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Protest Space: The Changing Demographics of Activism 
 
ABSTRACT  
This interdisciplinary essay will focus around forms of activism on Parliament 
Hill, on the Internet, and within the general Canadian political sphere. The essay 
examines power relations between government officials and activists, and how 
they are played out within the Canadian political sphere using the physical protest 
location of Parliament Hill as a case study. It looks to Parliament Hill as a space 
for interaction and political change. It shows the difference of power between 
demonstrators, the RCMP, and Kevin Vickers, the Sergeant-at-Arms of the House 
of Commons. Accessibility to the protest locations, especially Parliament Hill, 
allow for democratic interaction between political representatives, and those being 
represented. Security within these spaces is vital for the cognition of safe 
interaction, though the message of protestors must not be interfered with. There is 
arguably a need for disruptive protest within this sphere, which posed certain 
issues with security on the Hill. The paper uses the new proposed Bill C-51 as it 
defines terrorism in new ways and the change of categorization the new bill of 
terror threats and activism. It discusses how the public is reacting to the potential 
of the new legislation and what it means to CSIS’s surveillance. The proposed new 
Bill C-51 poses a good case study to see how power differentials exist between the 
government and the public, as it shows the potential future of the country’s terror 
legislation and definitions of terrorism. Therefore, Parliament Hill is seen as a 
physical location for the power relations to play out between these two groups.  
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The attack on Parliament Hill and Ottawa’s War Memorial in the Fall of 2014 sparked 
conversation about Canada’s security and the public space that Canadians occupy. The attacks 
meant that the government is changing the way in which they look at the public and the way that 
terror and activism is being accessed. The result of these attacks is that there are changing power 
relations within the Canadian political sphere between those government representatives and the 
Canadian citizens being represented. Power is negotiated within these spaces, which may affect 
the way that groups interact; these could be the consequences of power difference. Space is also 
important while thinking about how individuals act. There are different geographic boundaries 
and mediums in which these actors use, including Parliament Hill, the Internet, and public spaces 
across Canada. This paper will look to the new proposed Bill C-51, which is a reactionary bill to 
these attacks. Bill C-51 changes both these spaces and power differentials inside of Canada. This 
essay will focus around the discussion of space and power to define individuals and groups 
within the political sphere. The paper will address issues like how power relations between 
government officials and activists are played out within the Canadian political sphere.  
 
Canada has a long history of combatting terror by using legislation to combat these threats. In the 
early 1970s, Pierre Elliot Trudeau used the War Measures Act to combat terror threats in Quebec 
from the FLQ, Front de libération du Québec. The FLQ acted out a series of attacks on the public 
that targeted government officials, which created a serious threat to the Canadian population. 
Trudeau used the War Measures Act to prevent more terror threats and capture the terrorists that 
were organizing these attacks. Canada has had reactionary responses to terror threats through a 
series of legislation. Canada responded to the 9/11 attacks in the United States with the Anti-
Terrorist Act, which appeared less that a month after the attack (Van Brunschot and Sherley, 
2005). The government also ‘ratifies all 12 UN international counter terrorism conventions and 
protocols’ (Van Brunschot and Sherley, 2005) and supported the ‘war on terror’ in Afghanistan 
in the post 9/11 years. The legislation that was imposed after that attack is an example of what 
could occur after the Ottawa shooting in the Fall of 2014. The new proposed legislation of Bill 
C-51 is the reactionary legislation to the attacks at the War Memorial and Parliament Hill. 
 
There are two groups acting within this sphere: the public, and the government officials and 
institutions. The first group consists of people that are then defined by the second; using different 
bills and legislation, government officials determine if individuals and groups are categorized as 
an activist or a terrorist or part of the public. The second group consists of people like Kevin 
Vickers, the Sergeant-at-Arms of the House of Commons, who had an active part in the attacks, 
being the man who took down the shooter, but also being someone who has an active 
participation in the day to day activities and demonstrations on Parliament Hill. He, along with 
the RCMP, negotiates with activist groups to determine the terms of protest on the Hill (Dance, 
2014). The RCMP is in charge of the security on the Parliament Hill grounds; they have a visible 
presence while on the Hill. Those who participate in demonstrations on Parliament Hill are 
generally members of the public who wish to express their support for an issue. Activists are 
defined in different ways, dependent on the individual or institution.  
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Case Study: Bill C-51 
 
