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In this piece, I aim to shed some light on the unfortunate situation facing educators in, and 
prospective students of, the social sciences and the humanities at York University.  Taking York as 
an ‘extremely typical’ case, I also hope to begin to come to terms with what would appear to be a 
lamentable future for the social sciences and humanities, and the arts more broadly, in Canada and 
in North America.  Pursuant to this, I will be employing the ideological framework developed in 
our recent study of Canadian political culture, Political Ideologies in Canada (Canadian Scholars 
Press, 2024, with Colin Campbell, Prof. Karen Ruddy, and Prof. Jessie King). 

I will be employing, but also extending, the terms of analysis given in the book in a way that 
I think is appropriate to speak to the ‘conversation’ at York University. The form this extension 
takes, going beyond the book, is an integration of an explicit problematic and critique of blame as 
an action or policy aimed at attaining moral ends. I believe this extension is an organic extension 
of, not a mechanical addition to, the model of ideologies taken up in Political Ideologies in 
Canada. To be clear: the point, or a point, of ideology analysis is to focus, and perhaps in some 
cases, to attenuate, energies of blame and account-holding. Ideology analysis, if it is worth 
anything, is rooted in human empathy.  Its end is the clarification of ideological difference as a 
structural feature of modern social life, in a domain (to cite the great polymath anthropologist, 
Gregory Bateson) “where validity depends upon belief” (Bateson and Ruesch, 1951, 212). 

Ideology invests emotionally loaded and powerful statements and actions with a sense of 
public validity. Ideology might be said, for this reason, not only to reflect but to exacerbate social 
conflict, particularly when it comes in “integral” and totalizing forms. Ideology analysis by social 
scientists, in contrast, can highlight for the reader how the undeniable reality of an emotionally 
resonant, local-level moral imperative can feed imperceptibly, by way of conscious or unconscious 
ideological tropes and memes, into feelings about highly non-local issues: gender, race, class, 
“diversity-equity-inclusion,” “the woke agenda,” etc.  A primary personal benefit of the study of 
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ideology, perhaps, is a provisional (always and only provisional) release from the violent currents 
of blame that particularly characterize periods of social upheaval and strife.   

In the article, “Properly Proleptic Blame” (2017), Benjamin Bagley explores ways of coming 
to terms with blame as an irreducible problem in human relations.  Blame, he argues, is “an implicit 
demand for recognition” (2017: 852); a “demand for reasonable regard” (2017: 852).  In general, 
when we blame, “We want the people we blame to be confronted with the considerations they’ve 
neglected as forcefully and vividly as possible, in hopes that they might be moved to accept them” 
(2017: 854).   

But blame is Janus-faced; it projects a double-bind.  If the offense was done by a “higher 
order hard case” (2017: 863) which appears incapable of responding to an expressed reasonable 
concern, “then our blame for both it and the offense it led to cools appropriately into distrust or 
contempt” (2017: 863).  However, if offenders are capable of responding, if they can admit they 
made a “deliberative mistake,” then the hostility of the accusation in the act of blame was 
unwarranted at the outset.  Hostility is reasonable, Bagley avers, but very weakly so, as retribution, 
and only if offenders cannot be moved. If offenders can be moved, then the hostility of blame is 
peremptorily proleptic and projective, punishing them for lacking a knowledge or sense they had 
not yet attained.      

Without providing any obvious way out of the human thicket of blame, Bagley has at least 
illustrated clearly its irrational dimension. It would seem that blame will continue to be part of 
practical life in human politics, including political life at York University. Nevertheless, with 
Bagley, sensing the irrationality of blame, we might look again at the predicament facing the 
discipline(s) of the social sciences and the humanities at York (and elsewhere), and consider the 
problem of the actual, collective-institutional shape of disruption, neglect and change at York, at a 
level more general and structural than that of the innumerable individuals and small groups.     

