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• Indigenous resistance against fossil fuel infrastructure projects has stopped or
delayed 28 percent of the annual greenhouse gas emissions from the US and
Canada.
• Annual greenhouse gas emissions increased by 60 percent between 1990 and
2015, and the richest 10 percent of the global population accounted for 52 percent of those emissions.
• Thirty-six percent of Canada’s top-paid ceos in 2019 ran organizations that received payroll support in 2020 through the Canada Emergency Wage Subsidy.
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• In Toronto, 48 percent of the population is white but had only 17 percent of
covid infections; 9 percent of the population is Black and had 21 percent of infections; 3 percent of the population is Latinx and had 10 percent of infections.
In Winnipeg, the highest rates of infection were in neighbourhoods with the
highest rates of poverty.
• In 2011, annual capital expenditures of First Nations reserves in Canada were
estimated to be underfunded by between $169 million and $189 million, leading
to a massive infrastructure deficit that is around $8 billion in Manitoba alone.
• Over 500,000 women were victims of sexual assault in Canada between 2011
and 2016, and over 300,000 women were victims of domestic violence during
that time.
1
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• By 11:17 a.m. on the first working day of 2019, the average highest-paid ceo was
paid as much as the average Canadian worker for the whole year. By lunchtime,
the average top-paid ceo was paid $53,482.
• In 2020, 50 percent of families who rented their homes (2.4 million people)
were in core housing need — spending more than 30 percent of their income on
housing.
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• To rent an average-priced two-bedroom apartment — that is, to be adequately housed — a full-time worker would need to make $35.43/hr in Vancouver,
$33.70/hr in Toronto, $28.47/hr in Victoria, $26.97/hr in Calgary and $26.08/hr
in Ottawa.
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• In 2017–18, one in eight households in Canada was food insecure, amounting to
4.4 million people, including more than 1.2 million children. Indigenous (28.2%)
and Black (28.9%) households are the most food insecure.
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• The average gig worker in Canada is paid $465 for forty-three hours, which is
about $10.80/hr. The lowest minimum wage in Canada is $11.81/hr. The average transport/package-delivery gig worker earns $762 per month, a 50 percent
decrease since 2012.
Sources: ccppp 2016; ccpa 2021a, 2021b; ccpa Monitor 2019; Clarke, Mullings and Giwa 2021; Goldtooth and Saldamando 2021; Macdonald 2019; oxfam International 2020; Tarasuk and Mitchell 2020
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What are we to make of these things you should know? Pollution of our air, water and soil; poverty that is increasingly widespread and persistent; the epidemic of
sexual violence; the housing crisis; the racialized impacts of covid-19. This book is
about exploring the who, what, when, where, how and why of the conflicts, imbalances and oppressions that confront us in Canada.
In a simple but absolutely crucial sense, how we think about social issues depends
on how we approach thinking about social life in
How we think about social
general. At the risk of oversimplification, we can
say that there are two basic approaches to getissues depends on how we
ting below the surface of our social lives. There is
approach thinking about
what we will call the neoliberal approach — some
social life in general.
might see this as a “traditional” or individualist
way of looking at social problems — and there is
what we will call the critical approach. Many other books on social issues tend to
describe three approaches based on traditional divisions in sociology: functionalist,
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interactionist and conflict theories. In Chapter 2, Murray Knuttila describes in more
detail some of the sociopolitical theories that make up these two approaches: the
traditional includes pluralism and the neoliberal state, while the critical includes
neo-Marxism, feminism and corporate colonialism. One way of describing these
different ways of understanding social life is to go back to a classic statement on the
nature and value of the “sociological imagination” made over sixty years ago. In 1959,
US sociologist C. Wright Mills distinguished between “private troubles” and “public
issues” as the key way to understanding the sociological imagination. Using the gendered language that was typical in his day, Mills wrote:
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[Private] troubles occur within the character of the individual and within
the range of his immediate relations with others; they have to do with his self
and with those limited areas of social life of which he is directly and personally aware. [Public] issues have to do with matters that transcend these local
environments of the individual and the range of his inner life. They have to
do with the organization of many such milieux into the institutions of [a]
historical society as a whole, with the ways in which various milieux overlap
and interpenetrate to form the larger structure of social and historical life.
(Mills 1959: 8)

For some analysts, again at the risk of a little oversimplification, social problems are
mainly about private troubles; for others, social problems are the product of public
issues.