Considering these power and space differentials through the lens of the new proposed Bill C-51 
is important in a topical sense. These are issues that are relevant to the current political system in 
which these power relations are played out within these spaces. The new bill firstly authorizes 
the disclosure of private information to government institutions. The act gives authority for 
listing people who “pose a threat to transportation security or who may travel by air for the 
purpose of committing a terrorist offence” (Open Parliament, 2015). Power is given to judges to 
seize propaganda and to the Canadian Security Intelligence Service to simply take ‘measures to 
reduce threats to the security of Canada” (Open Parliament, 2015). The act gives powers of 
surveillance and imposes authority to judges and ministers.  
 
There is a surge in opposition to this new proposed bill. As of March 18th 2015, the OpenMedia 
Petition against the bill has 92,506 signatures and the LeadNow campaign has 95,726 signatures 
as of the same date. Those opposed are doing so because various components of the bill; some 
call the bill one that enacts a ‘secret police force”, some who oppose believe it is in violation of 
the Charter, and some oppose the vagueness of the bill itself. There has also been online backlash 
against the bill, including petitions calling to stop the bill, describing it as reckless, dangerous 
and ineffective (Open Media, 2015). The Globe and Mail points out a key argument, where it 
links the new categories of terrorism, such as ‘interference with critical infrastructure’, to the 
legitimate activist groups, which could be classified under these labels. For example, 
environmental activists could be labeled as interfering with critical infrastructure while opposing 
the new pipeline (Globe and Mail, 2015). Many social activists fall into terror categories under 
the new legislation. Environmental activists on Parliament Hill can now be seen as opposing 
‘critical infrastructure’ or the ‘sovereignty’ of the land. Parliament Hill could cease to be a safe 
place for the active participation in democracy if this legislation proves to select these activists as 
terror threats. In February of 2015, Errol P. Mendes from the Star called the new bill, “sweeping 
anti-terrorism legislation’ and calls the bill out for violating rights of Canadians. The bill violates 
key Charter rights and gives CSIS surveillance powers while their overseers SIRC will have 
limited powers (Mendes, 2015). 
 
Looking to Parliament Hill as a physical case study for these issues, it shows the imbalance of 
power between demonstrators, the RCMP and Kevin Vickers, the Sergeant-at-Arms of the House 
of Commons. Accessibility to the protest locations is extremely important for democratic 
interaction between political representatives and those being represented. Security within these 
spaces is vital for the cognition of safe interaction, though the message of protests must not be 
interfered with. Within the physical boundaries of the Parliament buildings, which span a vast 
amount of land across Ottawa, there are different levels of power that affect the way in which 
people relate to one another, including those who work on the Hill and those who wish to 
demonstrate there. There are a series of negotiations that must be completed for the 
demonstrations to proceed on Parliament Hill (Dance, 2014).  
 



PROTEST SPACE: THE CHANGING DEMOGRAPHICS OF ACTIVISM 
 

	  

	   6	  

Kevin Vickers is apart of this national power imbalance; no matter how he attempts to help 
balance of power, the very act of the negotiations between himself, protestors and the RCMP 
have different levels of power since the RCMP and Vickers hold all the power within those 
meetings. The protestors do not have much power while in these negotiations, whereas Vickers 
and the RCMP are able to refuse the demonstrators access to the Parliamentary stage. This leads 
to the conclusion that the demonstrators must comply with the desires of the other two parties, 
which is a clear power imbalance. Vickers is known for his protection of individual and religious 
rights of many sub-groups and cultures. Vickers is attempting to balance the needs of the 
protestors and the needs of the RCMP, which is a difficult line to trend, but he is an actor within 
this system of power differences. 
 
