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Reflections on Radical Action and Social Change 

 

I’ve been thinking about the objectives, direction and strategies of our struggle for justice, and in the 

past month or so I’ve found myself in a fog about it all. We have taken up the issues of poverty and 

homelessness from the beginning, and have engaged in actions that we have planned and joined with 

others in events they organized that have raised the profile of these conditions of life for many in our 

city and province. And I’ve been wondering: where are we in it all? How do we actually affect real 

and substantive social change?  

 

There have been a number of films that have emerged recently on the issue of homelessness. David 

Chudnovsky produced a film that was aired last summer on homelessness across BC; the documentary 

“Carts of Darkness” looked at the lives of some homeless binners and shopping cart racers in North 

Vancouver; and most recently, Les Merson has produced a documentary that looks at particular 

stories and some systemic issues affecting homeless people in Vancouver. The films humanize people 

who are usually stereotyped and they give voice to some who are frequently spoken to by people in 

authority, or spoken for by social advocates, but not often allowed to speak for themselves. Let me 

also add at this point that SoJ has attempted to profile the personal and structural issues of poverty 

and homelessness in our presentation “Trouble in Paradise: being poor in a world class city.”  

 

These efforts have been good in terms of education and consciousness raising, but film media and 

theatre productions are culturally situated within the larger realm of entertainment or infotainment, 

and so its power to mobilize for change is usually subverted by the passivity-inducing ethos of the 

spectacle. All too often any urge to take up action for social change is short-circuited by the 

overwhelming sense that things are too complex, systems too unmovable, and individuals too 

powerless to affect any substantial alternative to the way things are. So whatever sentiments these 

productions spawn are usually dissipated by the time we get home and our routine life patterns have 

pulled us back into their familiar orbits. 

 

There have been some interesting grassroots actions over the past few months that have been efforts 

to raise the profile of the homelessness and affordable housing issues, especially in the light of 

anticipated federal and municipal elections. The folks organizing around the Little Mountain Housing 

situation hosted a collective STAND for HOUSING at Little Mountain and combined it with a federal 

all-candidates meeting; the Citywide Housing Coalition slept out on the sidewalk in front of the CMHC 

building; we had our 5 day vigil and fast event at City Hall, followed by the STAND for HOUSING rally 
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at City Hall; the group End Homelessness Now hosted a mayoral debate on housing at St. Andrew’s 

Wesley church; a variety of press conferences were held to highlight specific housing and 

homelessness situations – i.e., the Aboriginal Steering Committee on Homelessness brought attention 

to the overrepresentation of native people among the street homeless population, CALM drew 

attention to the boarding up of windows at Little Mountain, CCAP highlighted the situation of 

squatters at the Dockside welfare office, CHC focused on the loss of low-income housing at 29th and 

Fraser – and meetings are now underway to plan a GRAND MARCH for HOUSING in the spring.  

 

What were the results of all this activity? Homelessness failed to register as an issue at the federal level 

but seemed to be the main concern at the municipal level. Our new Vancouver mayor and city council 

pledged to make homelessness a key concern in their imminent term of office. What that will mean is 

not yet clear. The Little Mountain complex may be saved from demolition, both as a result of the 

global economic trouble which has put the private buyer and developer in financial hardship and as a 

result of the change at city hall. Yet the preservation of this stock of low-income housing is not certain 

since it is a province-owned site and they no doubt still have their intentions set on a course of action 

involving sale and private market development.  

 

There have been other grassroots actions of note over the past few months. On three occasions, 

homeless people have set up squats at various locations in the city, been able to maintain those squats 

for long enough to organize themselves to some degree, have been supported by advocate groups, 

especially when their squat has been threatened with closure by the authorities, gained media 

coverage, and subsequently been placed in social housing by BC Housing.  