Ex

THE NEOLIBERAL APPROACH: INDIVIDUALS AND FREEDOM
Within the neoliberal approach, society is essentially a bundle of private troubles. In
his distinction between troubles and issues, Mills was pointing to a profound bias
in North American (actually, specifically US or maybe Anglo-American) thinking:
the tendency to see society in individualistic terms. In this individualist way of thinkIn this individualist neoliberal way
ing, the understanding or explanation of
of thinking, the understanding of
how society works really comes down to
how society works really comes
the choices that individual people make. As
down to the choices that individhuman beings, we decide what we will eat,
ual people make.
where we will live, what work we will do,
how we will treat others, whether or not we
will go to university or community college, what music we will listen to, who or if
we will marry and so on. Almost always, it is assumed, we choose to do what is best
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for us as individuals. If we need to, we may decide to cooperate with others, like our
families or close friends, to achieve some of our goals, but fundamentally and ultimately, we act for ourselves. Even so, these choices are and should be constrained,
but only within very wide boundaries. We cannot act in ways that threaten others
— their lives, their freedoms or their rights. For instance, we cannot take our neighbour’s new car just because driving around in it will make us feel good or because we
need a car.
These constraints on individual choice, the traditional approach argues, tend to
have two bases: obvious and natural boundaries, and those on which everyone (or at
least a majority) agrees. We know, even without there being laws against it, that we
cannot take someone else’s car just because it may be good for us. We also agree with
laws that protect our property, like our cars, and our lives. But according to neoliberals, the legal constraints on freedom must be kept to a bare minimum.
This perspective is also preoccupied with social order and social stability — that
is, the social imperative for individuals and the parts of a social system to be working
together. The individualists do see that we achieve our goals in the context of others;
for example, in the above sense that we all agree on the minimal constraints on our
freedom. Achieving this ability to effectively work together — what many neoliberals
call “social equilibrium” — comes from a set of beliefs, values and morals that are
widely shared and accepted and that hold the system together. In other words, there
is an assumption that a consensus exists among the members of society that freedom
is paramount, individual merit and responsibility are important and family values,
hard work and respecting others’ property are what society and life are all about.
More than that, neoliberals contend that the social system does generally fit together
and function effectively and that it is generally, and must be, in a long-term state of
equilibrium. For some (probably most) traditional social analysts, the democratic
capitalism that currently dominates and characterizes the societies of the developed
industrial world epitomizes just such a free, prosperous and stable social world (see
Klein 2007).
Social theorists who call themselves pluralists share this emphasis on freedom (see
Chapter 2 for details about pluralism). Pluralists argue that capitalist, liberal democracies are free because there are no groups or individuals that dominate society, at
least not for long periods of time or over many sectors of a society. These societies
have a free press, and most people have access to the information that they need to
know what is going on. Everyone is free to vote and to try to influence social and
political processes. For pluralists, elections are the great political equalizer, as one
person/one vote makes us all the same. Everyone is free to pursue any form of education and work, and the accompanying lifestyle, they desire. Without these kinds of
individual freedoms, society would break down.
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Pluralists note that there are powerful people and groups in a society, but that