One of the key objections to social scientific ideological analysis, mostly but not only voiced 
by conservative critics, is its putative relativism.  Modern social science, critics have been claiming 
for over a century, has abandoned any moral ground in favour of a dubious value-free neutrality.  
In Political Ideologies in Canada, we presented, as an assembled group of authors, the alternative 
view that there is an irreducible complexity to political and social life, from which ideological 
forms are an abstraction, and often to a high degree. There is no value-free position, but there is a 
position that values the multiplicity of values. 

Abstract questions like, ‘What is the worth of a human life?’ or ‘What are human rights?’ are 
rarely posed directly or solely out of unique personal moral experiences; there must be some 
connection between experience and the larger world of discourse. Nevertheless, there remains an 
irreducible gap between our judgment of the conduct of our peers in the run of life and that of 
segments of the voting public or whole populations--or sections of a university community--
members of which happen to have expressed a given ideological view at a given date. The 
obligation of my great-grandmother to her husband, my great-grandfather, Colin Campbell, both 
Glaswegians, for example, is of an entirely different order than the composition and motivation of 
conservative or socialist voting patterns at a given date in Glasgow, and yet further removed from 
conservative or socialist ideologies in British Commonwealth countries, etc. 

Ideological analysis, then, as a social science serving a social purpose, can or could serve to 
help reconfigure blame-patterns as more effective political calls to responsibility.  It distinguishes 
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itself methodologically from the kind of face-to-face account-holding and confrontation that is 
doubtless unavoidable at the level of our personal and local human networks.  In itself detached 
from a determinate investment in a particular struggle, its object remains plural.  As is the case in 
Political Ideologies in Canada, it is from a primary sense of plurality that I am considering the 
matter of ideology at York University in this paper. 

Given a sense of ideological diversity, a quite plausible structural explanation for the history 
of labour actions at York suggests itself: the irreconcilable difference of interest between the 
administrators – particularly managers and board members viewing York University as a business 
– and the contract teachers, whose job security and relatively high wages appear, for some 
administrators and faculty, to have represented an impediment to the academic prestige and future 
growth of York.  Another point of view is that the administration has not been able to disable or 
dismantle the union because CUPE 3903 graduate students and contract teachers have received 
broad-based support from full-time faculty, undergraduates, and other constituents (perhaps 
including some administrators), who may well share some negative views about administrative 
policies at York.   

Critics of CUPE 3903 might explain the recurrent strikes cynically, in a somewhat paranoid 
vein, in terms of a ‘racket,’ or more benignly as ‘institutional dysfunction.’  However, a structural 
explanation means looking for the causes of social or institutional problems not in singular actors 
but rather in patterns of interaction among the different people and groups, within a context.  A 
local history of many years of recurrent labour action, with graduate students walking the lines 
alongside contract lecturers and other instructors under the banner of CUPE 3903, has unfolded 
within a general context: the steady erosion of public educational funding relative to the post-
World War II order. The more conflictual and assertive period of CUPE 3903’s history (and that of 
its predecessor organizations) follows in due course from the austerity measures that began as early 
as the Jean Chretien and Paul Martin governments in the early 1990s.  

Using the ideological schema of conservatism, liberalism and socialism adopted in Political 
Ideologies in Canada, it seems incontestable that business liberal principles have become more 
predominant in Ontario, in Canada, and at York University, in the opening decades of the twenty-
first century. At York, the sense of the change is perhaps especially pronounced, precisely because 
of the greater influence left-liberal, ‘progressive,’ social-democratic and hard-left ideologies had 
at York during the 1960s and 70s. Under the present barrage of restructuring, however, the 
ideological strands which predominated among faculty and students in the early years seem to be 
declining into remnants, as the Engineering and Medical schools become York’s first foot forward 
in the post-secondary market.   

