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IT'S AN IDEA as old as human
civilization: | am ... because we
are.

We all find different ways
to say it.

The Irish say: “It’'s in the
shelter of each other’s lives
that the people live.”

Nelson Mandela captures
it in one word, “ubuntu” - the
idea that we can only be hu-
man through the humanity of
others.”

Trade unionists have always
said: “All for one and one for
all”

All people in all times yearn
to capture the idea and the
ideal, to nail it down in words:
the simple and profound be-
lief that the pursuit of the

common good enables us to
achieve a good greater than
any we can ever achieve alone.

In more practical terms, it’s
an approach that envisions
Canada as a caring, inclusive,
responsible family. It’s about
being part of something bigger
than just ourselves.

This progressive approach
contrasts vividly with the
conservative philosophical ap-
proach which believes people
are individuals first, and only
reluctantly are they members
of the broader Canadian fam-
ily.

Unlike the conservative
approach, we believe that a
strong society, a strong Cana-
dian family, is not a voluntary



association. We are not simply
people set in isolation from
one another. We are members
of the same society, the same
family, the same human race.
We emerge from our society
and are part of it.

We reject the conservative
philosophy which sees self-
interest and the common good
as in direct conflict with each
other. It’s an approach that
believes people do best as indi-
vidual competitors in a lonely
struggle in an impersonal mar-
ketplace of buyers and sellers.

We believe, instead, that
people exist and thrive only
in relation to others, working
cooperatively with each other,
within a strong and supportive
society.

Our progressive approach is
summed up in the saying: “I
am because we are.” Individu-
als can only thrive and prosper
if their surrounding society
also thrives and prospers.

And it is only by being
committed to one another, by
working together for the com-
mon good of our society, that
we can bring our individual
and collective dreams to frui-
tion.

This paper articulates the
common values and principles
underpinning our progres-
sive philosophical vision for
building a caring, inclusive,
responsible Canadian family.



It also includes seven policy
directions that would go a
long way to creating a political
culture that builds upon our
progressive vision and the
common values that pull us
together as Canadians.

VALUES such as individual
liberty and the realization of
individual potential are impor-
tant Canadian values.

So too are the subsidiary
values that help people real-
ize these things, such as hard
work, discipline and personal
responsibility.

These are values that should
be recognized and rewarded.

But it’s a major mistake to
assume, as the conservative
philosophy does, that these are
the only or the core values of
Canadians.

The fact is that these indi-
vidually-based values have
always been bound by a set
of common, much more com-
munal values.

These common values are
the glue which holds together
every strong society.

The two most important
common values are empathy
and responsibility.

Empathy is the capacity to
connect with others. To feel
what others feel. To imagine
oneself as another and feel a
kinship with others.

Responsibility means act-
ing on that empathy. We’re
all in this together. We have,
therefore, a responsibility to
the welfare of one another.

Empathy and responsibility
give rise to a whole set of other
common values as follows:

e Protection for people threat-
ened or under duress.

e Fulfillment in life so others
can lead meaningful lives
just as we would want to.

e Freedom because in order to
lead a fulfilling life you need
to be free.

e Opportunity because lead-
ing a fulfilling life requires
abundant opportunities to
explore what is meaningful.

e Fairness because unfairness
stifles freedom and opportu-
nity.

e Equality because empathy
and responsibility must ex-
tend to everyone.

» Prosperity because a certain
amount of common wealth is
necessary to lead a fulfilling
life.

There is no necessary or
natural contradiction between
values such as individual liber-
ty and potential and common
values such as empathy and
responsibility.



Of course, you have to take
care of yourself in order to be
able to help others.

But more importantly, indi-
vidual potential depends on a
society strong enough to tackle
entrenched interests and un-
just accumulations of private
power and privilege that hold
many people back.

Common
wealth
and
common
services

IN OTHER WORDS, the com-
mon good is necessary for
individual and societal well-
being.

But how do we pursue the
common good in practice?
As a practical matter, how do
we deliver on our common
values?

There are two essential ele-
ments to harnessing the power
of our interdependence and
common values.

The first essential ele-
ment is that we pool our
common wealth through a
progressive tax structure.



