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Introduction 

Recently, concern about the way humanity has been destroying the natural 

environmental has entered the popular discourse.  For myself, as a Native American, 

and for Indigenous peoples throughout the world this concern has never not been.  

Among the reasons for this has been and continues to be that our lives have been 

and continue to be those lives most effected by environmental degradation – we are 

the first and continue to be the most effected by this disrespect for the environment.  

This recent concern, however, has often been tempered by a balancing of interests.  

From the perspectives of Indigenous people we have always been aware of this 

balancing act because, for the most part, our interests have not been and continue 

to be not be included in the equation. 

In contemporary Canadian industrial society this balancing act is centred 

around the effect of strong enforcement of environmental regulations, the jobs that 

may be lost if an industry is shut down, the effect of the closure on the communities 

where industry is situated and future generations. An example of the explicit 

articulation of these competing interests can be seen in the Canadian Supreme 

Court’s recent decision in Old Man River 1 in which the broad definition of the 

environment articulated in Crown Zellerbach2 was manipulated to appear broader but 

had the effect of narrowing the meaning of the environment to that of the 

environment versus the economic concerns of industry.  I believe there are 

alternatives to this need to balance and these alternatives can provide meaningful 

work, technology that is environmentally friendly and the goods and services that 

Canadian citizens require.  I believe also that a strong central government is 

essential to putting these alternatives into action. 

 
1 Re Friends of the Oldman River v. Canada (Minister of Transport) 88 D.L.R. (4th) 5 

at 42.  
2 R. v. Crown Zellerbach Canada Ltd. (1988), 49 D.L.R. (4th) 161 (S.C.C.) at 171. 
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My purpose in this paper is to provide a normative critical framework for 

creating a landscape for sustainable community development. As Marcuse argues, a 

normative critical theory “conceptualizes the stuff of which the experienced world 

consists… with a view to its possibilities, in the light of their actual limitation, 

suppression and denial”3.  In doing so I will examine and critique several of the 

common-sense assumptions that underlie contemporary understandings of efficiency 

and democracy in capitalist industrial society; first, the distributive paradigm; and 

second, the efficiency paradigm as it intersects with capitalism’s vision of wealth 

maximization. I believe, along with many activists, that the environment can be the 

“common denominator” on which we can achieve social justice whereby “social 

justice means the elimination of institutionalized domination and oppression [and 

that] any aspect of social organization and practice relevant to domination and 

oppression is in principle subject to evaluation by ideals of justice”4.  My vision of an 

ideal of justice is one where a political system creates the discursive space necessary 

for the inclusion of the voices of those systemically marginalized whereby our 

substantial fundamental needs can be developed, recognised and met by us as 

participants in the process.  I believe that a “world-view” that situates human beings 

as but one form of life on this planet (a view common to Indigenous peoples 

throughout the world), which being neither anthropocentric nor profit-centred can 

provide an alternative theoretical framework for a truly “just global society”. In this 

way the project ideas that I suggest later in the paper are not, as has been 

suggested, “piece-meal” top-down models, but rather, are legitimate because they fit 

into a holistic ecological-economic gestalt.  They provide for basic human necessities 

– food, clothing, shelter and meaningful work and do so through a process whereby 

 
3 Herbert Marcuse, One-Dimensional Man (Boston: Beacon Press, 1964) at 7. 
4 Iris Marion Young, Justice and the Politics of Difference (Princeton, New Jersey: 

Princeton University Press, 1990) at 15 (hereinafter referred to as Young). 
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they are carried out in a manner that involves the people they serve in a creative 

and flexible manner, thus “feeding” and providing space for the imagination. 

In the final part of the paper I will provide some examples of environmental 

projects that can and will provide meaningful work while at the same time create 

valuable learning experiences that can evolve a counter-hegemonic view of 

technological society that is neither damaging to the environment, inequitable to the 

participants nor inefficient administratively. 

The cornerstone of my proposal require the turning back to the operating 

principles of a Keynesian Welfare State whereby I argue for both full employment 

and a Guaranteed Annual Income (GAI) – the two main pillars of the Keynesian 

model. I believe that the shift from the two-pronged approach in the 60’s and 70’s 

(in response to the increase in the number of employed), in favour of income support 

systems that abandon the goal of full employment has resulted in a complicated, 

inefficient and hence expensive administrative machine of wealth distribution. 