To characterize the situation at York in this way, while it is certainly not positive, is not to 
blame particular individuals, or the York administration.  On the other hand, it would be absurd to 
deny that the CUPE 3903 membership, including the author, has often blamed York’s 
administration for problems at York.  Adversarial relations will predictably lead to patterns of 
blame on both sides; it is in this sense, again, following Bagley’s insight, that it is hard to dispose 
of blame, though we know that it is irrational.  CUPE 3903 members have frequently singled out 
individual members of the administration for blame, presumably in order to call them to consider 
their responsibilities as the heads of an educational organization. The humans working in York’s 
administration, in their recurrent and sometimes deceitful attacks on the union, have for their part 
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been attempting to call a generally youthful (in body and spirit), vibrant, and at times somewhat 
‘wild’ group of educators to some kind of responsible order.  

Here I aim to illuminate the complexity of the conflicts at York by way of ideological 
stratification.  Rather than blaming the administration, CUPE 3903, or some part or individual 
within either group, I will answer the question, ‘Why have there been so many strikes at York 
University?’, by way of attending to the complex interplay of enacted ideas among striking 
graduate students, long-term precarious teachers, full-time faculty, administrators, staff, students, 
and their families and caregivers. This study is in no way quantitative, and at any rate it seems 
unlikely that any survey could detect, let alone prove, the relative prevalence of ideological views 
at the individual level.  We must beware when we personify ideologies (i.e. ‘welfare liberalism 
says,’ ‘business liberals respond’), and remember that conventional metaphor tends to slip in that 
direction.  Individuals who are utterly pure in their conservative, liberal or socialist ideas are rare, 
if not non-existent; the way they respond on a survey does not exhaustively represent them in their 
complexity. 

Nevertheless, at the collective level, ideas about administrative problems and solutions at 
York University take on distinct, though plural, ideological shades. The experiences of a multitude 
of individuals are registered in innumerable meetings, seminars, round tables, town-halls, and 
classes, and can be understood as a field of interacting larger-scale influences, an interconnected 
structure that appears as composed out of distinct ideological phases.  At York, business liberalism, 
predominant in the larger ‘force-field’ of North York, and in the administration and certain 
departments and schools at York, is still to some extent overlapped and countered by a 
‘progressive’ division of the field. ‘Progressive’ liberalism can be defined as being oriented by 
some principle transcending market utility (even if it is a principle, like DEI, that more or less 
begins and ends with slogans derived from business practices).  

An individual respondent might be passionately committed to ideas of either market-utility 
or moral-social justice, in a given context. That individual is doubtless a complicated being who 
might adopt alternate positions in the grand scale of life. Nevertheless, where we begin to speak 
of critical reflection on history or social science, distinct, regular patterns or strands of group-
ideological belief and practice do appear at the higher, aggregate levels of institutional policies and 
practices.  The fact that people do not fit neatly into ideological categories does not mean that our 
collective life is not shaped by these distinct ideological patterns.  

As in Political Ideologies in Canada, my explanation here is structured by a “core” division 
of four distinct ideological strands at work: business liberalism, welfare- or left-liberalism, 
social democracy, and hard-left or Marxist socialism or communism [1].  My argument is that 
the active enactment and interaction of ideas of these different kinds can give us a meaningful 
qualitative account of why labour actions at York have been so protracted and frequent in the past 
25 years.  It is an explanation that does not rest on attributing blame, but rather on attending to 
complex interdependencies.   

Business liberalism has, since the 1990s at least, become more and more predominant as a 
collective way of ‘doing business’ at York.  Embattled and somewhat consumed by internal 
conflicts, recognizably social-democratic and socialist attitudes and aims have remained visibly 
present, among undergraduates as well as faculty - though not, it seems, with much influence in 
the administration.  CUPE 3903’s culture, for its part, manifests a complex mix of left-liberal, 
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social-democratic and hard-left strains, each of which helps account for the persistence of strike 
activity in its own respect.   

