); they also are tasked with 

‘filling in the gaps’ (or social deficits) between what the nation looks like in the public 

imaginary, and what it looks like in reality.  

The rest of this chapter focuses on a case study of the MJF. I am not only interested 

in how discourses of the nation shape the MJF’s policymaking and programming, but in 

how they shape how MJF-funded artists understand their aesthetic and political practice as 

they engage in AFSC interventions. The arts are a particularly interesting lens through 

which to examine questions of national imagining because the arts are often heralded for 

their ability to foster an imaginative spirit. Elliot Eisner, a leading arts education scholar, 

describes the role of the arts as “refining the senses and enlarging the imagination” (p. 4), 

as well as loosening constraints on the imagination, which he defines as “that form of 

thinking that engenders images of the possible” (p. 5). Critical scholars like Maxine Greene 

(1995) and bell hooks (1996) further argue that the arts, through their ability to release the 

imagination, hold transformative potential, specifically within struggles for social justice, 

though there exist important critiques of this simplified account of what the arts do for 

social justice, that focus on the complexity of experiences with the arts (see, for example, 

Da Costa 2017; Gaztambide-Fernández, 2013). It is also worth mentioning the well-

documented historical relationship between prominent Canadian artistic works, formal 

Canadian arts institutions, and processes of national imagining. From the Canada First 

Movement and the Group of Seven to Margaret Atwood and Michael Ondaatje, the 
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Canadian artistic canon continues to define the boundaries of the imagined nation, national 

subjects, and national identity as a whole. As Mackey (1998) argues:  

Symbols of nationhood are used flexibly to differentiate and define 

the boundaries of the imagined nation, often switching between 

defining "others" and nature as noble and/or ignoble savages, and 

the nation as male or female, depending on the needs of nation-

building. The way such images are used reflect and reinforce the 

broader contradictions and inequalities of Canada's settler past and 

its current officially "multicultural" nationhood. (p. 125) 

 

Additionally, the founding of the Canada Council for the Arts was rooted in the idea that 

cultural policy should promote Canadian nationalism and the notion of Canadian 

exceptionality (Woodcock 1985) in line with white settler colonial logics (see Chapter 4).  

Although neoliberal restructuring has shifted Canadian arts policy from a pseudo-welfare 

model to a more marketized one—characterized by an uptick in private arts funding, the 

introduction of Creative City policies, and the economic instrumentalization of the arts—

the Canada Council remains a dominant arts funding body in Canada, pointing not only to 

the ongoing role of state agencies and funds within neoliberal restructuring, but also the 

imagined role of the arts within nation-building processes. 

In the following sections, I use the MJF to demonstrate how the charitable sector 

functions as a site of national imagining, and is simultaneously subject to racist and 

colonial discourses of the nation. The first section focuses on how MJF-funded artists 

understand the relationship between their artistic and political work and the nation. Here, 

discursive imaginings of the nation alternately structure their practice and serve as 

something to aspire to or imagine. The second section contrasts the nuanced perspectives of 

MJF-funded artists around arts and social change with the MJF’s framing of the arts as a 

form of salvation captured in their organizational slogan: “The Arts Save Lives.” The 
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MJF’s specific understanding of the arts is packaged with particular assumptions about 

which lives need to be saved by the arts, what a life saved by the arts looks like, and what 

role the nation plays in this salvation, in such a way that it reproduces dominant colonial, 

racial, and class hierarchies. As well, the MJF’s framing of the arts as salvation relies on 

the promotion of Canadian “goodness,” further obscuring Canadian development processes 

that produce the poor, racialized, and Indigenous youth that require saving. As a result, 

despite the optics of social change of the MJF, and, indeed, the sincere commitment to 

social justice work of those involved, discourses of the nation function in tandem with the 

neoliberal restructuring of the charitable sector to sanitize and de-historicize social 

needs/inequality, and to remove questions of power and politics from solutions to deeply 

political problems. The reconfiguration of racialized struggles for justice along culturalist 

lines further bolsters hegemonic conceptions of the exceptional Canada. 

 Before continuing, I would like to note that this chapter should not be read as a 

critique of the MJF or its policies and programs, and most certainly not as a critique of the 

artists and activists they fund. All the artists and staff I interviewed were extremely 

passionate about, and dedicated to, their creative practice as well as the social, political, 

and community issues their work addresses. Instead, this chapter uses the example of the 

MJF as a case through which to explore the complex ways in which racist and colonial 

discourses of the nation, together with neoliberalization, shape the charitable sector—in 

this instance, by intersecting with the arts—and both the practical and discursive limits this 

places on artists and organizations committed to social change. 
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The MJF, Arts Advocacy, and Arts as Salvation Rhetoric 

 At the Power of the Arts National Forum, Marie-Cecile, an Anishinaabe culinary 

artist featured in MJF promotional advertisements, sat on stage opposite Jean-Daniel 

LaFond, a Quebecois filmmaker and activist, the husband of Michaëlle Jean, and the 

Executive Director of the MJF. Marie-Cecile was telling the crowd about her “Paper Bag 

Project.” In June 2015, she had been hired to provide lunches for 2200 students and 200 

residential school survivors living in Ottawa as part of a Truth and Reconciliation event. 

However, she “want[ed] to do more than just a lunch bag,” as many members of her 

family, including her parents, were residential school survivors. Marie-Cecile approached 

First Nations students from three schools, and invited them to “colour the [lunch] bags, and 

[describe] who they are, where they come from, and what they love to do,” and to “share an 

artistic side of them and put it on the paper [bag].” Marie-Cecile then gifted these bags to 

residential school survivors, as well as non-Indigenous students, in order to help educate 

about, and heal the trauma of, the Indian Residential School system. 

 As Marie-Cecile spoke, she gripped a handwritten letter from a residential school 

survivor who was deeply affected by the project. She concluded her talk by reading directly 

from the letter: “I would like to take this moment to thank you for taking the time to 

prepare my lunch bag. It is more than just a gesture.” She paused, wiped a tear from her 

cheek, then addressed the audience directly: “Sorry. The power of the arts—very 

powerful.” Applause filled the room. She returned to the letter, reading the last few lines: 

“You are now feeding me for the time that I was hungry and forgotten. Thank you. I 

remain to walk softly silently in this world. And I hope my steps are heard and placed on 

solid ground for myself and future generations to come.” Marie-Cecile folded the paper and 
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addressed the crowd one more time, announcing, “That is the power of the arts for me.” 

 Marie-Cecile’s story is a poignant one that speaks to the intergenerational effects of 

a settler-colonial project that viewed Indigenous presence as a threat to national 

development (Palmater 2015), and a residential school system that attempted to mitigate 

this threat by erasing Indigenous culture, language, knowledge, and identity 

(Neeganagwedgin 2014). And yet, by using Marie-Cecile and her story to articulate their 

pan-Canadian vision for social change, the MJF—against a backdrop of Canadian flags, 

Canadian politicians, and Canadian corporate sponsors like TD Bank (which, it should be 

noted, has been heavily involved in the financing of the Dakota Access Pipeline)—presents 

Indigenous arts as a technical solution meant to “clean up” the material legacies of settler-

colonialism, rather than a powerful tool for challenging ongoing processes of national 

development. Such claims are grounded in the belief that the arts wield a unique power to 

inspire and transform and achieve particular social and community outcomes. These claims 

do not originate from the MJF; rather, they are echoed in the advocacy arguments of 

multiple overlapping literatures on the arts and social change (see Chapter 1). Nevertheless, 

under the umbrella of the MJF, there exists a pronounced distinction between how artists 

funded by the MJF talk about what the arts “do,” and how the MJF, as well as the artists it 

elevates at its events such as Marie-Cecille, publicly articulates what the arts “do.”  