power is always restricted and tempered by the power held by other individuals and
groups. As Murray Knuttila (Chapter 2) says, “complex industrial societies are composed of citizens and groups characterized by different religious, class, occupational,
ethnic and national backgrounds and interests … individuals with common characteristics and interests tend to coalesce into groups or organizations to represent
their opinions and interests.” So many different groups make it at least difficult for
one group to exercise power and authority over all of society for long periods of time
— for example, the power of corporations is limited by the rights of unions and consumer groups. For pluralists, “no centre of power is dominant or able to consistently
get its way, at least over the long term. ‘You win some, you lose some’ characterizes
how different interest groups fare in the political process” (Knuttila, Chapter 2).
In its most radical form, this traditional, individualistic approach can lead to the
claim — made by Margaret Thatcher, prime minister of Britain from 1979 to 1990 —
that there is no such thing as a society, there are only individuals. Thatcher went on
to say that the quality of our lives rests on “how much each of us is prepared to take
responsibility for ourselves” (Thatcher 1987: n.p.). This sense of radical individualism underlies the neoliberal revolution, of which Thatcher was the political architect
in England (in the US it was Ronald Reagan, who was president from 1980 to 1989).
Neoliberalism developed out of the classic liberalism of the late seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries, when the ideas of freedom — life, liberty and property — took
hold. Developing into a political movement, liberalism was meant to undo the grasp
that aristocracy, hereditary privilege and the divine right of kings had over societies,
particularly in governing them, especially in Western Europe and the US. For the
emerging powerful class of entrepreneurs and businesspeople, hereditary aristocracy
(and conservatism) kept them from having much political influence in their society.
“By the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries the necessary infrastructure
was in place …[so] a new economically dominant class took control of the state,
often relegating monarchs to figureheads” (Knuttila, Chapter 2).
Neoliberalism has taken up the essential core of liberalism in its focus on individual freedom, liberty and personal responsibility. This new form of liberalism is used
mostly in a political economy sense, proclaiming that the competitive, free market
has become the moral and economic guide for everything social. The free market is
seen to be “an ethic unto itself, capable of acting as a guide to all human action … to
bring all human action into the domain of the market” (Harvey 2005: 3). In a broad
political sense, neoliberalism rests on a holy trinity: eliminating the public sector,
liberating corporations from government regulation and bare-bones social spending
(Klein 2007). The public sector is held with much suspicion, viewed as inherently
inefficient, costly and a waste of taxpayers’ money (Knuttila, Chapter 2). Thus, where
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markets for the things we need to exist are not in place — such as healthcare, social
security, water, education and so on — they must be created (Harvey 2005). In strictly economic terms, this means that it is the state’s responsibility to ensure the conditions of profitability for private corporations, the economic equivalent of individuals.
In more general social terms, neoliberals see society as made up of freely interacting individuals — the basic unit of society — who are responsible and held accountable for the choices they make (Harvey 2005). What happens to you in your life is the
result of choices you make, no one else is responsible or accountable nor obliged to
sympathize with your fate in life. If there is even such a thing as the common good, it
is produced when these freely interacting individuals are not restricted in the pursuit
of their own best interests. For neoliberals, most restrictions on individual freedom,
especially in the form of government regulation, are counterproductive to a prosperous and harmonious society.