 

Critique 1: The Distributive Paradigm 

 The first critique I offer is of the distributive paradigm. Regulatory  

 

Frameworks of government tend to focus on what Young5 calls the distributive  

 

paradigm of justice. The distributive paradigm of justice tends to focus on the  

 

allocation of material goods to the individual and ignores the distribution of decision 

 

making power.  Moreover, when the distribution of decision making powers or other  

 

non-materials goods are included in the paradigm by theorists who try to expand the  

 

distributive model these theorists tend to reify them into “static things, instead of  

 

[as] a function of social relationships and processes”6.  The commodification of  

 

leadership in the political party process is an example of this and reflects a top-down  

 

 
5 Ibid. 
6 Ibid., at 15-16. 
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model of social directives and policies.  The commodification of management  

 

positions in industry reflects a similar top-down model.  While I am not arguing that  

 

leadership in these areas is not important I do suggest that the competitive nature of  

 

the enterprise is inherently unjust, for in actuality, the increased hierarchicalization  

 

and competitiveness of the capitalist system through the commodification of decision  

 

making processes reduces to rhetoric the idea of equal opportunity. 

 

Today equal opportunity has come to mean only that no one is barred 

from entering the competition for a relatively few privileged positions. There 

remains the shadow of a rhetoric which suggest that actual opportunities are 

available to anyone who works hard, but it does not fully obscure the 

certainty that most people are bound to be losers.7 

 

 Underlying the distributive paradigm are several assumptions.  Among them,  

 

That material goods and non-material things are a given; that need and leadership,  

 

For example, are neither contingent on the needs or experiences of the individual;  

 

that societies in contrast to people have needs; and, that we fail to see these things  

 

as socially constructed.  

 

 The idea that societies and not people have needs is, according to Gordon, at  

 

the “functionalist heart of the dominant vision” – capitalist democracy8. Gordon  

 

argues that the dominant vision is towards the type of liberal capitalism seen in  

 

advanced western nations (especially the United States), and that the natural and  

 

proper function of a legal system is to facilitate such an evolution”9. Again, this  

 

evolution is perceived as natural and progressive, agent less and destined.  This  

 

gestalt tends to de-politicise the process of public policy formation. 

 

 This has particular implications in a welfare state.  As Young argues public  

 

Policy formation as a given within the province of experts tends to make invisible the  

 

Differences between people and, as a result, creates competition between various  

 
7 Ibid., at 215 
8 Robert W. Gordon, “Critical Legal Histories”, (1984) 36 Stanford L.R. 57 at 61 

(hereinafter referred to as Gordon). Gordon argues, and I would agree that capitalist 

democracy is an oxymoron. 
9 Ibid. 
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Marginalized groups for scarce resources. 

 

 This critique also obtains on the way functionalist perception of perceiving the  

 

World – that is, there is a stock of pre-existing goods that are distributed to people  

 

who are “points of discharge” in the social field and who are there to receive “larger  

 

or smaller bundles of these goods”10. 

 

 Legal frameworks play a major role in this process because legal frameworks  

 

are the institutional contexts, the rules, in which material distribution occurs, for  

 

example, corporate law, tax law, and regulatory frameworks are as, or have been as,  

 

equally co modifiable as material goods.  In this way the class that dominates these  

 

areas are able to have their views dominate the way the “mode of production” should  

 

be ordered, which is often to serve their own needs.  Young identifies, inter alia, the  

 

characteristics of the “mode of production” as “any structures or practices, the rules  

 

and norms that guide them, and the language and symbols that mediate social  

 

interactions within them, in institutions of state, family, and civil society, as well as 

the work place”11.  Moreover, these characteristics are relevant to justice because 

they order the relations of people to the work they do in society12. 