Taxation is the basis of our

common wealth.

e Our common wealth allows us
to provide protection for the
common good: environmental
regulations, safe workplaces,
courts, ambulances, correc-
tions, peacekeepers, police,
firefighters, public health
agencies, etc.

e Our common wealth allows
for fulfillment, creates op-
portunities and enhances the
common good: public health
care and public education,
roads and bridges, public pen-
sions, a regulated and reliable
banking infrastructure, a regu-
lated and reliable customs and
excise sytem to allow for the
free flow of international goods
and services, etc.

e Our common wealth provides
fulfillment by preserving and
protecting all our common
property: national parks and
monuments; public beaches;
the oceans, rivers, streams;
scientific knowledge; and the
Internet.

e Our common wealth creates
freedoms for the common
good: rights and freedoms are
enshrined in our Constitution
and the Charter of Rights and
Freedoms, which are enforced
by our public court system. Our
publicly funded social safety
net grants people freedom from
want.

e Our common wealth promotes
fairness and equality by enforc-
ing workers’ rights and voting
rights, guarding against dis-
crimination, supporting people
with disabilities, providing
social housing, and assisting
underserved communities.
Our common wealth is a

wise investment in our future.
Itallows us to build acommon
infrastructure that benefits
everyone and is essential to
the advancement of our own
individual potential and am-
bition.

THE SECOND essential ele-
ment to harness the power of
our interdependence and com-
mon values is their practical
application in our day-to-day
lives. This means ready sup-
port for and actual provision
of high quality public services
and public institutions paid
for out of our common wealth.
Public services and institutions
are the practical expressions
and vehicles for making the
common good something we
can all see and make use of.
Our parents and grandpar-
ents invested in the future
(the common good) through
their common wealth. They
invested in social services,
hospitals, schools, highways,
the Internet, the scientific and
medical establishments, public
pensions and social housing,
etc. They invested in public



services and institutions and
we are reaping the benefits of
these common assets today.

Quality public services
and institutions make our-
selves, our communities and
our country safe, secure and
healthy. They provide us with
the means to care for each
other in times of sickness,
poverty, unemployment and
old age.

They help build a caring,
inclusive and responsible fam-
ily by ensuring that everyone’s
basic needs are met and by cre-
ating equality of opportunity.

They are a cornerstone of
any civilized society.

Quality public services
and institutions also mean
common ownership. Public
services and institutions be-
long to all Canadians. This also
implies common accountabili-
ty. The institutions and service
deliverers are accountable to
all Canadians.

None of this can be said
about private sector corpora-
tions. They are accountable
only to the wealthy sharehold-
ers and investors who own the
corporation. Their only goal is
to maximize profits for their
owners.

Turning over our public serv-
ices and institutions to the
private sector means remov-
ing common ownership and
accountability. It means our
common wealth is used for



private profits rather than the
common good. It means more
wealth concentrated in fewer
hands. It means violating our
common values and the pur-
suit of the common good.

Indeed the one—if not the
only—structure we have that
is capable of reaching out to
all citizens in all parts of the
country and making them feel
part of the extended Canadian
family are our public services
and institutions.

The only price of admission
IS to use our common wealth
to maintain and expand our
public services and institu-
tions.

THE MESSAGE is simple enough:
the common good is necessary
for individual and societal well-
being. Our country, our Canadian
family, can only effectively re-
spond to challenges when the
members of it — all of us - help
and sustain each other.

The best way to do this is
to use our common wealth
to build and expand public
services and institutions. Any
weakening of these services
and institutions can only be
a weakening of the common
good, a weakening of the Ca-
nadian family, a weakening of
a civilized society.

Unfortunately, some people
have been misled by an aggres-
sive conservative philosophy

in our political discourse. It’s
a philosophy with a limited,
narrow vision that subjects
certain values such as indi-
vidual potential and ambition
to distortion and excess. As
a result, independence is
transformed into selfishness;
ambition into greed; and pa-
triotism into jingoism.

THE CONSERVATIVE philosophi-
cal approach doesn’t believe
in the common good, common
wealth or common values. It
doesn’t believe that the well-be-
ing and potential of individuals is
empowered by a stronger society.