THE CRITICAL APPROACH:
SOCIAL STRUCTURE, POWER AND SOCIAL JUSTICE

Ex

ce

In this book we approach social issues in a different way. We look at society through
a critical lens. Keeping in mind Mills’ distinction between public issues and private
troubles, this approach begins with the observation that to understand our lives we
need to examine the institutions — the public issues, the social structure — of our
community and society. As Mills (1959) argues, what we experience in our lives is
both caused and constrained by the various and specific social settings that we are
part of. As such, “to understand the changes of many personal milieux we are required to look beyond them.… To be aware of the idea of social structure and to use
it with sensibility is to be capable of tracing [the] linkages among a great variety of
milieux. To be able to do that is to possess the sociological imagination.” In other
words, to fully understand our lives and the society in which we live involves using
a structural or institutional — not an individualistic — framework. The inadequacy
of an individualistic approach has been made clear by the covid-19 pandemic. Who
has become infected and who has died from the disease has depended on where we
live and how easy it has been to stay home (whether sick or not). Equally, how we
have coped with covid-19 and how we will come out of it is based on our connections to others, from the essential workers who’ve kept our lives going to the vaccination process that rests on taking precautions so that we don’t infect others.
This is not to say that as individuals we have no power over the decisions we
make in our lives — we do — but that power is constrained and not equally distributed. One way of getting at what this means is to return to the idea of the individual
choices that we can and do make. If we think, even for just a minute, about how our
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choices — clothes, food, jobs, partners, education — play out in everyday life, one of
the first things we recognize is that the choices we are presented with are not unlimited. Our choices, for example, are largely influenced by where and when we live, who
we are, if we have children, go to school, work part-time or full-time and so forth.
As soon as we give this reality some thought, we will also notice that some people have a wider range of choices than others. For instance, while we do not choose
to become ill, the choice to be healthy is not equalIf we think about how
ly distributed. Yet, as Elizabeth McGibbon (Chapter
our choices play out in
15) says, “an individualistic, largely apolitical stance
about health and illness persists.” That is, a neolibeveryday life, one of the
eral approach to illness sees it as the consequences
first things we recognize
of our individual lifestyle choices — whether or not
is that some people have
we smoke, if and how we exercise, our eating haba wider range of choices
its. While these choices do have some bearing on the
than others.
odds of becoming sick, they are not (easily) available
to those who can afford them. As McGibbon demonstrates, “it has been proven time and time again that one of the most accurate predictors of health outcomes is socio-economic status, [access to] food and housing
security, the neighbourhoods we live in, our access to health and social care and
education, and other forces and systems shaping the conditions of daily life.” That is,
not everyone is free to make any choice — there are barriers; there are inequalities
between individuals.
For critical thinkers, a key feature of our social structure, and the second main
component of a critical approach, is social inequality. Inequalities are not just about
individual lifestyle choices. It is true that some people may want faster cars, designer
clothing, to dine at the most expensive restaurants or to live in luxurious houses
while others may not want any of these things. And social structure and inequality
do not mean that we do not make choices about our behaviour — we do have what
sociologists call “agency” (see Knuttila 2016). The point, however, is that the existence of social inequality means a narrowing of life choices for many people, not just
in what they may want but also in what they can do and become. That is, inequality
is actually about power differences, not merely lifestyle differences. Or, as Sarah Jaffe
puts it in Work Won’t Love You Back, “the ideals of freedom and choice that neoliberalism claims to embrace, function … as a mechanism for justifying inequality”
(2021: 8).
Power resides in social relationships, and it can take many forms. Power can be
exercised by virtually anyone, almost anywhere. A ceo tells the executive committee
that they must devise plans to increase profits by 20 percent over the next four fiscal
quarters. The commissioner of the wnba fines players for wearing Black Lives Matter
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T-shirts on the court. The big kid in Grade 6 forces a smaller kid to give up a place in
the cafeteria queue. In other words, there are many possible bases of power, especially when it comes to one individual pitted against another.
But even in these examples, the people acting are not just individuals. That is,
power is not randomly distributed; it has a social basis and social patterns. Power, in
the social sense, involves the ways in which people in particular social groups can influence, force, coerce and direct people in other social groups to act in certain ways,
narrowing their choices in life. These powerful social groups tend to coalesce around
race, gender, class and sexuality:
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• white people expropriate land from Indigenous people, who are labelled
“Indians” by Canadian legislation and then find that they cannot live their
lives according to their own views of who they want to be and what kind
of direction they want to pursue as individuals, communities and nations
(Pamela Palmater, Chapter 3);
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• a few large multinational corporations — actually, the capitalists who own
them — control how food is produced, how and when it is processed and
where it is distributed, and they do so in ways that increase their profits rather than ensuring that everyone has enough to eat (Sarah-Louise Ruder, Dana
James, Evan Bowness, Tabitha Robin and Bryan Dale, Chapter 8);
• men use their physical strength and capacity for violence to control women,
while the surrounding culture encourages such behaviour and society as a
whole overlooks this reality, providing many women with little choice but to
cope with the fallout (Elizabeth Sheehy and Lindsey Ostridge, Chapter 11);
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• heterosexual people decide that their sexual choices are “normal,” thus complicating and denigrating the lives of and experiences of 2slgbtq+ people
(Chris Campbell, Tracey Peter and Catherine Taylor, Chapter 13).