 Efficiency in capitalist society demands a large picture of the production 

process and this large picture is best viewed from the top down whereby workers 

have few decisions in the process.  This is, among other things that which Marx 

refers to as the alienation of labour in the mode of production.  I believe that the 

alienation of products and the alienation of people from the production of knowledge, 

which has itself been co modified both originate in a world-view that is top-down and 

hierarchical.  In terms of alienation of knowledge production effects what are and 

what are not perceived as material goods.  Lyotard suggests that alienation takes 

 
10 Young, supra, note #4 at 18. 
11 Ibid., at 22 
12 Ibid. 
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from and reflects a gestalt of objectification whereby the fact of efficiency is wedded 

to the concept of material good and presupposes the social good13.  The question 

then becomes whose idea of social goods determines what material goods will be 

produced?  Thus, in the same way that industrialization and capital are 

interdependent, all forms of technology depend on capitalization, thus technology –- 

the way  humans adapt to their environment, is dependent on capitalization.  It is 

(from this writer’s perspective), the unfortunate marriage of a capitalist civil society 

with the democratic state that has resulted in what we have in most “first14” world 

countries – liberal capitalist democracy.  From the perspectives of those social actors 

who are not part of the controlling interest in the capitalization aspect of 

technological configuration they system in not democratic. 

 Many feminists and grass roots organizations who deal with the hard issues of 

poverty and injustice argue, as Young does, that marginalization and exploitation 

functions not only to maintain capitalism viz the hierarchicalization of the degree of 

marginalization and thus exploitability according to skin colour, sex, sexual 

orientation, able-bodiedness, language, culture, literacy, but that class itself as a 

hierarchy is not a given but a construct of capitalism in combination with laissez-faire  

 

 

 
13 Jean-Francois Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge 

(Minneapolis: University of Minneapolis Press, 1979) (Originally presented to the 

Conseil des Universites of the government of Quebec at the request of its president) 

at 44-60 (hereinafter referred to as Lyotard). 
14 It has been argued by many feminists from non-western countries that the naming 

of non-western non-industrialized countries as not “first” is a reflection of an ethnol-

centric and privileging discourse which places western capitalist countries at the 

pinnacle of human progress.  See inter alia: Maria Mies’ Patriarchy and Accumulation 

on a World Scale (); Swasti Mitter, The North-South Connection (               ); bell 

hooks, from margin to centre (); Jacqueline Jones, Labour of Love; Labour of Sorrow 

(); Donna Marchand “When the Grandmothers’ Voices Are Silenced” (1991) 2 

Anteaus: The University of Toronto Journal of Anthropology at 11. 
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liberalism.15 

Economic domination in our society occurs not simply or primarily because 

some persons have more wealth and income than others, as important as this 

is. Economic domination derives at least as much from the corporate and 

legal structures and procedures that give some persons the power to make 

decisions about investment, production, marketing, employment, interest 

rates, and wages that effect millions of people. 16 

 

In this way we can see how the welfare state – capitalism’s way of sharing is as 

much a response to capitalism as the construction of the pre-constituted liberal 

subject was a response to capitalism’s industrial technology in the Enlightenment; 

the former, a material “accommodation”; the latter an intellectual and psychological 

“accommodation”. 

Bacon and Descartes, in their own ways, argued that the ‘proliferation and 

diffusion of knowledge {would now} hail the path to freedom and happiness’17.  

What, however, would be proliferated and diffused would again be determined by the 

elite.   Common sense assumptions would now be the subject of study ofr the men of 

reason.  The law as ideology would be canonized and thus further legitimated and 

entrenched in ‘common sense’ assumptions embedded in language.  As Lyotard 

argues “[Knowledge in the form of informational commodity indispensable to 

productive power is already, and will continue to be, a major – perhaps the major – 

stake in the worldwide competition for power”18. Simultaneously, the language of 

corporate capitalism’s economic gestalt – progress, profit, growth, wealth 

 
15 See for examply: Eric Woolf, Europe and The People Without History (University of 

California Press: Berkeley, 1982) (especially chapter 7); Maria Mies, Patriarchy and 

Accumulation on a World Scale: Women in the International Division of Labour 

(London: Zed Books, 1986); Ian Adams, The Poverty Wall (Toronto: McClelland and 

Stewart, 1970); and Elizabeth Wilson, Women and the Welfare State (New York: 

Tavistock Publications, 1977).  These texts are loaded with useful statistics and are 

highly recommended.  They are especially important sources of information with 

regards to where, how and who are effected by multi-nationals as well as the latter’s 

affect on subsistence economies and the environments of these people.  
16 Young, supra, note #4 at 23. 
17 Genevieve Lloyd, The Man of Reason (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 

1984) at 87. 
18 Lyotard, supra, note #13 at 5. 
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maximization, and efficiency has entered and commands the popular and regulatory 

discursive field. 