The specific interaction of the strands can be visualized by considering each of them in terms 
of the schema of the values they emphasize.  Business liberalism (which has had little or no place 
in CUPE 3903) emphasizes pragmatism, taking the existing reality of the market society and the 
Southern-Ontario/global economy as the reality, and seeing life in terms of pragmatic acquisitive 
conflict among self-maximizing individuals. Welfare or left-progressive liberalism (at York, as 
more generally) responds to the pragmatic realities of market life in the name of principle or 
principles: human rights, the right to education, and perhaps the right to dream otherwise, even if 
these rights do not serve an immediate commercial aim.  Left-liberalism is defined as against 
business-liberalism by the belief that the game needs principled regulation, and where necessary, 
intervention, to avoid unfair play and reduction to the lowest common denominator.  

Social democratic ways of thinking are pragmatic, but in a very different sense from business 
pragmatism.  Social democracy is a pragmatic utopianism: the aim of pragmatic, day-to-day 
activity, is to pursue socialism through progressive reform, education (personal and public), labour 
action and protest.  Society is not a game or run on game-like principles among isolated 
individuals; it a vast, interlocking whole of many, often conflicting, smaller groups and 
communities.  This complexity mandates a pragmatic approach to the reform of historically 
oppressive and injurious social institutions.  Revolutions have often left the control of their initial 
leaders and taken unexpected directions. The will of the workers is an extraordinarily complex 
collective matter, let alone that of the ruling classes.  These pragmatic facts have surely helped to 
define the variety of social democracy which has predominated in the CCF-NDP in Canada since 
the 1930s. 

The hard-left ideological strand of the division rejects social democratic pragmatism, liberal 
idealism and big business with its own valuation of principle over pragmatism. Not every branch 
of the family of hard-left ideologies may insist that the overthrow of existing governments is the 
aim of socialist organizing, but nearly all insist that social democratic pragmatism caves or risks 
caving to the idealism of liberal progressivism, and that both left-liberalism and social democracy 
have been, time and again, ‘p4wned’ by Capital.   

Hard-left principles no doubt play a role in accounting for the strikes at York.  For most hard-
left ideologies, to go on strike is good in principle.  To go on strike is to act, however imperceptibly 
and humbly, in solidarity with the subaltern people of the earth.  This commitment to principle 
over pragmatism is by no means necessarily shallow or dishonest: educators adopting hard-left 
ideological views at York have often stepped forward to invite underprivileged students, racialized, 
non-cis-gendered or otherwise-abled people to participate in new ways in university life. 

Every strike, according to many hard-left visions, is a step toward the myth of the national 
or international general strike. Therefore, it might seem reasonable and easy to blame hard-left 
agitation for the recurrent strikes at York.  In my experience, having walked the lines and conversed 
with innumerable comrades, including executive members, over the course of five strikes and in 
the long gaps between strikes, this blame would be an over-simplification and a distortion, 
however. A minority of hard-left agitators did not induce majorities of graduate students and 
contract faculty at York to go on strike repeatedly, or to stay on strike for long periods with meagre 
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strike pay, with the administration’s hostile and adversarial communications painting ominous 
clouds on the horizon of their future employment prospects. 

Alongside the hard-left influence, CUPE 3903 has featured a strong social-democratic 
presence, though generally social democratic forms operate in more specifically grounded political 
terms: anti-racism, feminism, queer-theory-practice, anti-ablism, anti-poverty activism, and 
matters concerning indigenous peoples living in Canada.  The presence of hard-left ideas at York 
has meant that social democracy usually operates under a banner of a working alliance or even 
temporary merger with the hard-leftists.  For the archetypal social democratic CUPE member (who 
likely does not exist as such), for an individual CUPE striker in a social-democratic mood, striking 
could be pragmatically good, depending on circumstances.   