Power Differentials  
 
Power is balanced between government officials and the public very carefully, and new 
legislation must not create unfair power relations within the political sphere. Canadians are 
battling with the ideas of being a democratic, free and open nation, while still attempting to 
maintain proper security for the parliamentarians, politicians and the public. Our Parliament 
buildings have always had an attitude of openness and accessibility; it has been home for more 
than 300 protests in 2011 alone (Dance, 2014), but with the ever-increasing international terror 
paranoia, security is increasing and power relations between government officials and the public 
are shifting. Canadian officials are quick to introduce new anti-terror legislation after large terror 
events. After the Ottawa shooting of 2014, new legislation is impending as Bill C-51 and the 
Anti-Terrorist Act appeared within a month of the 9/11 attacks in America (Van Bruschot and 
Sherley, 2005). Government uses the fear of terror, which is heightened after an attack, to 
quickly pass new legislation that uses their power advantage at a time of crisis as citizens look to 
government for protection and guidance. 
   
The new proposed Bill C-51 guidelines how the government would look to events and 
individuals to define them into categories such as terrorist or activist. The legislation has that 
power, and because of its ambiguity, gives government actors and institutions the power to 
determine these definitions as well. As previously stated, Bill C-51 creates broad statements 
about categorizations of terrorism, including situations that threaten Canadian sovereignty or 
infrastructure. These terms are left open to interpretation by government officials. This creates a 
situation in which government officials have the power to use this bill broadly against 
individuals and groups. This creates a power differential between those government officials and 
the individuals and groups that are being categorized, as they do not have the power to define 
themselves. If passed, the new proposed bill may affect the way in which government officials 
and institutions interact with the public and how they define groups within Canadian society. The 
effects of power relations and space usage will be affected. The bill has significant power in 
Canadian society and its contents must be carefully laid out.  
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Space Differentials  
 
The accessibility to the Parliament precinct depends on two different sets of factors; the first is 
physical accessibility and the other is virtual access. Physically, the Parliament buildings host a 
wide range of issues in the balance of security and public accessibility of the site. The physical 
landscape of the Hill acts as a congregation site for many different groups of activists, 
politicians, government workers, media and the public. This is a site that allows for discussion 
and debate within and outside of the walls of the buildings, unlike any other location in the 
country. It is a national focus and influence to other political precincts; this is why accessibility 
is so important to maintain as an ideal balance of security and accessibility. The voices within 
the precinct are important because they are coming from a physically close location, while 
having a hugely different impact and audience. The accessibility of the precinct is important 
because it gives a bigger physical audience for the actors that are performing upon the Hill.  
 
Terror threats are a serious concern in any modern state. After the 9/11 attacks in the United 
States, the fear of terror increased immensely throughout the western world. This attack brought 
terror to the foreground of public thought. In Canada, there had previously been attacks on the 
Parliament but none to the extent of 9/11. The events affected Canada tremendously; there was 
new legislation against terror threats within a month of the attack (Von Brunschot and Sherley, 
2005). The Parliament buildings’ security has been tested on many occasions by activists and 
terror threats, including Greenpeace activists, rogue pages in the House of Commons, and more 
currently the shooter at the War Memorial and inside Centre Block. The security system 
heightens within times of war and when the nation is believed to be threatened. The security at 
the Hill was increased dramatically during the October Crisis of 1970, when Pierre Elliot 
Trudeau implemented the War Measures Act, then the increased legislation with the Anti-
Terrorist Act of 2001, and now the impending Bill C-51. These measures change the attitudes of 
the government, and then the public, of activism on Parliament Hill. If the legislation can fit 
environmental and social activists under the term of ‘terrorist’, then the government has the right 
to go after these demonstrators and activists quite easily. This legislation is also an excuse to stop 
some demonstrations on Parliament Hill, as their messages fall under new terrorist categories.  
 