However, while we argue that this is not democracy, neither are our relations 

of production as structured as the critics of the capitalist model would suggest.  That 

is, the men and women of Marx and Althussar’s Marxist theory, are not the straw 

men and women they depict.  Those of us who experience the irrationality of 

capitalism’s “logic of distribution”19 as something illogical do not agree with the 

presupposition that justice and democracy exists because of the procedural 

instruments in place institutionally, rather, we find democracy in everyday 

interactions in the struggle to survive.  That is the truth of justice is that it is not 

democratic nor conducive to democracy for relations between people in a democratic 

society cannot be measured in terms of what individuals have – such as formal rights 

– but as what people do in their interactions and what people do is effected by how 

people do them and how people do them is contingent upon where we are situated 

vis-à-vis class as it is constructed on our differences. 

It is precisely because we are different and marked by these differences that 

we are marginalized; however, it is precisely this same difference and 

marginalization that provide the many points of resistance to the dominant 

discourses and provide the framework for radical democracy. 

There are democratic spaces, these are the spaces any two individuals 

experience when, in recognizing their differences create another understanding of 

the world.  It is such a simple process to recognise that being fair and just – neither 

to dominate systemically through institutions or on the individual level by being 

epistemologically imperialist and hence devaluing another point of view, is not 

related to acknowledging one truth but the many different truths of experience and 

to work from here neither compromising nor excluding different points of view.  It is 

 
19 Young, supra, note #2 at 24 
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in this gestalt that we see that justice must pursue and encourage difference and this 

is pursued by the creation of a space whereby people can feel safe in being different.  

Justice, however, has had a dilemma with difference because to treat people equally 

has often meant to treat people the same and here is the problem – people are not 

the same.  That is, we are different and because of this we are not treated equally.  

If we have to be the same to attain equality then we will never attain equality.  If we 

are not to stay the same, equality cannot stay the same.  A “difference” pursuit must 

be encouraged20.  However, as long as people are unable to fulfil their basic needs 

difference can used to instil fragmentation between groups of people who are 

oppressed by capitalism’s hierarchicalization of marginality. 

Post-modern theory and theories of radical democracy are effective 

deconstructing and reconstructing tools for they can make the transparent 

relationships of domination apparent.  That is, in deconstructing systematic 

oppression we challenge the oppression that this kind of non-empowering power 

manifests in favour of revealing the power of knowledge that is connected with 

solidarity21.  In this case solidarity reveals itself through discussions amongst 

individuals who have been systemically marginalized and have come to theorize our 

own oppression as it impacts on us as individuals who are members of groups 

defined as “other” because we are not-white, not male and not economically 

privileged.  This process can be termed the politicalization of the personal.  This is 

the process that is ongoing amongst members of grass roots community 

organizations.  These are models of working democracy.  These models are also 

models of efficient social wealth maximization.  That is, because the people in these 

 
20 Joan W. Scott, “Deconstructing Equality-Versus-Difference: Or, the Use of 

Poststructuralist Theory for Feminism” (Spring, 1988) 14 Feminist Studies, no. 1 at 

33. This theme has been articulated by many theorists.  See also Martha Minnow; 

Elizabeth Spellman. 
21 Nancy Hartsock, “Rethinking Modernism; Minority vs. Majority Theories” (1987) 7 

Cultural Critique 187 at 199. 
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groups have participated in the decision making processes they have been able to 

use few resources to create the social goods they feel are necessary.22 

 

Critique #2: Efficiency in the Capitalist Gestalt 

 Diversification in capitalist industrial society, it has been argued, means 

competitiveness in the market, because diversification allows for economies of scale. 