The artists I interviewed spoke to their own histories and politics when relating their 

aesthetic practice to social change. Many also explicitly situated their work in the Canadian 

material and discursive context, participating in a process of national imagining. Morad, a 

Toronto-based subway musician and Creative Director of Golden Boy Music, put forth a 

self-admittedly romantic conception of what the arts do: “The artist should be to society 
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what a mother is to her newborn baby: nurturing comfort, joy, and relief.” A winner of the 

MJF’s 2015 Arts Entrepreneur Award, Morad mobilizes a popular discourse of the nation 

when he frames his artistic practice as inseparable from Toronto, which he describes as 

“one of the most multicultural cities on the planet,” and the image of what an ideal Canada 

looks like. He explains that, “growing up in that environment makes you so tolerant, I 

would say even respectful of other people’s own beliefs and space and practices.” 

Morad’s articulation of the overlap of what the arts “do” and what Canada “is” is not 

surprising, as both tend to be couched in discourses of tolerance, diversity, and liberalism 

(Gaztambide-Fernández, Nicholls, and Arráiz-Matute 2016). This likening of what art 

“does” and what Canada “is” is similarly articulated by Sanaaje, another winner of the 

2015 Young Arts Entrepreneur award, and founder of AFIWI Groove, a West African 

dance school in the Greater Toronto Area. In her interview, she explains how dance enables 

individuals to strengthen their sense of self. “As a black person who may feel inferior or 

insecure around other cultures,” she says, “[students] come in and they see that pride. That 

African pride. That cultural pride. Knowing oneself and connecting to your roots.” 

However, she adds that dance also “brings us together to exchange” and allows us to step 

outside our “own box.” Sanaaje emphasizes that the student makeup of AFIWI Groove “is 

very diverse,” and “a lot of the children who are coming in are [white] kids,” because 

“learning a different culture is crucial to your development as a human being.” This, she 

explains, is the reason she placed her daughter in ballet, tap, and jazz classes—traditionally 

white European dance forms. To further illustrate the relationship between cultural 

diversity and personal development, Sanaaje reflects on her own experience moving to 

Canada from Jamaica as a teenager: 
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The Jamaicans in my high school were very upset with me. They 

thought I was a sell-out and I couldn’t understand why. Because 

they were like, ‘you come here and you don’t hang out with us.’ 

And it’s not that I had anything against them, I was just fascinated 

to learn about salsa and Islam, and you know, different cultures. I 

feel like when you come and you learn a different culture, you learn 

more about yourself as a person. You learn to respect and 

appreciate others and you just have a different viewpoint on the 

world.  

 

According to Sanaaje, dance leads to exposure to diverse ways of being, and this exposure 

can prevent violent prejudice and foster personal and artistic growth. As well, it is the 

particularities of Canadian society that makes this exposure to diversity a possibility. “In 

Canadian society, it’s okay to stay true to who you are,” she says, “but at the same time 

embrace others and other cultures.” Sanaaje and Morad are representative of a segment of 

MJF-funded artists who understand the arts, and their own art practice, as inseparable from 

what Canada is, as both the arts and the nation are founded upon, and inherently work 

toward values of tolerance, diversity, and multiculturalism. In this way, their thinking maps 

onto the types of discourses mobilized by the MJF. At the same time, as Bannerji (2002) 

explains, these discourses replace an emphasis on race and racism with one on cultural 

diversity, which obscures the intersection of race and class, and profit-making and race. 

These discourses of diversity thus “portray society as a horizontal space, in which there is 

no theoretical or analytical room for social relations of power and ruling, of socioeconomic 

contradictions that construct and regulate Canadian political economy and its ideological 

culture” (p. 50). 

  On the other hand, some of the MJF-funded artists describe the arts in instrumental 

terms, framing them as a tool with unique capacities that can be used to work toward what 
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Canada should be. For example, Shira, a white woman who is the Creator and Director of 

SExT (Sex Education by Theatre), a Toronto-based theatre project that works with 

newcomer youth, using theatre to push back on issues related to sex, sexuality, and sexual 

health, speaks to the arts in relation to its pedagogical power: “Theatre is specifically well 

suited to sexual education and other stigmatized areas. […] For me, theatre, there’s a few 

ways where I find it really useful. Anything where there’s awkwardness, I find theatre is 

really great because of the use of humour. It’s a way to cut the tension on difficult issues.” 

During our interview, Shira describes sexual health as “a very human issue,” stressing that 

race, class, ability, gender, and religion intersect to structure and shape how sexuality and 

sexual health is understood and experienced. “My program is a sex ed program,” she says, 

“but it’s also a multiculturalism program.” In other words, while theatre might inherently 

wield a particular pedagogical power, Shira acknowledges that the Canadian context she’s 

working in shapes the lived experiences of sexuality and sexual health, and therefore the 

particular ways theatre can be effective in addressing issues raised by the youth involved. 

“I’m working with the youth and their age is 14-20,” she says. “They’re really in that mind 

frame where they’re starting to form their own views and they’re being influenced both by 

their families and where they come from, as well as the broader narrative in Canadian 

society.” The “broader narrative” Shira is referring to is one of tolerance and acceptance of 

diverse sexual and gender identities. She does not necessarily confirm whether or not she 

believes this narrative reflects what Canada truly is, but certainly grants that it’s something 

worth imagining and working toward. In this way, she seems to want to assimilate 

newcomer youth to an imagined Canadian tolerance. Interesting, here, is that Shira is not 

repeating the oft-heard claim that arts educational contexts are automatically safe spaces 



  168 

for LGBTQ youth (e.g., Perrotti and Westheimer 2002). Rather, she is framing theatre in 

pedagogical terms—as a tool that “engages people on both an intellectual and an emotional 

level,” and thus is “more likely to lead to actual behaviour change.” Crystal, a Montreal-

based writer and editor, similarly frames the power of the arts in pedagogical terms, 

focusing on what seems to be the arts’ immersive characteristic. “Rather than trying to 

either educate or admonish them,” she says, “it’s about actually inviting them to interact in 

an experience. Usually, in some level, a pleasant experience, right? Even if most things are 

not pleasant about it.” At the same time, she locates the artist’s role as part of national 

imagining, saying, “I think that one really important role for any artist is to actually, with 

their work, kind of question or provoke discussion on what it even means to be in Canada 

or what a better version of that would be.”  

 Shira’s and Crystal’s comments are representative of a second perspective present in 

my interviews with MJF-funded artists. Although they differ in specifics, as well as the 

degree to which they buy into mythologies of the nation—Crystal seemed quite critical of 

these narratives—both identify art as wielding pedagogical potential. While Morad and 

Sanaaje understand the arts and nation as overlapping, Shira and Crystal view the arts as a 

tool that can be used to work toward the imagined nation. These conversations with MJF-

funded artists show how prominent discourses of nation shape how they conceptualize their 

artistic practice, albeit in different ways, and highlight the nuances between how each artist 

understands what the arts do. It is precisely this variety of perspectives, reflecting a range 

of desired political and community outcomes, contexts, artistic forms, and underlying 

logics, that is most evident in the interviews. This is because it contrasts so glaringly with 

how the MJF itself—as well as artists speaking within the context of MJF events—
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articulates the arts’ power to “do”. What I’m referring to here is the MJF’s mobilization of 

an “arts-as-salvation” rhetoric, a rhetoric most clearly captured in the MJF’s motto: “The 

Arts Save Lives.” In the following section, I argue that this mobilization of arts and 

salvation rhetoric in the MJF’s processes of national imagining produces a Canada-as-

Saviour discourse that removes questions of power and politics from the MJF’s policies 

and practices. 