For the conservative philos-
ophy, the very idea of a strong
society doesn’t exist. There is
no sense of any desire or need
to recognize and willingly act
upon our interdependence.
The conservative approach
believes in un-sharing the
wealth and reducing all deci-
sions, no matter how critical
and important, to a cash and
carry transaction subject to the



whims of the marketplace.

It’s an approach that says if
we all drink the magic market
potion we don’t need to worry
about a sense of empathy
and responsibility as citizens.
Those things will be replaced
by inevitable, invisible market
forces that will determine the
direction of our society.

The conservative philosoph-
ical view is simple: let’s all
just sit tight on this planet of
miracles and sing hymns of
gratitude to the invisible hand
of the free market.

It’s an approach that wants
to build a society that insti-
tutionalizes selfishness and
greed.

Indeed under the conserva-
tive philosophical approach
selfishness and greed become
the underlying theme for all
civilization. The effects on
public policy are devastating.

IN TERMS of policy directions
this approach revels in endless
torrents of anti-government
rhetoric, a welter of tax cuts
for the wealthy, privatization of
public services, trade deals and
deregulation that benefit the
corporations, and elimination of
vital public programs and insti-
tutions.

As well as a manifest de-
nial of reality, the conservative
philosophical approach has
proven disastrous for Cana-
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dians and Canada in recent

decades:

e Canada faces a growing pros-
perity gap. The wealth and
income in this country are
becoming increasingly con-
centrated in the hands of
fewer and fewer people. Real
wages for most workers re-
mained stagnant from 1981
to 2004 and good pension
plans are being threatened.
Yet, during this time, most
corporate executives lost any
sense of shame about their
own outlandish salaries,
stock options and retire-
ment packages. Meanwhile,
various governments have
implemented tax cuts that
disproportionately benefit
the wealthy and leave less
common wealth to maxi-
mize opportunity for all. As
a result, homelessness and
poverty are on the rise. Pri-
vate household debt is at an
all-time high. And the life of
many First Nations commu-
nities resembles that of third
world nations.

« We don’t have a national eco-
nomic vision or strategy. The
foundations of the Canadian
manufacturing sector con-
tinue to crumble. The sector
now employs barely two mil-
lion workers, the lowest in a
decade. Almost 400,000 jobs
have been lost since August
2002. Whole communities
have been devastated. Yet

our national government
has no plan to protect and
grow our manufacturing sec-
tor. Their approach is to sit
back and watch as Canadian
workers are thrown into the
maelstrom of the interna-
tional marketplace without
a lifeline.

The labour rights of Cana-
dians —such as the right to
join a union and free collec-
tive bargaining — are being
slowly but surely whittled
away. Public sector bash-
ing is all too common. Many
governments have waged
a continuous legislative as-
sault on public services and
public employees.
Regulatory oversight is being
systematically dismantled,
undermining our common
commitment to things like
transportation safety, clean
air and water, food and drug
safety, protection from harm-
ful environmental toxins,
and accessible and neutral
telecommunications.

The public health care sys-
tem has been underfunded
for years and as a result
many Canadians can’t get
timely access to the critical
services they need. At the
same time, some health care
services are being turned
over to the private sector
which means people receive
care based on ability to pay
and not need.



e Post secondary education is
becoming less affordable and
accessible as tuition fees and
student debt skyrocket and
governments underinvest in
the system.

e Our sense of global interde-
pendence is fading away and
our international reputation
suffers as a result. There’s a
real lack of any commitment
to closer international co-op-
eration to tackle issues like
climate change and conflict.

e Too many Canadians are
now weary of the dead zone
that politics has become
today. Our political culture
too often fixates on where
our values clash rather than
trying to build on where they
come together. It’s become
a system in which narrow
interests vie for partisan
advantage. Our political and
policy debates today offer lit-
tle beyond a limitless menu
of false and cramped choices
free of any common sense.
These trends are the result

of deliberate and conscious po-

litical choices springing from a

conservative philosophy that

praises self-interest and greed
above all else.

These trends are more than
just disturbing. They are real
threats. They reveal tendencies
that can finally pull our Cana-
dian family apart at the seams.