By diversification, I refer to the fragmenting of the production base, that is, one 

industry will produce widget A, another industry will produce widget B, and a third 

industry will put these two together to produce product C.  While, I agree that this 

kind of specialization is cost efficient in that it reduces redundancy in production it 

also has meant specialization for workers.  Production quantity determines a 

labourer’s value to the corporation i.e., the quantity a labourer can produce is 

guaranteed by strict supervision where there is little room for error.  If a labourer 

has got the job because s/he can perform the task correctly once, then they are 

motivated by the fear of the loss of this acquisition to another if they err.  Ultimately, 

it is the threat of loss that obtains the most effect and for the labourer either way is 

oppressive because the process is non-democratic.  I suggest that this process, 

specialized diversification, does not, in fact, operate in this manner – and that 

concerns with agency costs, the need for quality control, and the costs to workers 

and the economy, in general, of settling labour disputes is evidence of its not 

working. 

 
22 The AIDS Committee of Toronto (ACT) is such a group. Before receiving any 

government funding ACT had been operating as a volunteer organization providing 

information and services through limited self-funding from the GAY Community 

Appeal.  Because of their scarce resources they had created an efficient infra-

structure, thus, when funding did come in it was used to increase an already efficient 

and effective service base.  In other words, their mandate with the funding was not 

to create more services per se but to increase the number of clients they served. As 

the number of clients increased they were able to accommodate a further diversity of 

needs by responding effectively because the democratic framework was already in 

place.  
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 On the other hand let us use the critical analogy that Michael Albert and Robin 

Hahnel23 offer for true efficiency – co-operation. 

 Let us suppose that except for inherently unique levels of given talent we 

have 7 world class runners.  If we always reward the winners (who will likely always 

win because of this talent), and everyone else (who will likely finish in relatively the 

same order), consistently different amounts of a valued commodity for their 

performances we would see patterns of disincentives emerge in relation to going the 

fastest – (a metaphor for the pursuit of liberation and equality, i.e., justice).  That is, 

the fastest would always win without having to try harder and the slowest would 

always lose and have no incentive to try harder.  Those in the middle would jockey 

for insubstantially different rewards.  In the end the fastest would have exponentially 

more valued commodities inverse to their efforts; the slowest will have exponentially 

fewer valued commodities inverse to their obligation to cross the finish line; and 

those in between will either exhaust themselves or experience moral hazard.  Key to 

Albert’s and Hahnel’s model, therefore, is the idea that the evaluative criteria for 

payment is “payment according to effort”24 in combination with the elimination of a 

constructed privileging of value in some occupations by virtue only of their 

accessibility.  In other words, Albert and Hahnel do not argue for example, that 

doctors should clean bed pans nor that anyone perform brain surgery but, rather, 

that there are many more people capable and, in fact, more capable of doing these 

privileged and highly trained activities than do them now and the reason they are 

privileged and highly valued is because access to the training programs is limited to 

a privileged few25. 

 
23 Michael Albert and Robin Hahnel, The Political Economy of Participatory Democracy 

(Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1991) (hereinafter referred to as 

Albert). 
24 Ibid., at 8. 
25 Ibid., at 8-10 this creation of scarcity is similar to Lyotard’s argument that 

knowledge itself as a commodity is made scarce in order to make it valuable. 
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 Albert suggests that an alternative to this inefficient system involves the 

creation of “work complexes”26. Work complexes involve the efficiency inherent in 

economies of scale with the efficiency inherent in workers having meaningful work. 

The process involves on the job training in all areas of the industry, workers are 

encouraged to seek opportunities in more than one industry and the burdensome 

and unenjoyable jobs are distributed equitably between all workers.  

 Albert’s and Hahnel’s theory of participatory democracy involves three 

assumptions about people.  First, humans have the capacity to analyze and evaluate 

the consequences of our actions and choose accordingly and that we garner 

considerable satisfaction from doing so; second, solidarity is important to people, 

i.e., social esteem is an important source of human fulfilment and achieving it 

through invidious comparison is a zero or negative sum game, while achieving it 

through solidarity is a positive sum game; and third, a variety of life-styles promotes 

sound ecology, assists in maximizing human well-being under conditions of 

uncertainty and increases opportunities for another source of human satisfaction – 

vicarious enjoyment.27  While efficiency is a goal and can be implemented through 

central planning those implementing these goals tend not to be those effected by 

their decisions.  That is, while central planning may provide us with an overall picture 

of the operation of a plant, workers/consumers have little say in how and what is 

produced, while control of the how and what is maintained by “elite conceptual 

workers who monopolize what information is required for decision making”28.  The 

 
26 Albert’s “work complexes” are analogous to the idea of job sharing and the 

dissemination of skills inherent in this process.  It involves a rethinking of the 

meaning of work.  In “People with Disabilities Speak Out About Employment Equity” 