 

“The Arts Save Lives” 

 The phrase “The Arts Save Lives,” as well as its underlying logic, is peppered 

throughout the MJF’s promotional literature, annual reports, and program descriptions. 

More than simply their motto, it is their brand. In 2012, the MJF teamed with St. Joseph 

Communications to launch a public awareness campaign centered on the power of the arts, 

placing print advertisements in popular magazines including Toronto Life, Canadian 

Family, and Ottawa Magazine. These advertisements “tell the story of youth whose lives 

were saved by the arts.” Even in moments of spontaneity, the language of salvation is never 

far away. During a keynote discussion at the Power of the Arts National Forum, with 

cameras recording, smartphones tweeting, and the crowd quiet, the Executive Director of 

the MJF turned to an artist and asked her to “tell us about how the arts saved your life.” 

 In the following sections, I argue that The MJF’s particular framing of what the arts 

do—specifically, that the arts save lives—shapes how the artists they fund, the 

communities they come from and/or seek to help, and the issues they engage with are 

presented to current and potential donors, the MJF-funded artists themselves, and the 

public at large. I contend that when relying on this rhetoric in their processes of national 
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imagining, the MJF mobilizes a discourse of Canada-as-Saviour that produces particular 

types of subjects that are in need of saving, from communities that are “deficient” for 

reasons that are de-historicized. This is achieved by removing the nation, and processes of 

capitalist development and nation building, from the framework of analysis.  

 

The Language of Salvation 

 To claim to have “saved a life” indicates a belief that a life was in need of saving. In 

other words, the conditions one existed in were so bad that some sort of intervention—in 

this case, the arts—was needed to allow a real life to be lived. For example, if you were 

sitting in a coffee shop, reading the newspaper, and a firefighter ran in, slung you over their 

shoulder, and rushed you out into the street, but there was no fire, they would not have 

saved your life—merely added an unexpected wrinkle to your day. As a result, when the 

MJF claims that “the arts save lives,” they are making very explicit claims about what a life 

in need of saving looks like—and related to that, what is not a life at all—and what a saved 

life looks like.  

In one of their earlier Art Saves Lives advertising campaigns, the MJF introduced the 

reader to Ben [Figure 3] and Marie-Cecile [Figure 4] (who, I remind the reader, has already 

played a prominent role in the Power of the Arts National Forum)—both, who, according 

to the MJF, lived lives in need of saving.  
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Ben, a Black man, “turned his back on the streets” through fashion design. Here, “the 

streets” serve as a signifier for poverty, in a way that renders racialized poverty (Block & 

Galabuzi 2011; Galabuzi 2006) and the particular histories of anti-Blackness in Canada—

including, for example, mass incarceration, police brutality, (Maynard 2017), and anti-

Black profiling in schools (e.g., Dei, Mazzuca, McIsaac, & Zine; James, 2011)—something 

that you can simply “turn your back on,” rather than a relational and structural economic 

Figure 3 – “Meet Ben” (Credit: Kenji 

Toyooka) 
Figure 4 – “Meet Marie-Cecile” (Credit: 

Kenji Toyooka 
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and political condition. Ben’s story further reifies the false distinction between culture (the 

street) and art (fashion design). The street—a code word for the cultural practices of Black 

communities—is that which produces a life in need of saving. Therefore, to escape the 

street—and the multitude of artistic forms associated with it in the form of dance and 

music, for example—is to begin to live a real (saved) life. It is through fashion design, an 

art form most closely associated with the consumptive capacity of upper and middle class 

white people, that Ben’s life was “saved.” Marie-Cecile’s story, on the other hand, is 

peculiar in that the life that needed saving was identified simply as life on an “isolated 

Indigenous reserve” with “a close-knit community.” The reader is informed that “she drew 

inspiration from her Indigenous culture” and has since created a successful catering 

enterprise—Wawatay Catering—that serves traditional Anishinaabe food with a modern 

twist. While Ben’s advertisement individualizes poverty, Marie-Cecile’s frames reserve life 

as a life that needs saving for no reason other than it is life on a reserve. For it is not only 

the culinary arts—the reader is informed that she had been cooking with her grandmother’s 

traditional recipes her whole life—but Marie-Cecile’s ability to translate Indigenous 

culinary arts into a successful business enterprise, that “saves” her.  The irony, however, is 

that Canadian nation building was, and continues to be, premised upon the removal of 

Indigenous peoples from their land and, furthermore, one of the key strategies of this was 

the relocation of Indigenous communities to reserves via Indian Act legislation (see 

Chapter 3). In other words, the very presence of people like Marie-Cecile within isolated 

reserve—a life in need of saving—is the necessary pre-condition for the exceptional 

Canada that can “save” people like Marie-Cecille. Moreover, the fact that Marie-Cecille 

cooks “traditional Anishinaabe food with a modern twist” rather than only “modern” food 
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(i.e., non-Indigenous food) is important to the reproduction of the exceptional Canada. As 

Mackey (2002) notes, in Canada, the relationship between difference and power is not 

premised on the elimination of difference, but about the institutionalization of differences 

through the reproduction of mythologized kindness to, and inclusion of, Indigenous 

peoples.  

It is evident that when the MJF claims “the arts save lives,” they aren’t referring to 

the arts, full stop. They’re actually referring to a specific kind of engagement with the arts 

and culture that is often mediated by the marketplace, necessitates collaboration with 

various sectors of Canadian society, and is the driving force of the MJF’s imagined better 

Canada and their pan-Canadian vision. The cultural forms that Ben and Marie-Cecile 

subsequently mobilize to produce their successful business enterprises always played a key 

role in their lives. “Salvation,” however, involves not only successful commodification—

something that was not achieved prior to MJF sponsorship—but also a particular relation to 

the imagined nation. Indigenous and street (i.e., Black) cultural forms outside of an 

apolitical promotion of the multicultural nation are not discursively legible as real lives (or 

lives that do not need to be “saved”) according to the MJF’s framing of the exceptional 

Canada, as they unmask Canada’s ongoing history of racism and colonial capitalism. In 

fact, they hold the potential to be forms of creative resistance to the exceptional Canada, by 

imagining a nation in opposition to the colonial modular form (Chaterjee, 1996). As a 

result, in the MJF narrative, such cultural forms must be commodified or abandoned.  