Power can be enacted through the state or government. For example, James Popham,
Anna Johnson and Les Samuelson (Chapter 14) show that what the state legislates as
criminal offences in Canada are not always the most harmful or dangerous behaviours. Most of us, at one time or another, will have money unwillingly taken from
us by corporations, through everything from misleading advertising to predatory
pricing to violations of labour standards regulations. In the eyes of the state, these
unethical and harmful corporate acts are far less likely to be seen as needing to be
included in the Criminal Code. They are often seen as part of doing business. Or, because corporate decisions are hidden in complex internal structures, the government
cannot find the person who acted for a corporation. Thus, it is not surprising that 80
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percent of welfare fraud convictions lead to imprisonment while a conviction for tax
evasion (which causes far more financial harm to Canadians than so-called welfare
cheaters) ends up with a prison sentence in only 4 percent of cases.
Relations of power also occur in other contexts. As Sarah-Louise Ruder, Dana
James, Evan Bowness, Tabitha Robin and Bryan Dale demonstrate in Chapter 8,
“Food is political. Power permeates the structures that determine how food is ‘produced,’ who decides what happens to it, who benefits from these decisions and, ultimately, who gets to eat.” What we eat, what it will cost and who among us will eat
exists, they say, within a “corporate food regime.” For Canadians (and most people
around the world), food choice is determined by a few very large corporations. Much
food is produced by independent farmers in Canada, but they are sorely dependent
on the few multinationals who control all the “inputs” — seeds, fertilizers, weed and
pest controls — necessary for growing food. A few other companies have significant
control over collecting the food grown by farmers and distributing it to food processors. Then a few more corporations have significant control over the consumer market
— what will be available, what it will cost, where it can be found — for food that we
ultimately eat. So, it is relations of power, not poor food skills or shopping behaviour,
that produce the over four million Canadians (Tarasuk and Mitchell 2020) who don’t
have enough to eat and the actually decreasing level of diversity of food available to us.
The covid-19 pandemic has also laid bare the power dynamics of our society
— it’s had a devastating effect on both the health and wealth of some Canadians. A
report by cibc Economics found that in 2020, those hardest hit with job losses were
making an hourly wage of $13.91 or less (Bundale 2021). However, the report notes,
“not only did high-wage earners not experience job loss, but in fact they have gained
almost 350,000 jobs over the past year” (Advisor’s Edge 2021: n.p.). In addition to
increased jobs, Canada’s top executives saw a 17 percent increase in their pay. Even
those executives whose salaries were cut in 2020 due to the pandemic saw an overall
increase in their earnings due to corporate bonuses, which were largely based on
redefined performance measures that overlooked the pandemic’s effect on business
revenue (ccpa 2021b).
Knowing that our society is characterized by inequality and relations of power does not mean that we can be certain of how power will operate. For example,
Murray Knuttila (Chapter 2) sets out a critical theory of how the state acts on behalf
of the interests of powerful groups (power that relates to class, gender and race). But
as Knuttila argues, while we know that such powerful interests dominate society, we
cannot specify the actual mechanisms through which power is exercised in specific historical eras. We can say theoretically or abstractly that power does dominate
— Knuttila discusses in general the direct and indirect ways in which the powerful
influence the state to do what they want it to do. But an understanding of how power

10 / Power and Resistance

rp

DEFINING OUR CHANGING PROBLEMS

t

actually operates can come only through careful historical research, by uncovering
the ways in which the powerful try to protect their interests, sometimes through the
state and sometimes not, and the ways in which they are successful or not.
So, as you can see, there are some basic disagreements about the nature of society
— how it is organized and how it operates. These disagreements find their way into
thinking about social issues and their causes. In general, thinking about social issues
involves trying to understand not only what comes to be seen as a social problem but
also how to resolve those problems, both of which are connected to what we think
causes social problems and how society is organized.