(Donna Marchand, City of Toronto: Ontario Women’s Directorate and the Equal 

Opportunities Division of the City of Toronto, 1991) I discuss in detail the idea of 

“work complexes” without using this particular term. 
27 Albert, supra, note # at 8-9 
28 Ibid., at 15-16. 
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role of the government should be to ensure a landscape exists for the pursuit of 

participatory democracy.  

 Moreover, in Albert’s and Hahnel’s model work is not limited to one plant or 

industry but involves the ability of workers to participate in a variety of technological 

experiences.  For example, just because a person is at present involved in the steel 

industry does not mean that the variety of experience should be limited to the steel 

industry but can and should include space for that person’s participation in 

agricultural, service, educational and any other industry of the person’s choosing. 

 If we accept these 2 critiques – the distributive paradigm and the efficiency 

paradigm, as frameworks in which to rethink a working democracy what role can the 

government play in this? 

 First, I believe that it is not the regulation of the distribution of goods that is 

necessary to democracy but the provision of the economic means in which people 

can establish the relationships necessary in which to determine which goods are 

necessary and important to them.  This requires a process that encourages a radical 

shift in values and a radical shift in our income support systems.  I believe, and I will 

show that these shifts can occur exactly because of the environmental catastrophes 

we are facing.  In other words, in the same way that grass roots organization have 

developed democratic processes that inform and have been informed by necessity so 

too can our governments. 

 

Part 3: Reconstructing the Welfare State Through Sustainable Community 

Development 

 

 We must begin with people in food bank lines, people living on the streets, 

people whose dead end jobs are ending and because of new UIC regulations have no 

support systems.  We are talking about people whose basic needs for shelter and 

food are not being met or whose means of meeting them are challenged.  We are 

talking about people whose entire communities have been based on and suffer 
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because they are one-industry towns and these industries have closed.  As a result, 

their ability to purchase and consume is limited to what they can afford and what 

they can afford is based on which of one or many of the government subsidy 

programs they are entitled to. 

 

Present Income Support Systems 

 According to the “Royal Commission on the Economic Union and Development 

Prospects for Canada, 1985”29 (also known as the MacDonald Commission and 

hereinafter referred to as the commission), the present income security system is 

ineffective.  Despite expenditures of over 60 billion dollars annually there are many 

people below the poverty line while many payments are paid to people who are not 

poor.  In fact, it has been shown that there is a huge gap between those whose 

income support is from the UIC program (federal) and those who are on other 

support programs30.  In addition, the present system is too complex with much 

overlap and fragmentation causing much confusion in terms of access and knowledge 

about services.  As well there are many disincentives that are created by the system.  

For example, people who are in dead-end jobs have little or no support in place in 

order to permit them to search out better more rewarding work opportunities.  The 

Commission also expressed concerns about disincentives to work created by 

payments that are so high as to dissuade people from working. 

 
29 Canada, Report of the Royal Commission on the Economic Union and the 

Development Prospects for Canada: Report, Vol.  2 (MacDonald Commission), “The 

Income Security System” (Chapter 19). 
30 In 1975 88% of the total UI benefits were received by family units with incomes 

exceeding Statistics Canada’s low income thresholds while those on other programs 

such as Welfare and Family Allowances (provincial), OAS (federal) etc. were often 

well below the poverty line.  J.R. Kesselman, Technical Study 3: Assessment of 

financing of the U.I. Program (University of B.C.: Department of Economics, August 

1981) at 11-14.  This fits clearly into the critique that both Young and Albert et al. 

provide whereby those who the high paying jobs benefit from having these high 

paying jobs even when the jobs end – the replication of inequity. 
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 The reforms suggested by the MacDonald Commission, however, although 

meant to simplify it and make it more equitable are still framed within the 

distributive paradigm and have the effect of replicating the top-down model of 

inefficient development and need fulfilment31. 