During the Power of the Arts Forum, in an explicit example of the Canada-as-Saviour 

discourse, a young refugee from Afghanistan explained: “I always just drew in black and 

white. Because [with] everything that happened in my life […] black and white was 
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everything that I saw. […] There were no colours in my world.” Once she reached Canada, 

however, she was able to explore poetry, music, dance, and the visual arts through local 

arts programming. And now, when she paints she “wants it to be colourful!” Interesting, 

here, is the claim that the exceptional Canada adds colour to her life when, in another 

sense, it is racialized and immigrant communities that are the colour, so to speak, in 

Canada, bringing to life the foundational stories of Canadian diversity, multiculturalism, 

and tolerance. At the same time, a profound sadness was added to this statement as 

Michaëlle Jean, herself, turned to the young woman and said, “Afghanistan, a country that I 

visited on numerous occasions during my term as governor general and commander-in-

chief of Canada, and for me it was always very important to go to Afghanistan—of course, 

to salute and see the realities that the troops were going through as a member of the force 

of coalition of NATO—but also to engage with the people.” Two things are of note in this 

exchange. First, Canada is reproduced as a compassionate nation through the act of bearing 

witness to, and empathizing with, the horrors endured by Afghani civilians, a process that 

Sherene Razack (2007) calls “stealing the pain of others.” In this instance, Michaëlle Jean 

functions as witness and the young Afghani poet as the endurer of horrors. As those in the 

audience—funders, artists, politicians, and educators—consume these stories and feel 

alongside Michaëlle Jean, they are incited to know themselves as compassionate 

Canadians. Concurrently, Canada is reproduced as a saviour nation, as it not only 

demonstrates compassion, but further welcomes this young Afghani refugee with open 

arms. The discursive framing of the compassionate and saviour nation, however, erases the 

role the Canadian military played, and continues to play, in the “War on Terror” and the 
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political, social, and economic conditions that produced the young girl’s need to be saved.16 

In this way, the individualistic framing of need and social change is essential to the 

production of a generous benevolent national identity, saving while obscuring. It should be 

noted that the production of the exceptional Canada that saves is also present in the 

narratives of the MJF funded artists included in the previous section. When Morad and 

Sanaaje explain that racial intolerance is cured by music in multicultural Canada, or Shira 

says that acceptance of diverse sexualities and gender identities is generated by theatre 

made possible by the tolerant imagined Canada, there is a concurrent production of the 

Other who needs to be saved by the benevolent western nation (Kapoor 2012).  

 

Negotiating the Exceptional Canada 

 Some MJF-funded artists do actively push back against the discourse of Canada-as-

Saviour, and the exceptional Canada more generally. Tabitha, the coordinator of Youth 

Speak Out, an organization that seeks to elevate the voices of youth in the child welfare 

system, explains that the belief that Canada cares about its children—a key part of the 

exceptional Canada narrative—is “a lie.” Drawing on her work with Youth Speak Out and 

the Adoption Council of Canada, as well as her own experience as a former crown ward 

                                                      
16 As a key United States ally, as well as a member of NATO, Canada joined the war in 

Afghanistan in 2001, echoing American promises of nation building and development. As Albo and 

Klassen (2012) highlight in Empire’s Ally: Canada and the War in Afghanistan, Canadian 

involvement in Afghanistan was premised upon violent—the need to kill “detestable murderers and 

scumbags” that are “insidious by nature,” “detest our freedoms,” and want to “break our society” 

(CBC News 2005, 2008 cited by Albo and Klassen, 2012). And yet, despite this orientalist thinking, 

Canada “has been implicated in civilian casualties, the torture of prisoners by Afghan authorities, 

aggressive military tactics, and […] failures of aid delivery” (p. 9). Canada ended its combat role in 

Afghanistan in 2011, and its military role in 2014. 
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that aged out of the system, she has developed a very critical perspective on the nation 

state’s relationship to some of its most disadvantaged youth: 

We have 30,000 children and youth in care. And they are 

languishing. And the vast majority of them will age out of care 

without permanent families. And those kids have such dire 

consequences of aging out of care. Only 5% of youth who age out 

of care go on to postsecondary education, and there’s plenty of 

other terrifying statistics for what happens when youth age out of 

care. I think that the vast majority of Canadians have absolutely no 

idea that Canada does not care about the children who it legally is 

the parent of. 

 

In her interview, Tabitha speaks to the intergenerational trauma of residential schools—of 

which her parents were survivors—as well as the Sixties Scoop, and how this shapes the 

current state of youth in care in Canada. By highlighting how these violent processes of 

nation building created the conditions that her artistic and political work attempts to 

address, she is actively challenging the narrative of Canada-as-Saviour and the exceptional 

Canada at large. And yet, while she stresses that Canada needs to be held accountable for 

this ongoing injustice, she tells me that her objective with the MJF-funded project is to use 

arts-based methods to find as many homes as possible for youth in care rather than 

focusing on dismantling colonial logics or structural anti-Indigeneity. By structural issues, 

she is referring specifically to the fact that most youth in care are taken away from their 

parents due to “neglect,” which she refers to as “a willy-nilly reason” (i.e., a subjective 

concept) that disproportionately affects Indigenous youth and other youth of colour in 

Canada. As Thobani (2007) notes, these practices within the modern Canadian foster care 

system draw upon the same colonial logics as the Indian residential school system, 

specifically through the exaltation of non-Indigenous (usually white) state welfare workers 

as compassionate, and the framing of Indigenous mothers as threats to their children. While 
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Tabitha refutes the truth of the exceptional Canada in her personal life, she admits that this 

is not her primary goal with her MJF-funded work. Due to what she refers to as “the 

overwhelming number of children and youth in care,” her goal is simply “to find families 

for kids in care.” Asked whether Youth Speak Out attempts to engage with these widely 

accepted falsehoods about Canada, she says, “That’s a secondary hope.” She continues:  

There are organizations like Cindy Blackstock’s [the First Nations 

Child and Family Caring Society of Canada], for instance, that are 

very much focused, absolute, and direct on saying ‘Hey Canada. 

Look at the terrible horrifying stuff that you’re doing to Indigenous 

children.’ And we’re like, ‘yes, that’s true. It affects that children 

and youth in care who need families.’ 

 

For Maya, founder of Third Culture Media, a Toronto-based media production 

company and winner of the 2014 Young Arts Entrepreneur Award, her artistic work is 

about shining a critical light on the conception of Canada—or the exceptional Canada 

brand—that is promoted domestically and throughout the world. “I come from a political 

science background,” she notes, “and at the end of the day, political science is all about 

power and who holds power.” Locating her work within the Canadian settler-colonial 

context, she views art as “an opportunity to look at [colonial logics] critically and challenge 

a lot of the worldviews and the ideas that paradigm has brought to this country.” Maya 

acknowledges that her need to push back against narratives of the exceptional Canada is 

probably a reflection of her experiences with systemic racism while growing up in Ottawa: 

 

For so long I was, like, ‘yeah, Canada is all of these things that it 

presents itself to the world as.’ But if I really thought about it, my 

experience growing up in French Catholic school was horrific. The 

amount of racism I experienced was insane when I was just a child. 

As I got older, you know, being very aware of myself as a woman, 

as a woman of colour, and being in a lot of circles that weren’t that 

diverse until a little bit later on, and how that affects your psyche. 
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[…] I think a lot of my work is kind of about that. About putting 

Canada in more of a global context. And really examining what it is 

to be Canadian and not just from a promotional “yay!” perspective.  

 

Describing herself as “the poster child of what Ottawa likes to present to the world as 

Canadian,” Maya’s work pushes back against the exceptional Canada in a roundabout way. 