 

The first of these occurred at Oppenheimer Park in the DTES where homeless people set up tents in 

the summer and coordinated a tent squat on the east side of the park. When they were given tickets for 

violating city bylaws, advocates rallied around them enough to back off police and city and parks 

board officials from quickly dismantling the squat. The squatters were supported by local advocates 

and neighbors, and media coverage followed. After the premier was asked about it by the international 

media at the Beijing Olympics, suddenly the squatters were found rooms in some of the SROs recently 

purchased by the province.  

 

A similar situation happened for a group of squatters on empty land along Glen Drive. It was a place at 

the end of an industrial strip and far from residential homes. The squatters had been there for months 

and the police and city knew of their presence, yet it was allowed to continue because of its obscurity (I 

assume). After the BC Supreme Court ruling striking down the shelter bylaw in Victoria, the City of 

Vancouver became nervous of any squats and so appeared on the scene to tell the squatters that they 
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needed to go. DERA came in to support the squatters and bring attention to what was happening 

through emails to other groups and through the media. The squatters said that if they were going to be 

moved, they wanted places to live and they refused the offer of moving into shelters. Again, rooms in 

BC Housing-owned SROs were made available to them.  

 

Finally, the month-long squat at Dockside welfare office (Powell and Main) by a dozen homeless 

people was supported by the manager of the welfare office, local private security personnel and 

advocates from CCAP. They drew the attention of the media at a press conference, and subsequently 

the squatters were given places in a BC Housing-owned SRO.  

 

So I ask myself: why is it that when my friend Richard phones places downtown asking for a room to 

rent at the welfare rate of $375, he is told there is nothing available; but when the government is put 

under pressure from community groups and the media, they suddenly are able to come up with 

dozens of rooms? One might conclude that political leaders take action that benefits people outside of 

their perceived constituency or power base only when it negatively impacts their appearance or 

image; otherwise their attention is elsewhere, their concern is moulded by other forces. 

 

A major force in the world of politics at every level is economics, particularly the economics of 

corporate profit. It seems to me that official (capital P) politics increasingly sees its task as primarily 

creating and maintaining the conditions necessary for business, especially large corporate business. 

The government’s mandate is to ensure the proper environment for the flourishing of civilian life, 

which has come to be virtually equated with the smooth operation of the market. This means 

providing the legal frameworks that constitute the rules of the game for businesses to operate 

profitably and for consumers to enjoy what the market offers. It also means provision of mechanisms 

of enforcement for those who break the rules (should they get caught, though some are exempt from 

scrutiny, e.g., VANOC) or disrupt the space in which the market operates (Safe Streets Act, Project 

Civil City), although enforcement is always selective in its application ($800,000 for private security; 

Standards of Maintenance bylaws not enforced).  

 

Now in a capitalist free-market economy under a neoliberal ideology, there is immense pressure in the 

direction of deregulation and privatization, and a smaller, less intrusive government. Of course, when 

the private markets and financial institutions run into trouble (i.e., make bad decisions), the 

government is there to bail them out. So while they are opposed to assisting people who are homeless 

and poor (“we can’t use the City’s Property Endowment Fund for building social housing”), they don’t 

seem to mind bailing out wealthy bankers and developers ($100 million PEF bailout to Millennium).  
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The Olympics, of course, is the mega-event that amplifies these forces and puts them on display for all 

to see, and in this sense is an excellent illustration of how they work. The various levels of government 

of the host country, in coordination with the private sector (VANOC) are responsible for making sure 

the event happens according to plan, ensuring the necessary infrastructure is in place, creating the 

business environment for corporate profits, approving and promoting construction projects and 

tourist opportunities, enabling media coverage of event, etc. They are also responsible for providing 

the requisite security and enforcement operations for the games. The cost, an estimated $6 billion, is 

enormous and one wonders how this kind of money, spent in hosting an extravagant, elite 

entertainment event that promotes competition, nationalism, corporate expansion, and state power, 

might have otherwise been used in improving collective health and social vitality. 