Ex

ce

In thinking about social issues, we must first consider what behaviours and conditions are social problems and/or come to be seen as social problems. We won’t
get into a long discussion of how to define “social problems.” Many social problems
textbooks do that, but some sociologists claim it has never really been adequately
done (Spector and Kitsuse 2017). It is sufficient to say that social problems are behaviours and conditions that both (objectively) harm a large group of people and are
behaviours and conditions that have been (subjectively) defined as harmful to a large
group of people. Both elements are part of identifying what is a social problem.
Sean Heir (2021) tells us that how social conditions come to be defined as social
problems is generally divided between realists and constructionists, which is similar to Augie Fleras’s (2005) identification of conditionalists and constructionists (see
also Nelson and Fleras 1995). Realists define social problems as conditions that are
harmful to a significant segment of the population. Constructionists, on the other
hand, define social problems in terms of people’s reactions to conditions that are or
are perceived as harmful — such circumstances become social problems because
people act together to change them. To put it another way, for constructionists, social
problems are about “claims making.” They are the result of activities by some people
“who try to convince [others] about a real or perceived harm to … human well-being” (Heir 2021: 32). Donileen Loseke (1999) says that social problems involve both
the actual harm caused by behaviours and conditions as well as what people worry
about. In other words, there are both objective (the conditions) and subjective (how
things are seen) elements to social problems.
These definitions, which are representative, are useful (see Eitzen, Zinn and Smith
2011 for a recent but similar discussion). But beyond agreement at a very general
level that social problems have objective and subjective elements, what we think of as
a social problem is not so simple. Our definitions and conceptions of social problems
are tied up with how we see society being organized.
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In 2020, the Office of the Correctional Investigator of Canada reported that almost
30.4 percent of federal prisoners were Indigenous (a historic high). In the Prairie
provinces, it was 48 percent, and more than 42 percent of women in federal jails were
Indigenous (which is an 83 percent increase since 2003). Indigenous people are less
than 5 percent of the population in Canada. The non-Indigenous prison population,
on the other hand, decreased by 13.7 percent from 2010 to 2020 (Chapter 3).
Women students reported 179 sexual assaults to their campus authorities in
Canada in 2013, a rate that is 21 percent higher than assaults reported in 2012 and 66
percent higher than 2009. Despite this rise in reports of campus sexual assault, only
twenty-four of one hundred post-secondary institutions in Canada had, by 2016,
adopted a stand-alone policy for sexual violence on campus (Chapter 11).
The global warming limit of 1.5 degrees Celsius by 2050 will very likely be exceeded, which will mean that the Earth band between 20 degrees north and 20 degrees
south, where 40 percent of people live, will be uninhabitable (Chapter 10).
In a national survey, over half of 2slgbtq+ high school students reported hearing
homophobic comments, and over 60 percent were verbally harassed about their sexual orientation every day. As a result, many live with high levels of emotional stress,
leading to their isolation and disengagement at school, feeling schools are unsafe
places and even contemplating suicide (Chapter 13).
Living in core housing need means that your housing is either in need of repair,
overcrowded or unaffordable (that is, it takes up over 30 percent of your income). In
Canada, 12 percent of the population is in core housing need. At the same time, over
one third of Indigenous peoples living both on and off reserve are in core housing
need (Chapter 7).
These facts all indicate serious circumstances that negatively impact the lives of
many. There is no doubt that particular social conditions and behaviours that cause
suffering to a significant set of people are problems, both for those people and for
society. Equally, there is no doubt that such conditions are objectively real. We can
observe and articulate those conditions, even though it may be difficult to define
just when a social condition becomes a social problem — what level of harm needs
to be done and to how many people before it is a social problem? Yet, in many ways,
all that this part of the definition tells us is that we can and must articulate who is
being harmed and how in order to call something a social problem (see, for example,
Heir 2021).
It is important to note that the conditions that can become a social problem are
actually the behaviours of some groups of people. They are not abstract circumstances
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that exist outside of people’s behaviours and relationships to one another. This is
often obvious: Rates of incarceration are about what is deemed by the criminal justice system to be criminal, who is pursued by law enforcement and who is not. The
violence suffered by women is about the behaviour of, mainly, men. Greenhouse gas
emissions are about big business and politicians deciding that the economic value of
fossil fuel is more important than keeping the temperature of the Earth from rising.
Homophobia and transphobia are about heterosexuals and cisgender people in power determining which identities are considered “normal” and which are considered
“abnormal.” Poverty is about how income and economic resources are distributed
through the labour market, which is really businesses and employers deciding who
will get paid what for which kind of work.
All too often, though, neoliberal social analyses accept as self-evident the problematic nature of some set of social conditions. In this view, there are behaviours that
obviously disrupt the functioning of society as it exists — that is, there are behaviours that clearly cause harm to the lives of real people. For example, we are so often
told that violence is a serious problem
in our society. Yet, as James Popham,
Neoliberal social analyses accept as
Anna Johnson and Les Samuelson
self-evident that there are behav(Chapter 5), and Elizabeth Sheehy and
iours that obviously disrupt the funcLindsay Ostridge (Chapter 11), show
tioning of society as it exists.
us, we are much more likely to encounter violence at work or at the hands of