Rather than taking on Canada directly, she examines issues of white supremacy and other 

forms of oppression by telling untold stories. For example, Third Culture Media is 

currently producing a documentary called “Black Zombie” which traces the cultural origins 

of the Zombie from Haitian folklore to Hollywood horror films. Looking at zombies as a 

form of cultural appropriation from voodoo culture, she argues that voodoo is “actually a 

metaphor for slavery and it’s been totally removed from that thanks to Hollywood.” While 

a film like “Black Zombie” certainly shines a light on issues that are of critical importance 

in the Canadian context (e.g., anti-Blackness, cultural appropriation, and imperialism), it 

also highlights the fine line that artists tip toe between directly challenging the exceptional 

Canada, and strengthening it by reproducing a Canadian cosmopolitanism, premised on 

notions of Canadian tolerance and the belief that justice can be achieved simply through 

increased exposure to the Other.  

 In another interview, Chu, an artist from the MJF-funded WAYF (Where Are You 

From?) Collective—an arts-based and activism program for Asian-identified youth in 

Canada—explains that they haven’t felt any pressure from the MJF, nor from their other 

charitable funders such as the Laidlaw Foundation. However, Rain, another member of 

WAYF, quickly interjects: “I don’t think that we’ve expressed anything that’s highly 

highly controversial right now.” This comment—coupled with later conversations 

regarding distorted narratives about Asians in Canadian history textbooks, as well as Rain’s 
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assertion that Canada “was built on the backs of Indigenous folks, Asians, and Black 

folks”—points to the fact that WAYF holds more radical politics than they reveal in their 

work. This self-censorship likely reflects the fact that the organization is rather new. After 

a moment, Chu clarifies their original comment, acknowledging that, “all the problems 

with [the MJF] are kind of hidden micro-aggressions that you can’t really put on paper.” 

For Chu, the power exercised by institutional funders isn’t explicit or repressive; rather, it’s 

a productive form of power that reproduces the racial and colonial logics of the nation. 

Funders “have their own things they need to fulfill,” they say. “Maybe it is to boost the 

multiculturalism narrative, because there is one in Canada. It’s about multiculturalism and 

how welcoming we are despite all these things happening that’s actually really against that 

narrative.” This dynamic becomes evident in Chu’s example of a micro-aggression, which 

directly confronts the exceptional Canada:  

If I use a metaphor…actually, for school illustration books when 

they hire illustrators to do them, they have an ethnic quota or 

something like that. They’re like, “you need three brown people, 

five black people, we just need this.” So they hire an illustrator and 

will say, “By the way, can you include five brown people and five 

black people?” But the illustrator can choose how to depict those 

people, right? … And actually that depiction will make all the 

difference for the people who see it. 

 

This last point is significant as it calls attention to the space for artists to negotiate 

discourses of the exceptional Canada mobilized by institutional funders. In this example, an 

artist is paid to illustrate a book that fulfills the optics and logics of a dominant 

multicultural discourse. However, as Chu notes, “artists often have a more nuanced 

understanding of what they’re doing” than the funders, and so they can engage in processes 

of contestation and resignification as expressed in the example of the textbook given above. 

While this may be true, it is important to consider the institutional limits placed on this 
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form of resistance within a strict discursive and material/economic structure. In Chu’s 

example, the illustrator can decide how to depict racialized people, perhaps even in 

transgressive or radical ways; however, it must be done within the context of a Canada-as-

Multicultural narrative. But what type of political work does this representation-focused 

resistance do? My suspicion is that these funders are not as oblivious as Chu suggests. 

Rather, this increased emphasis on the optics of non-dominant identities (e.g., racialized, 

queer, disabled, etc.) can actually serve to strengthen the exceptional Canada. Paired with 

competitive contract based funding schemes, the exceptional Canada has a unique ability to 

co-opt resistance, though only so long as institutional defunding remains a threat.  

We can see this dynamic play out within a MJF funding category geared toward 

issues faced by Muslim youth that uses the language of “combating extremism.” As one 

MJF-funded artist who asks to remain nameless suggests, simplified funding categories 

might create tensions in arts programs geared toward diversity and social change: 

I also wonder with the Michaëlle Jean Foundation, in terms of their 

funding categories, using the—I think one of the categories is 

‘Fighting Violent Extremism’ or something. In terms of engaging 

Muslim communities, I’m interested in that wording. Because if I—

and not to say that extremism isn’t an issue and that there aren’t 

inclusion issues in Muslim communities, because there are—but I 

just wonder what the impact is of using that type of wording.  

 

This artist believes that if they told a group of Muslim youth in Canada that their arts 

program was funded by “a grant to fight violent extremism, [the youth] would be like, 

‘What?’” Here, it is interesting to note that while the MJF does not directly link this 

funding category to religion—using language like “promoting inclusion while tackling 

some of the root causes of violent extremisms”—this artist sees through the rhetoric 

and understands that it is about Muslim identity. Nevertheless, they suggest that while 
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this simplification was necessary to secure donor funds, particularly within a 

competitive funding context shaped by Islamophobia, it might create tensions in an 

arts practice geared toward improving the lives of disadvantaged Muslim youth. It also 

demonstrates the material effects that these discourses of the nation have on funding.  

Unsurprisingly, the creative pushback by the youth against this simplified 

funding category was swift. The preliminary video art produced through this program 

supports the claims of this MJF-funded artist by highlighting the tension between 

funding criteria and the politics of the artists. For example, Mercedeh Baroque’s short 

film Filles des croyants (“Daughters of the Believers”) plays on contrast. Shot in black 

and white, and set to aggressive industrial music, the film depicts young Muslim 

women with long hair and buzz cuts and in hijabs, smoking cigarettes, giving the 

middle finger, and riding skateboards. Overtop, the following poem is displayed: 

 

The time of rupture is now over. 

The daughters of believers reclaim their conscience. 

May the tortured souls breath peacefully. 

(Les temps du déchirement est terminé. 

Les filles des croyants réclament leur conscience. 

Que les esprits morcelés puissent respirer en paix.) 

 

 

Films like this one highlight the complexity of discourses of the nation. By choosing to 

ignore questions of “extremism” and instead focusing on visibility and diverse ways of 
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being Muslim in Canada, this artistic work pushes back against the extremist default 

stereotype of Muslims. However, it simultaneously strengthens the pervasive 

dichotomy of “good Muslims” vs. “bad Muslims” (Maira 2009; Mamdani 2004) by 

presenting “diversity” in a very narrow sense: the rejection (via a punk aesthetic) of 

“believers”—a term signifying faith and tradition. It further highlights the 

Islamophobia underlying dominant conceptions of “extremism” in the Canadian 

context, insofar as punk culture—which might be viewed as “bad” and “extreme” for 

white people—produces the “good Muslim” because it defies their culture and 

traditions and Westernizes their identities. Indeed, this emphasis on enabling Muslim 

youth to tell their stories is an important critique of the MJF’s simplified funding 

category. Nevertheless, the reliance on finding ways to integrate the Muslim Other into 

mainstream Canadian society, rather than addressing the rising prevalence of 

Islamophobia in Canada (Zine 2012), reproduces, and serves to strengthen, many of 

the discourses that make up the exceptional Canada. 