Nevertheless, striking is not, in a social democratic view, good in principle. Alternatively, it 
may only be good in principle, given a complicated pragmatic situation. The case would need to 
be judged, as pragmata must, by the specific circumstances at hand.  Certainly chaos, confusion, 
loss of direction among students, legacies of blame, etc. might appear as reasons why striking in a 
given instance might be pragmatically bad.  But social democracy, as pragmatic socialist 
utopianism, maintains that strike action by unions can be pragmatically good, even crucial, for 
democracy at large.  The camaraderie on the strike line, the interruption of normal academic life 
by innumerable conversations, representing oneself to an at-times irritable public, might well be 
seen by a social democrat as educational.  

Cheek-by-jowl with social democracy, progressive liberalism has also been an important part 
of CUPE 3903.  The archetypical welfare- or left-liberal is an individualist who believes, broadly 
speaking, in the principle of merit for earnings and fair contracts, and for this reason is less likely 
to have seen strike experiences as educational.  In the left-liberal view the right-to-strike is 
accepted and even defended because the less-advantaged are always in danger of exploitation by 
the opportunistic.  Individuals may choose to come together and unionize for the provisional 
purpose of opposing those who have ‘gamed the system’ or ‘rigged the game.’ However, this kind 
of collective action is an exceptional case, and in general, the rule in a nearly just society ought, 
all things considered, to be that of the self-reliant and free individual in a fair game.  This means 
that for left-liberalism, striking is certainly not good in principle, nor even pragmatically good, 
even where it may be justified.  Striking, in the view of welfare liberalism, is a necessary evil, 
where collective matters unfortunately interrupt the otherwise (dis-)orderly games of self-reliant, 
independent individual students and teachers.  

Lastly, and no doubt evidently, the business liberal position, mostly absent from CUPE 3903, 
and predominant, if not hegemonic, in York’s administration, is that striking is necessarily evil, 
even if the strikers may be pitiable or relatable as confused individuals.  For business liberalism, 
pragmatic adaptation to market reality should not be slowed or diverted by non-commercial 
concerns--at least, not in a public university operating in the academic market.  Some 
entertainment, something ‘experiential,’ is no doubt in the mix, but in the business-liberal view the 
primary aim of education is first, to impart marketable skills to students and second, to realize 
profit or growth through the achievement of the first aim (though the aims may not follow in that 
order, given the pragmatic reality of the profit imperative).  The ‘large-language-model’ of business 
liberalism (if ideology could be analogized to AI) would say that conflicts or disputes with labour 
as a collective organization, as opposed to isolated, disgruntled individuals, ought to be illegitimate 
in principle and possibly outlawed by government.  Collective actions like strikes, after all, are an 
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obstruction to the pragmatic give and take of ‘real life’, or ‘good life’, as business liberalism 
construes it.   

The strikes at York have been caused, I argue, not by any one ideological faction or group of 
individuals, but by the complex interactions among the groups and individuals marked by these 
differing attitudes.  The social democratic presence, though not motivated by a principle that 
striking is necessarily good, provides a kind of live receptive surface for striking.  Particularly 
under conditions of ever-increasing austerity and dominance of business liberalism in the 
administration, social-democratically oriented CUPE members have no doubt often felt that to 
strike could be pragmatically good.   

A more intermittent, but quite arguably no less important, influence appears from the left-
liberal strain.  It is more intermittent because of the palpable difference between a necessary evil 
and a pragmatic good. If the evil be necessary, it may willy-nilly appear intermittently at a Special 
General Membership Meeting, and perhaps to great effect. A person in a mood or mode of welfare 
liberalism may well, “on principle”, be more committed to a given strike action than a social 
democrat when the chips are down.  This may be so precisely because it is a necessary evil: after 
all, once one has crossed the Rubicon…. 