people we know intimately (mostly males) than in those “certain parts of the city.”
This is not to make light of or dismiss so-called stranger violence, for it does occur.
In these terms, the nature of the problem of violence is not self-evident, even though
violence is harmful.
To take another example, the increasing preponderance of gig work is seen by
some as a positive move away from the doldrums of regular employment — for them,
it is the future of work. Gig work, it seems, offers flexibility, variety and autonomy,
whereas working for the same boss and same organization your entire life fails to do
that. Gig work is seen as providing, for example, the flexibility that women, who often
have disproportionately more family responsibilities, need. It’s seen as an opportunity to make use of an “unused asset,” like an Uber driver would make use of their car.
But there is little new about gig work — the type of labour gig workers do (cleaning,
childcare, delivery) and the casual or on-call nature of that labour has historically
been the case under capitalism. Additionally, the fact that gig work is supervised,
paid and disciplined through a digital platform means that gig workers are reliant
on customer ratings, which can ultimately lower professional standards and deskill
their labour. This platform reliance also means that gig workers are more isolated
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and alienated and can be easily punished or fired because of the lack of employment
regulation and unions. As Paul Gray, Stephanie Ross and Larry Savage explain, “By
making the employment relationship more impersonal, platforms allow employers
to evade responsibility by claiming that the algorithms make managerial decisions”
(Chapter 9). Gig work, then, does not offer workers more choice and autonomy, but
it is instead an increasingly precarious form of employment that removes even more
responsibility for workers from employers, allowing the latter to maximize their bottom line. Very quickly, what was initially called the “sharing economy” has become
a “playground of billionaires and exploited workers” and is really just a typical capitalist marketing scheme (Slee 2015: 163). In ways not immediately obvious, some
conditions, like gig work, can actually be a social problem.
Thus, we do have to ask about and determine the objective contours of the conditions we call social problems. But when we talk about social conditions, we are
actually talking about people’s needs. So — to think this through critically and as
the above examples illustrate — we also have to ask whose needs are being met by
the existing social setup. And, on the other side of that coin, we have to ask about
whose needs might be better met by disrupting the functioning of society as it exists.
Taking some social conditions as self-evidently problematic ignores who is raising
We have to ask whose needs are
the question. Some social actors — busibeing met by the existing social
nesspeople, academics, cishet people, poliset-up and whose needs might
ticians, white people, among others — are
be better met by disrupting the
positioned so that society functions well
functioning of society as it exists.
for them. As such, they often characterize
social conditions from their standpoint and
in their interests. This difference of standpoint at times manifests itself in disputes
about the facts. For example, there is a long-standing dispute over how many people
are poor in Canada, a dispute about how to measure poverty (A.J. Withers, Chapter
7). The Canadian government uses the Market Basket Measure, which is an absolute
measure of poverty — that is, it measures whether or not an individual or family
make enough income to afford the “cost of a basket of goods and services” that is
necessary to meet essential daily needs. If a person doesn’t make enough money to
afford the basket of goods and services, they are considered poor. If they do, they’re
not considered poor. But as A.J. Withers explains, “What gets put in the ‘basket’ is
arbitrary and leaving some things out (like childcare) means lots of people aren’t considered poor but they would be if those things were in the ‘basket.’” Another means
of measuring poverty is the Low-Income Measure, which determines whether an
individual or family is considered poor based on whether they fall below or above
the median income of all Canadians. The lim thus measures inequality — poverty in
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relation to others — instead of simply measuring the ability to pay for an arbitrary
basket of goods and services. However, by using the mbm, the Canadian government
has been able to declare that poverty is declining more steeply than it is (4.4 percent
versus 2.1 percent over five years). As Withers puts it, “the fastest and easiest way for
a government to reduce poverty is simply to change the definition.” So, by this official
measurement of it, poverty really isn’t a problem, a characterization that is clearly in
the interests of some people in our society.
Relatedly, there is also a world food crisis, given the large numbers of starving and
hungry people around the world, and its magnitude is not really disputed. Yet this
hunger becomes a particular kind of problem depending on how it is discussed and
framed and from whose standpoint it is viewed. Sarah-Louise Ruder, Dana James,
Evan Bowness, Tabitha Robin and Bryan Dale (Chapter 8) tell us that the Food and
Agriculture Organization of the United Nations knows, and tells the world through
its reports, that there is actually more than enough food to feed everyone in the
world. Yet the food crisis is mostly presented as one in which more food production
is necessary. The underlying problem, according to Ruder et al., is that land and food
have been transformed into capitalist commodities. Food as a commodity produces
dysfunction in the ways it is distributed by a system largely controlled by multinational agribusiness and governments in Global North countries. So, for example,
this system that focuses on producing food for export has meant that 15 percent of
all food, and the resources that go into producing it, are wasted. This system is not
dysfunctional for agribusiness, as it has made the owners of a few large corporations
very wealthy. Framing hunger as a worldwide lack of food, though, serves the needs
of these powerful interests rather than the needs of the starving people in the world.
Thus, how we think and talk about a particular social condition — how it is framed
— is important to defining it as a social problem.