 

Conclusion: The Metaphor of the Truck 

In June 2014, the Michaëlle Jean Foundation teamed up with Bison Transport, a 

prominent Winnipeg-based nation-wide transportation company, to launch a mobile 

advertising campaign dedicated to spreading the Foundation’s message. Still today, an 18-

wheel tractor-trailer is crisscrossing Canada with the MJF’s slogan, “The Arts Save Lives 

[…] colourfully framed on both sides, as well as the rear, of the truck.” The MJF claims 

that the enormous truck “stands as a powerful metaphor for our programs, which are 

spreading across the country at an astonishing rate” (Annual Report 2014, 3). I agree. 
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However, a closer examination shows that this metaphor is much more complex than the 

MJF’s characterization of it. The truck wrap advertisement [FIGURE 5], created by 

Toronto-based graphic designer Kenji Toyooka, is “colourful” not only in its choice of 

paint colour, but also because of who it features, and how they are represented.  

 

 

The figurative illustration art on the truck’s side panel presents seven people—four women 

and three men—six of whom are racialized. Four of these figures are Black; one appears to 

be Asian; another is Latino or perhaps Indigenous; and one is racially ambiguous—he 

Figure 3 

Figure 5 – Truck Wrap Advertisement (Credit Kenji Toyooka) 



  184 

could be white or Asian as well. Each is presented in an almost cartoonish fashion, 

identifiable by skin tone and hairstyle alone. The figures are without facial features: no 

eyes, nose, or mouth. They cannot speak, so the MJF speaks for them: above, in all caps, 

the phrase “THE ARTS SAVE LIVES” is written, and below, “TO HELP 

UNDERSERVED YOUTH, DONATE.” The faceless characters are the underserved youth 

that can be saved by the arts. The transport truck traverses the country adorned with a 

simplified image of diversity and multiculturalism. Here, marginalization is presented not 

as a product of power, but as a deficit—a lack of being “served.” These racialized youth 

whose lives need to be saved are not victims of settler-colonialism, racial capitalism, and 

national development processes, but stereotypes that fulfill (funding) categories. And while 

the truck’s exterior is decorated with images of multiculturalism, youth, and art, as well as 

a message of social change, the inside of the truck—its substance—contains the 

commercial goods that Bison Transport ships throughout the nation on a daily basis. Every 

day, the truck moves these commodities from coast to coast, shipping them to market, 

cloaked in a veneer of the exceptional Canada that, in fact, obscures the viewer’s 

knowledge of what is contained inside. Read as metaphor, the “Arts Save Lives Mobile 

Campaign” illustrates how discourses of the nation and neoliberal funding models structure 

the manner in which social inequality can be known and addressed within the exceptional 

Canada. (With this in mind, I actually admire the degree to which Peter Flegel, Director of 

Programming and Communications for the MJF, and the rest of the MJF staff are able to 

navigate the political disconnect between their conservative funders and the progressive 

artists they fund.) Key to my analysis are the political possibilities and limits of MJF-
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funded artists operating within this structure, and what this says about nation, art, and 

social change in Canada’s charitable sector.  

Many MJF-funded artists attempt to push back against the exceptional Canada, and 

the unequal power relations its constituting discourses obscure. And they may be able to do 

resistant work under the MJF umbrella. What I’ve tried to show, however, is that the 

censorship of resistance is not always an explicit process driven by the threat of funding 

withdrawal. Rather, there exists a much more insidious form of suppression that occurs 

through the depoliticization of resistance and the co-optation of social justice optics via the 

discursive power of the exceptional Canada—particularly in arts contexts. Emphasis on the 

foundational narratives of the exceptional Canada—e.g., multiculturalism, diversity, 

tolerance, and peacemaking—in a culturalist manner give the appearance of struggles for 

justice when, in fact, they function to obscure the politics and structures of oppression. In 

this way, the exceptional Canada brings to mind Glen Coulthard’s (2014) critique of the 

“colonial politics of recognition” as reproducing the power relations and relations of 

domination of settler-colonialism in a kinder way. Drawing on Coulthard’s critique, 

Wrightson (2017) describes how Canadian museums—as institutional spaces shaped by 

national narratives and identities—are implicated in the reproduction of settler-colonial 

logics through their mobilization of a colonial politics of recognition. She argues that 

museological practice must therefore include a critique of the “political of recognition.” 

Similarly, my analysis suggests that MJF artists who are committed to struggles for social 

justice must be attuned to the potential slippage into affirming the exceptional Canada 

despite their opposition to it. 
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On a more general level, this chapter demonstrates that despite the seemingly 

economistic nature of neoliberal reform, new governance paradigms actually increase the 

role of racialized discourses of the nation in the charitable sector. As charitable 

organizations are forced to take on a larger role in imagining what a better Canada looks 

like, and creating programs that fill the growing social deficit, they are increasingly 

structured by the exceptional Canada. Nation thus shapes the programming of charitable 

organizations desperate for donor funds. Most problematic, however, is the work these 

discourses of the exceptional Canada do to remove the nation and processes of national 

development from understandings of social injustice. This helps to explain why 

traditionally conservative sectors of Canadian society—e.g., the energy, financial, and real 

estate sectors—invest in the seemingly radical projects funded by organizations like the 

MJF. Art plays a unique role in this phenomenon by appealing to the imagined Canada’s 

culturalist orientation, granting the optics of social change to a framework for change that 

is anything but. 
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CHAPTER 6 

Conclusion, Future Directions, and the Metaphor of the Hammer 

 

The second day of the Power of the Arts National Forum began with a panel 

discussion on one of the Michaëlle Jean Foundation’s flagship programs: The Scratch & 

Mix Project: Empowering Black Youth Through the Arts. Part of the MJF’s 4th Wall: Make 

the Invisible Visible program, The Scratch & Mix Project facilitates the inclusion of artistic 

works produced by young Black artists into the Art Gallery of Ontario (AGO)—in 

particular, visual art that engages with issues specific to the artist’s community. According 

to Peter, Director of Programming and Communications for the MJF, the goal of the 

Project is to elevate the Black youth voice within a dominant cultural institution like the 

AGO and, related to that, to combat misrepresentations of Black youth and the Black 

community within the mainstream media. Furthermore, through cross-sectoral 

partnerships—between private donors, an elite art gallery, a social change charity, 

community organizers, and racialized artists—The Scratch & Mix Project centres Black 

youth voices in the halls of power far beyond the white walls of the AGO. 

The Scratch & Mix Project’s original run was paired with the Jean-Michel Basquiat 

exhibit, “Now’s the Time,” which ran from the beginning of February to the middle of May 

in 2015. According to Sara, the AGO’s Intern Youth Programs Coordinator at the time, this 

strategic pairing proved extremely generative: 
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[The Scratch & Mix Project] continued the conversation outside of 

Basquiat. It brought people locally to the galleries every day. We 

had hundreds and thousands of school students and families who 

walked through the community gallery when they entered the AGO, 

and so they could see representations of themselves on the walls. I 

think that’s really important to say, ‘I’m included, my voice, my 

story, my history, our stories should be represented on the walls of 

the AGO and everywhere.’ 