Accessibility to the Hill is bound by its physical limitations. However, with the technological 
advances and the use of the Internet, the precinct of Parliament Hill is available to those not able 
to get to the physical Hill. There is a “Hill Cam”, which live feeds a view of the Parliament Hill 
through Canada’s Public Works and Government Services. This gives access to the general 
activity of the Hill. There are also feeds of the House of Commons and other publicly accessible 
meetings. This is good for the accessibility of the official events within the Parliament buildings, 
but it does not give any stage for the protests and the peoples’ demonstrations outside of the 
buildings. This is means that the stage that has developed on the physical land of Parliament Hill 
is not available to the wide national activists. 
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Definitions and Mediums of Activism  
 
Definitions of activism and terrorism change the way the government and the public view 
individuals and groups. Different definitions change the power relations between those doing the 
defining, and those being defined. Events on the Hill vary from small demonstrations to large 
protests, from safe discussions to violent conflicts. It is important to look at how these protests 
change from non-violent to violent and destructive demonstrations. Are violent and disruptive 
demonstrations necessary for activists to obtain public attention and evoke true political, social 
and environmental change? There must be hooks that evoke emotion within the public; without 
emotion there will be no one who cares in the long term about these causes. This is necessary to 
cause change. The issue that protest organizers have is to find a way to gain the attention of the 
public while also evoking a specific emotion to obtain reaction and connection to the protest’s 
subject. For example, the Kony 2012 was an emotional and captivating video which had over 
100 million views on YouTube. This shows how an emotional display can gain a huge amount of 
attention, though there were issues with the outcome with the movement that will be discussed 
later.  
 
Disruptive protests force the attention of the public to the protests and to the message that they 
are attempting to relay. The most famous protests are known because of the shock that they sent 
through society, not because they followed all of the rules and remained quiet in the public 
sphere. This does not attract attention; Fernandez states, “a primary aspect of a powerful protest 
is its ability to disrupt. If you remove this power, then the protest is less effective and perhaps 
less successful” (Dance, 2014). Obviously there must be a balance; protests must not harm 
people and they must not cause fear in the public, but rather fear by the leaders of the change that 
they could create. It is necessary for protestors to make the government see their cause as an 
important one that is believed in by a large portion of the public. Protests are used for telling 
stories of mistreatment and displaying the unjust. They are designed to make people believe in 
the cause.  
 
Activism is also changing due to new mediums that arise in the new technological age; virtual 
debate, information and communications are allowing individuals and groups to connect across 
great distances. The issue with online debate is quite simple, there are discussions on irrelevant 
sites between people who are not in positions with the power of change and these people are 
being fooled into the false belief that their small voices in a sea of outrage is making a 
difference. There must be real, important sites with interaction between the public and those in 
positions of governmental power. There are countless political Facebook posts from people who 
have good, valid ideas but nowhere but Facebook and small sites to get their message heard. 
These people are considered to be Internet activists. This country needs a forum that allows for a 
debate amongst active individuals into creating something real. Internet activists are useless 
unless they have a proper outlet and audience. Many of these Internet activists have good ideas 
but not the ability or education to be able to change them from an idea into an action. There 
needs to be interaction between Internet activists and those in power to understand the issues that 
are arising away from Parliament Hill. Internet activism is high in western Canada; there are 
countless protest sites about environmental conditions on the oil sands and about the potential 
pipeline. These are important issues and the information that these Internet activists have are 
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very important, but these activists are in Alberta and British Columbia and Parliament Hill is not 
a political precinct that they have access to. Parliament Hill acts as a precinct for those within the 
physical proximity to it, but those who are without access are in need of a voice that includes 
them in the precinct.  
 
The new proposed Bill C-51 changes the definition of activism versus terrorism and exchanges 
our liberties for heightened CSIS power. Physical public spaces, such as the Parliament 
buildings, are affected by the ways that government views the activists and how interaction 
occurs on public precincts. The growing Internet activism craze changes the way activism works 
and is viewed. The Canadian government must take action against the overreaching power of the 
bill and foster a society with true, active participation in government and politics. Canada must 
have public accessibility to physical stages for interaction and be free from the possibility of 
prosecution of their beliefs in social, environmental and political issues. Different groups have 
different relations between one another, causing power differences that can affect the way in 
which activists work and how individuals and groups are categorized in Canadian society. The 
spaces that these groups occupy also affects the way that certain groups interact, due to where 
they are interesting and what those locations mean to the other groups involved. Bill C-51 is 
legislation that will have major effects on the Canadian political landscape if passed. The bill 
changes definitions including broadening the definition of terrorism with the possibility of 
including activist groups.  
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