STORIES THAT ARE TOLD:
THE SUBJECTIVE ELEMENT OF SOCIAL PROBLEMS
Framing is about the stories we tell ourselves as societies. Social conditions that are
objectively harmful may not be called a social problem and, at times, social problems
may not have an objective harm basis (Hier 2021). To demonstrate this complication:
there was a lot of awareness of the harm of tobacco before it came to be treated as
a social problem; between 1995 and 2014, there were 2,300 traffic deaths, but mass
driving has not been called a social problem (Hier 2021); and Mark Hudson (Chapter
10) shows that oil corporations and governments knew long ago that burning fossil
fuel causes global warming — some scientists warned of this as early as 1896 (Hier
2021). On the other side of this coin, the fear of razor blades in Halloween apples
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ran wild for years even though there are no recorded cases of it actually happening
(You’re Wrong About 2018).
So, critical analysts, and some traditional analysts, take a step beyond seeing a
social situation as self-evidently, or objectively, a problem. They go on to argue that
social conditions can become problems or issues when “some value cherished by
publics is felt to be threatened” (Mills 1959: 8). That is, it is not “just the facts” and
social harm that cause a social condition to become a social problem. A condition
or behaviour can become a social problem if it threatens an important social value
or if it is perceived by the public or by a critical mass of people as being such a threat
(see Nelson and Fleras 1995; Loseke 1999; Fleras 2005). As already noted, the process
from values to problems has been called “claims making” — referring to the ways
various groups try to convince others that a social condition is a problem (Hier 2021).
Values are certainly not irrelevant in building an understanding of why some behaviours or conditions are deemed to be social problems. In this regard, both neoliberal and critical social scholars agree that values (and perceptions) are an important
part of the social problem process. There is, however, a tendency among neoliberals
to define problems as arising from a violation of an assumed value consensus within
society. When we conceptualize and study social issues, we must ask and be clear
about the cherished values that are being threatened. It is on the issues of what values
and whose values that neoliberal and critical scholars part company.
The case of immigration into Canada is very much about values but, as we say,
there needs to be clarity on what and whose values. Wendy Chan (Chapter 4) maintains that it is the feelings of insecurity that makes immigration a problem for many
Canadians. It is true that immigration has increased in recent decades. Immigrants
accounted for half the population growth from 1980 to 2000 and for 80 percent of
Canada’s population increase in 2017 and 2018. Immigrants are expected to be almost
the entire source of population growth by 2030. Yet the people who see immigration
as a problem tend to call for strict regulations and law enforcement to deal with
the “maladaptation” of immigrants (seeing them as not assimilating enough, taking
jobs from Canadians and creating social problems) as well as those they imagine
to be criminals and terrorists who enter Canada as refugees. For them, it is not just
too many immigrants, but not enough “good” immigrants that threaten the safety,
prosperity and harmony of Canada. For example, a 2018 Angus Reid poll found that
two thirds of Canadians think there is a crisis of “irregular” and illegitimate refugees
coming to Canada. In truth, though, while there were over 54,000 refugee claims in
Canada from 2017 to 2020, that amounts to less than 0.3 percent of global refugees.
As well, less than 0.5 percent of the refugees coming to Canada have criminal records.
But as Chan demonstrates, it is difficult to establish that there is lax enforcement of
immigration law or that immigrants are actually an economic drain. Lurking behind