 

Within The Scratch & Mix Project, we can see the possibilities, tensions, and limits of 

AFSC philanthropy. Here, private wealth accumulated through racist and colonial means 

entitles rich and primarily white philanthropists to serve as judge and jury of the artwork of 

young Black artists who are exploring issues specific to their communities—issues like 

racialized poverty and racist policing—further deciding which artistic pieces deserve to 

hang in a dominant cultural institution like the AGO. At the same time, feedback from the 

commissioned artists, from their friends and families in the community, and from other 

young people who visited the AGO and viewed the exhibition has, according to Sara, been 

overwhelmingly positive. That the work of The Scratch & Mix Project was framed in 

conversation with the paintings of Jean-Michel Basquiat, an outspokenly political Black 

visual artist who explored issues of racism, colonialism, and class struggle in his work, 

speaks to both the power of Black art as well as AFSC philanthropy’s ability to appropriate 

and devour. Basquiat, himself, died of a heroin overdose at the age of 27, consumed by the 

elite and white international art world. The Scratch & Mix Project is unique in that it 

explicitly centres the voices of young Black artists, rather than voices of white elites and 

“experts” in conversations around racialized poverty. Up until a point, that is. Stage two of 

the project involves bringing the art and stories of these artists and community members to 

a committee of cross-sectoral industry leaders. These leaders—drawn from the private, 

public, and philanthropic sectors—inject the kind of technocratic approach to social change 
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that characterizes much of the AFSC philanthropic landscape specifically, and the larger 

Canadian philanthropic sector more generally. 

Of course, within this context, there remains space for intervention and artistic 

agency. The dynamic institution of AFSC philanthropy explored in this dissertation, while 

powerful and extensive in its reach, is not all-determining. What I have attempted to 

describe, instead, is a complex material and discursive context where histories of race, 

nation-building, and capitalist development intersect in intricate, often insidious ways, to 

structure how artists can take on injustice within AFSC interventions. By focusing on the 

racialized and colonial dynamics of AFSC philanthropy and its revenue sources—in 

conjunction with the dynamics of capitalist development and social reproduction—I 

highlighted the contradictory nature of an institution that, up until now, has been portrayed 

almost exclusively in a superficial and uncritical light. By embedding AFSC 

philanthropy—as well as social change philanthropy in general—within material and 

discursive histories of the nation, I made the case for centering race and nation within the 

existing Marxian-inspired critical literature on philanthropy that has all but ignored these 

important questions. Finally, through a methodologically triangulated approach, I have 

established what I believe are the beginnings of a much-needed scholarly conversation on 

AFSC philanthropy that needs to be shared with researchers doing focused ethnographic or 

case study research on specific community arts organizations in both Canada and abroad.  

During the Power of the Arts National Forum panel, the moderator asked Melana, a 

key organizer of The Scratch & Mix Project, what drew her to this work. In the midst of an 

answer that centred not only Blackness and Black visibility, but optimism, Melana 

paraphrased an oft-repeated quote from German Marxist theatre practitioner Bertolt Brecht. 
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“Art isn’t really a mirror of lives,” Melana said, “but art is a hammer which we’re using to 

shape lives. And to construct reality.” In the moment, I was struck by this quote because I 

had two very different interpretations of what it could mean. My cynical interpretation of 

the metaphor of the hammer was that art, indeed, was functioning as a tool—in fact, a blunt 

force instrument—for white supremacist and capitalist interests to further entrench racist 

and colonial hierarchies of power in Canada. Throughout this dissertation, my analysis has 

highlighted how art has been, and continues to be, mobilized within different historical, 

spatial, and institutional contexts to deepen these relations of power. A second more 

optimistic interpretation—and the one that Melana surely intended—was that art can be 

used as a tool or hammer by racialized, colonized, and poor communities to shape their 

lives for the better. I feel, however, that this research has proposed a third, more nuanced, 

interpretation of the metaphor of the hammer—an interpretation that points to both the 

significance of this work, as well as its limitations.  

If art is a hammer that shapes lives, then the artist in question is likely a sculptor, 

and their material is some sort of stone. A skilled sculptor can engage in some truly 

remarkable acts of shaping—at one point, Edmonia Lewis’ Forever Free (1867) and Old 

Arrow-Maker and his Daughter (1866) were blocks of marble. And yet, despite this ability 

to shape, the sculptor is always limited by the material that they are working with. The 

dimensions of the slab from which Forever Free was carved determined, in some respects, 

what Lewis could do with her hammer (e.g., she could not have made the Old Arrow-

Maker and his Daughter larger than the initial block of stone). Likewise, marble absorbs 

skin oils when touched, turning yellow or brown, placing particular demands and limits on 

the sculptor. The parallel I am drawing here is that art’s capacity to function as “a hammer 
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which we’re using to shape lives” is, in itself, shaped by the material and discursive context 

within which the AFSC interventions take place. Following this line of thinking, this 

dissertation sought to explore the contexts and institutional conditions of the sculpting, 

rather than the hammering technique or the specific outcomes of the hammering.  

Coming to terms with why I approached this area of study using this specific lens 

took significant self-reflection on my own positionality—namely, my relationship to social 

justice struggles as a white male graduate student and a musician and a writer. I suppose I 

always conceived of myself as—to use the words of my supervisor—“primarily a policy 

wonk kind of guy.” At least when it comes to my scholarly work. While I am inspired by, 

draw upon, and attempt to write in conversation with, the work of Black and Indigenous 

scholars, as well as other scholars of colour, I have tended to engage in the practice of 

studying white elites and white elite institutions, engaging in which Laura Nader (1972) 

calls “studying up.” In her influential article, “Up the Anthropologist: Perspective Gained 

from Studying Up” Nader writes that 

if anthropology were reinvented to study up we would sooner or 

later need to study down as well. We aren't dealing with an either/or 

proposition; we need simply to realize when it is useful or crucial in 

terms of the problem to extend the domain of study up, down, or 

sideways. (p. 8) 

 

As a Master’s student, I examined elite arts high schools in Toronto. This dissertation 

focused on the institution of philanthropy. Now I find myself making the shift into the 

world of Critical Management Studies, drawing on my years doing Cultural Studies work 

to engage in a more focused critique of the expanding social change arena (discussed in 

Chapter 4). While I maintain that I have written this dissertation in such a way that it 

contributes to larger critical conversations around AFSCS philanthropy—and social change 
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philanthropy in general—I must admit that my approach is partly a function of my 

antipathy to becoming that “white anthropologist working in a racialized context” in 

parallel to the racial dynamics of AFSC philanthropy. Because I approached this research 

firmly believing that anti-racist and anti-colonial work is white people’s work too, I chose 

to focus primarily on the institutional side of AFSC philanthropy. To acknowledge this is 

to acknowledge that there are limits to this study. However, I do not think of these limits as 

blind spots. Rather, they point to the fact that the story of AFSC is complex, and that my 

research tells but one part of that story, inviting (an)other part(s) to be told. The national 

cultural political economic approach—while important and generative—does not account 

for what the hammer (to extend the metaphor one final time) does and is used to do.  

In response, I believe that the most critical extension of this research agenda would 

be an examination of the “cultural politics” (Da Costa, 2015; Li, 1999; Mitchell, 2002; 

Moore, 2000) of AFSC philanthropy. In other words, how do the racist and colonial 

discourses of nation I’ve described in this dissertation materialize through grounded 

struggle, and, following this, how do AFSC interventions function as sites of contestation 

carved out through situated cultural practices? This is the type of research that I could best 

take on as a collaborative project. In her critique of post-development theory, Murray Li 

(1999) argues that while a Foucauldian understanding of governmentality helps us 

understand development discourse (or, in the case of this project, discourses of the nation) 

as a project of rule, the accomplishment of this rule “owes as much to the understandings 

and practices worked out in the contingent and compromised space of cultural intimacy” 

(p. 295). In this way, a cultural politics approach would help us understand how racist and 

colonial discourses of the nation were adopted, resisted, negotiated, or navigated through 
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artistic practice, as well as the extent to which the material and discursive structures 

highlighted in this dissertation are manifested in practice. As Moore (2000) explains: the 

“disciplinary effects of development confront not docile bodies but the situated cultural 

practices and sedimented histories of people and place” (p. 658). Finally, a cultural politics 

approach would complicate any sense of a “perfect storm” of material and discursive 

structures that this dissertation, at times, might seem to suggest by giving greater emphasis 

to what racialized and Indigenous artists say about and, just as importantly, say with their 

art. Employing a cultural politics lens—perhaps through a focused case study on a 

particular organization like the Michaëlle Jean Foundation, for example—would provide an 

even richer understanding of the intersection of race, nation, and capital within this 

growing institution of AFSC philanthropy.  