 

So here is my real concern: When economics has come to saturate the perspectives and 

preoccupations of a society and its leadership, we experience the erasure of the human person and 

the normalization of violence. The poor are stigmatized and criminalized, unwanted in affluent 

neighborhoods, viewed as unproductive citizens and a drain on the public coffers. The systemic 

violence of exclusion and the indifference to human suffering are normalized (“that’s just the way it 

is”). In this environment, it is no longer enough for those who advocate for housing or services for the 

poor to argue their case on moral grounds, appealing to notions of social solidarity or basic care for 

one’s neighbor. In the present climate, persuasive argumentation requires that we highlight the fact 

that it is cheaper to house people who are homeless than to keep them homeless, and apparently 

(according to the US housing czar Philip Mangano) it is the financial argument that actually motivates 

action for change in other regions. My question is: What if it weren’t cheaper? Would the poor be the 

first cargo jettisoned from the ship in the storm to lighten the load? 

 

Okay, so a few dozen homeless people squat in a park, in an abandoned piece of property or a welfare 

office balcony, refuse to move, get some media attention, and are finally (begrudgingly) shuffled off to 

a freshly painted 10x10 room in an old residential hotel, and we think “victory at last – from the 

streets to a home for a few.” Yet there are thousands more living on the streets, in shelters or couch 

surfing in our city.  

 

Meanwhile, tens of thousands of apartments or condo units sit empty in our city, purchased by people 

who don’t want to live in them and don’t want to rent them out, who see them not as homes in a 

community for themselves or someone else to take root, but purely as part of their investment 

portfolio, and a way of making more money for themselves. The developer doesn’t care, he got his 

money from them; the city doesn’t care, they aren’t going to interfere with the market and its 
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mechanisms of investment and profit; the general population doesn’t even know its happening, and 

when they find out, they think “Hey that’s smart investment; I wish I could have done that.” There is 

no sense that this is wrong, no conviction that the principle of the common good, of social solidarity, 

of pursuing the well-being of all, of true justice, should trump the pursuit of individual wealth. There 

is no outrage at this gross incongruity. 

 

And what does this say about us as a society? How did we get to this place? I have to wonder whether 

it is not in fact the result of being thoroughly saturated in capitalist modes of thought, institutions and 

practices. As an ideology, capitalism promotes hyper-individualism, stokes the fires of competition 

and applauds unabashed self-interest (aka greed). It sets us against one another, undermines 

solidarity, and cheers us on toward self-actualization imagined only in the terms of economic success. 

In a myriad of ways, our subjectivity is deeply shaped by a preoccupation with the individualized self, 

our desires are directed toward the relentless need for more, and our relationships are infused with 

calculations of the other as one who might further or hinder my self-actualization as we compete for 

status, identity and worth. In this environment, it is increasingly difficult to form economic and 

political policies and practices that sustain collective well-being, that foster the firm commitment to 

uphold the mystery, dignity and irreducible worth of the other, that vigilantly guard against 

arrangements of power and resources that repress and exclude those who are fragile in body or mind. 

 

So in a cultural context that undermines social solidarity across economic or racial divides, and 

shrinks our notion of collective participation to the act of shopping, how do we take up the struggle of 

justice for people who are homeless and poor? What do we fight for? How do we frame our goals, 

objectives, demands? What strategies do we invoke?  Is it possible to aim for social transformation 

while we fight for bylaw changes or temporary housing or more shelters or the reduction of poverty?  

 

Our battle on these practical fronts is embedded in a social and political context that is hostile to the 

implementation of true justice and the real social transformation that we seek. Homelessness and 

poverty are symptoms of deeper social injustices. As we pursue the one we must always be cognizant 

of the other so that we don’t build homes for the homeless on the sinking sand of structural inequality 

and systemic exclusion. 

 

How can our actions be more radical (get to the roots)? Is it possible not only to respond to the surface 

issues of homelessness and poverty, but at the same time address the deeper structures and forces of 

violence and injustice at work in our world, so that real lasting social change can occur and a truly just 

and compassionate society emerge?  