The larger dynamic, then, is one of a variety of ideological strands comprising varieties of 
beliefs, actions and responses in relation to striking. There is no question, here, of measuring the 
relative influence of each strand in a quantitative sense, and thereby which one would be ‘most to 
blame,’ because each one is influencing the other.  There is no accounting, for example, for how 
much influences of social democratic or hard-left ideas may have pushed some to harden in left-
liberal or business liberal views, or how much the passion of the progressive liberal can slip over 
into hard-left consciousness, or vice versa (one remembers the life of Pierre Elliott Trudeau). The 
social democratic strand makes for a receptive climate for striking.  The welfare liberal element, 
to risk personification, ‘leaps in’ periodically, and is often articulated with just as much intensity, 
fervour, and moral commitment to a particular strike’s aims, as any socialist or social democratic 
view. The hard-left section, no doubt, can be reliably expected to produce support for striking, but 
this does not mean that Trotskyism caused individuals habitually espousing more ‘centrist’ or other 
views to go on strike. 

To blame individuals acting within the administration for the decimation, and perhaps the 
eventual termination, of independent teaching and research in social science and the humanities 
that defined York’s first half-century, would be as short-sighted as blaming individuals, or sub-
groups of individuals, within CUPE 3903 for the strikes. We must not forget, to cite a recent, 
popular television drama, how a kind of ‘severance’ works between professional and personal life; 
a kind of severance that tenured life, at least in the ideal, was supposed to transcend (D. Erickson 
et. al., 2023). The professional pragmatism of business liberalism may act to obscure the 
significance of what the progressive sees as a looming threat, in principle and in pragmatic 
educational experience: the project of replacing large numbers of human teachers and staff with 
an internet interface enabled with large-language-models (LLMs, like ChatGPT).   

While it would seem irresponsible to claim that ‘everyone at York caused the strikes at York,’ 
what I hope to have demonstrated is the quite wide scope and complex nature of that responsibility.  
I have done so, admittedly, by reference to quite simple qualitative ideological facts – the existence 
of four broad modes of justifying (or impugning) strike activity – that I would say ought, on 
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reflection, to be evident to anyone who has spent more than a few years working or studying at 
York. Whatever is the truth of life at York, I think these patterns of differing justification and blame 
are valid because they are widely believed and enacted by people in the York community. More 
specific qualitative research, interviewing participants and reading notes and literature pertaining 
to various departments, faculties and groups at York, could well be undertaken, but this might risk 
becoming lost in folderol and devolution of detail irrelevant to the main point, yielding a 
lamentable situation in which blame may well serve little or no purpose. 

During the first fifty years of life, York University had developed a remarkable global status 
in the humanities and social sciences, despite being a new, post-war university with a smaller 
endowment than its older sibling, the University of Toronto.  It may well be that with drastic 
renovation, a new, less conflictual, and more prosperous era for York will begin. Social science 
and humanities education at the post-secondary level may persist, perhaps indefinitely, though in 
a diminished form. It may be that AI enhancement permits presently overworked, demoralized 
teachers to extend themselves yet further among an incredibly diverse, and also fractious, reactive, 
socially mediatized student community.   

It may be that York can find a competitive role in engineering and medicine education 
alongside better-endowed schools, though it might require making tough sacrifices in other 
departments.  It may be that a broadly ‘inclusive’ business and public-service climate – whether 
ideologically progressive or not – will remain resilient at York, under the aggressive attacks of 
MAGA politics, the DOGE and RAGE (‘Retire All Government Employees’) mantras echoing 
south of the border. But, to cite Freud, “who can foresee with what success and with what result?” 
(Freud, 1962: 92) 

 

Endnotes 

1. It might be noted that one of the “core” ideologies covered in Political Ideologies in 
Canada, conservatism, is not included in the spectrum considered here. It would surely 
have to be included in any such mapping of the political culture of, say, the University of 
Toronto at its time of origin.  We note in the book that in an era of democratic conservatism, 
the high tory ideologies of Canada’s early years have been largely absorbed into forms of 
business liberalism.  On this measure, the difference between the University of Toronto and 
York University is not a strand of conservatism in the former, but rather the vastly-greater 
predominance of business liberalism at the University of Toronto along with the relative 
absence of social democratic and hard-left influences. 
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