Identifying and countering
these trends is no “side issue”.
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Identifying and countering
them is absolutely fundamen-
tal to determining what we are
as a nation.

IT'S ESSENTIAL that all of us
who believe in the progressive
project called the common good
commit ourselves to a project of
national renewal. This is a project
to renew our commitment as a
national family, in order to pre-
pare, protect and provide for each
other and future generations.
The good news is that in
various places across Canada,
and around the globe, there is
a sense that the magic market
potion and conservative phi-
losophy has passed its peak.
People are beginning to reas-
sert that while self-interest is
important to recognize, it is too
mediocre a value or concept
to guide a society and civiliza-
tion. People are remembering
the great discovery of our
parents and grandparents: a
strong society is not a threat to
individual potential but an es-
sential element of realizing it.
Our challenge going forward

Is to ensure that the progres-
sive ideal of using our common
wealth for the common good
continues to stir our collec-
tive conscience and that our
common values return to the
centre of political discourse
and policy in this country.

Working to restore a much
stronger sense of the common
value of empathy is instru-
mental to tilting the balance of
politics and power in favour of
those who are struggling.

Of course, empathy isn’t
enough. Like any value, em-
pathy must be acted upon. We
have a responsibility to act on
our empathy. We all must be
willing to make sacrifices in
order to realize a caring, in-
clusive, responsible Canadian
family.

To do otherwise, allowing
the conservative philosophy to
triumph, would be to diminish
our best selves and lose our
great country.

The task has never been
more formidable. The need has
never been greater. It will take
the effort of each of us. But
we’re clearly up to the task.
It’s not as if we haven’t done
it before.



Recommendations

The National Union believes
that by the strength of our common wealth and our
common endeavour we can achieve a country in which
our political, economic and social programs are built on
the common values of empathy and responsibility and
their subsidiary values such as protection, fulfiliment,

freedom, opportunity, fairness, equality and prosperity.

To these ends, the National Union will work with

others to advocate the following seven policy

directions aimed at bringing Canadians together in
the fight for the common good:

[1]

REFRAMING THE PoLiTicaL DeBATE
Drawing on the idea of political framing, the National Union
will undertake communications and research projects to return
progressive ideals and values, which serve the common good, to
the centre stage of our national political discourse.

[2]

A RoBusT PuBLIC SECTOR

A robust public sector that provides universally accessible,
high quality public services as rights of citizenship is essential to
achieving the common good. The National Union will work with
its Components and others to:

a) Build strategic alliances with unions and other allies in
Canada and around the world to protect and expand public serv-
ices.

b) Fight the privatization of public services, including public-
private partnerships.
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Recommendations

[3]

A REespoNsIBLE AND PROGRESSIVE TAX BASE
A responsible and progressive tax base is required to fund the
common good. The National Union will work with its Components
to counter the tax cut mantra, oppose tax cuts that favour the
wealthy and corporations, and fight for an adequate tax base and
progressive tax system.

[4]

A STRONG PuBLIC REGULATORY SYSTEM
The National Union will fight for a strong public regulatory
system that is supported by sufficient resources and has an ef-
fective enforcement arm.

[5]

FAIR AND EFFECTIVE
FEDERAL TRANSFERS AND EQUALIZATION PAYMENTS
A fair and effective federal transfer payment system and equali-
zation formula is required to ensure Canadians have common
access to common levels of vital public services no matter where
they live.
[6]

FAIR TRADE
The conservative philosophy operates internationally under the
label of corporate globalization. Free trade deals have limited the
rights of governments to serve the common good, and instead
have enhanced the rights of corporations to serve their self in-
terests. The National Union will continue to oppose and expose
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Recommendations

free trade deals that are contrary to the common good and public
interest and will fight for a system of fair trade.

[7]

LABOUR RIGHTS

Labour rights are human rights. The right of workers to join a
union and bargain collectively, is a fundamental and universal
human right and a cornerstone of democracy. In the past 25 years
Canadians have endured a serious erosion of this human right,
creating a ‘human rights deficit’ in this country. The National
Union will continue to dedicate itself to restoring workers’ rights
and fairness in Canada’s labour laws by working to ensure fair
labour laws are a central part of the Canadian political agenda.
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