A second future direction for this research could be a comparative study. 

Specifically: what role do discourses of the nation play in the philanthropic sectors of other 

countries? How do specific material and discursive histories of nation shape AFSC 

philanthropy in France, for example? What can this tell us about how nation is differently 

mobilized in diverse contexts in the interests of colonial capitalism? As I briefly noted in 

Chapter 2, the types of discursive claims made to reproduce Canada as “always-already-

good” in the face of national embarrassment (e.g., the Somali Affair) are quite similar to 

the claims made in other Western liberal democracies. This kind of work would require 

collaboration with scholars from other countries and with different expertise and language 

abilities; such collaboration is an attractive prospect to me. But I can sketch a few of its 

possibilities here through one example from the United States.  
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The United States-based “Art for Justice Fund” was launched in June 2017 by the 

Ford Foundation. Created with an $100 million donation by philanthropist, art collector, 

and president emerita of the Museum of Modern Art, Agnes Gund, the five-year 

philanthropic initiative seeks to “transform […] the [US] criminal justice system through 

art and advocacy” (Art for Justice Fund, n.d.). As an AFSC philanthropic funder, the Fund 

operates primarily through providing grants to non-profit organizations working on specific 

issues related to criminal justice reform in the United States including: bail reform, 

prosecutorial accountability, and art-based diversion programs for youth; reforming 

excessive prison sentences and incarceration laws; and increasing opportunities for 

formerly incarcerated people and their families. The Art for Justice Fund is notable, both in 

terms of the scale of its operation, the multiple ways it mobilizes art to achieve its mission, 

and the particularities of its social and political ambitions. Having just entered its second 

year of operation, the Fund has already provided $32 million in grant commitments to 60 

initiatives that adhere to its philanthropic mission. Moreover, the Fund is well on its way to 

raising an additional $100 million in private capital (beyond the initial $100 million in seed 

money) primarily through, of all things, the sale of valuable pieces of art. On this note, the 

Art for Justice Fund not only uses arts programming and artistic production as a means to 

achieve transformative social and political goals; it understands art—particularly the art of 

the super-rich—as a commodity that can be sold to bankroll AFSC programs as well. 

Among the Spring 2018 cohort of grantees, there are groups and individual artists working 

to end cash-bail practices that discriminate against people from low-income communities, 

advocating the closure of youth prisons, expanding higher education programs for people 
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who are incarcerated, creating leadership training programs for children whose parents are 

incarcerated, and educating the public on the need for criminal-justice reforms.  

 AFSC philanthropy, here, reflects a different racialized national history than the one 

I have studied so far. To be clear, I am not claiming that Canada does not have a serious 

history of anti-Blackness or a racist criminal justice system. What is different, however, is 

how these racialized histories take shape in the national imaginary in a given nation-state, 

and how they map onto the reputational anxieties of elite philanthropists. In other words, in 

Canada, shameful histories of residential schools and settler-colonialism, and hopeful 

futures of multiculturalism and diversity, shape AFSC philanthropy. In the US, the guilt of 

nation-building is attached to histories of trans-Atlantic slavery and Jim Crow laws, while 

(the demonstrable reality of) genocidal white settler-colonialism is less prominent. 

Discourse around the Art for Justice Fund also reflects a celebration of the super-wealthy 

that just is not a part of mainstream philanthropic discourse in Canada.  For example, the 

Ford Foundation hosted an event at the Museum of Modern Art in New York City to 

officially launch the Art for Justice Fund. The event brought together prominent American 

art collectors, philanthropists, and criminal justice advocates, as well as a diverse roster of 

speakers and performers, ranging from journalists Maria Hinojosa of NPR’s Latino USA 

and Charles Blow of the New York Times, to Piper Kerman, author of Orange is the New 

Black. The evening began with a short video that contrasted the values upon which 

America was supposedly founded (“liberty, opportunity, and justice for all”) with the 

reality of mass incarceration in the United States.  

Here, however, the theme immediately shifted to the celebration of an individual. 

“Tonight is about the vision,” Darren Walker, President of the Ford Foundation 
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proclaimed, “the vision of an extraordinary woman who cares deeply about justice.” The 

story of the Art for Justice Fund, thus, becomes a story of Agnes Gund and her “selfless” 

decision to sell her “beloved” Lichtenstein Masterpiece (1962), and donation of $100 

million of the profits to begin the Fund. Walker explains that,  

for a person as passionate about art as Aggie is, to part with one of 

her jewels—that great Lichtenstein—was a very very profound 

thing to do. But even more profound than that painting to Aggie is 

the state of our country. 

 

 Here, the philanthropist, rather than grassroots organizations and activists funded by the 

Art for Justice Fund, becomes the model of morality, justice, and vision. During the launch, 

Walker even goes so far as to reference a famous exchange between Martin Luther King Jr. 

and singer and civil rights activist Harry Belafonte:  

At a time like this, I am reminded of what Dr. King said in 1968 

during a very turbulent time in America. He said, ‘America’s house 

is on fire. Where are her firemen?’ Well tonight, my friends, we 

have among us one of the great firefighters for justice in America. 

Her name is Agnes Gund. 

 

There is, of course, a profound irony in characterizing this act as displaying “an 

extraordinary act of generosity” when that Lichtenstein had hung over the mantel in her 

Upper East Side apartment for years next to pieces by Jasper Johns and Mark Rothko. And 

when she sold the piece for $165 million (meaning she netted $65 million in addition to the 

$100 million donation to the Fund), it was to billionaire Steve Cohen whose hedge fund 

pleaded guilty to insider trading charges in 2013. Cohen, who serves on Board of Trustees 

for New York-based Robin Hood Foundation, a market-based venture philanthropic 

organization, paid out $1.8 billion in penalties for his crimes, yet did not spend a night in 

jail. The irony, here, is difficult to miss. 
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 In addition to extending this research agenda to centre a cultural politics 

framework, as well as to include a comparative angle with other national settings, there 

remains much to be learned about the growing roster of market-based social change actors 

that I refer to in this dissertation as the expanding social change arena. In a context of 

growing social and economic inequality, philanthropy is no longer the primary game in 

town. New public-private partnerships, businesses, hybrid organizations (e.g., social 

enterprises), and new organizational forms (e.g., social innovation labs) are increasingly 

framed as problem solvers. As this market-based technocratic framework of social change 

proliferates and mutates, we must continue to complicate the (important, yet limited) 

Marxian-inspired critiques that will inevitably arise by continuing ask how nation-building, 

racism, and colonial capitalism articulate within in these (not so) novel institutional spaces. 

This is one area of inquiry I intend to pursue. 
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