 The proposal that I am suggesting addresses the incentive concerns of the 

Commission as well as the call for a revolution in the democratic process.  Although 

apparently utopian my proposal is neither impractical nor non-workable.  All that is 

required is the political will of the government. 

 The first aspect of the Marchand plan involves the implementation of a 

guaranteed annual income (GAI) to all Canadians over the age of 19 (encouraging 

young adults to remain in school).  The amount determined would answer 3 criteria. 

First, adequate income for the poor; second, preservation of the incentive to work; 

and third, resulting from the second, that it be fiscally feasible32. 

 The GAI would simply be an attempt to actualize the progressive income tax 

structure which is designed to raise the income levels of those persons presently 

 
31 It should also be noted that the MacDonald Commission makes, what has been 

shown to be a serious error in relation to its view of who is and who is not 

employable. Specifically, at p. 778 the authors presume that there are certain 

peoples that are inherently unemployable, inter alia, people with disabilities.  As my 

own study for the City of Toronto and the Ontario Women’s Directorate indicate, 

however, this is a very problematic assumption.  People with disabilities of all kinds 

are arguing that a rethinking of the meaning of work means also a rethinking of what 

actually is required of a work position.  Their basic argument is that even amongst 

people who do not classify themselves as having a disability there are certain 

strengths and weaknesses, likes and dislikes, involved in particular jobs.  Job sharing 

in this way could and has shown to alleviate these personal anomalies such that 

efficiency is obtainable and obtainable in a way that makes the work process more 

enjoyable and thus socially more equitable.  For example, there are people who are 

uncomfortable dealing with the public and prefer doing research, reports and 

statistics.  Once those involved have been exposed to the various activities and have 

established where and what they prefer, an equitable manner of redistributing these 

activities can be obtained, the bottom line being, however, that this adaptation is not 

fixed or predetermined.  Organizations that recognise these differences have 

developed efficient and equitable ways in which to obtain this redistribution while at 

the same time safe-guarding against the ghettoization of certain peoples in 

unpleasant but necessary tasks.  These models are similar to the “work complex” 

models suggested by Albert and Hahnel (supra, note #26). 
32 MacDonald Commission, supra, note #29 at 778-779 
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living below the poverty line while allowing them to benefit from any additional 

income.  The creation of a GAI of $9,000/year through the elimination of all existing 

programs – UIC, OAS, Welfare, Manpower Training Programs, GST rebates, the 

Family Allowance, Child Tax exemptions and benefits, disability support systems and 

Workmen’s Compensation, would eliminate the “dead-loss” costs associated with the 

excessive administration costs of implementing the numerous and various programs 

as well as the costs of accountants and tax lawyers.  The fiscal feasibility of a GAI 

would require that the present personal tax brackets in S. 117(2) of the Canadian 

Income Tax be adjusted so as to tax back progressively from an exemption base 

equal to the GAI and the elimination of present tax exemptions.  I am assuming a 

universal health and education system administered by the provinces from federal 

transfers while eliminating the federal transfers to the provinces for the provincial 

programs.  This would mean the elimination of the administrative costs of the 

transfers.  Provinces would still collect taxes but these taxes would go directly to 

universal health and education programs administered by the provinces yet retaining 

national standards33.  I would also assume the implementation of national standards 

for each of these areas and the harmonization of efforts between the provinces and 

the federal government34. 

 
33 I realise that this is the weakest part of my argument, however, provincial health 

and education costs per person would be based on the costs per person input to the 

program. In other words each provinces’ health and education costs would be pro 

rata costs reflecting the number of potential users. Federal grants may be necessary 

initially in order to equalize the services accessible to people in provinces.  
34 This approach assumes and includes the arguments for efficiency and 

harmonization as espoused by McCallum, J., Canada’s Choice: Crisis of Capital or 

Renewed Federalism, C.D. Howe Inst. Benefactors Lecture, 1992. p. 25-33. The 

problem with harmonization as espoused by Robert Howse (“Is Federalism the 

Future?: A Legal Perspective”, Prepared for the Federalism and the Nation-State 

conference, University of Toronto, June 4-6, 1992. Draft), however cannot be 

ignored. We must however, distinguish between the various provincial governments 

and the federal governments’ inability to achieve harmonization in actuality and the 

inability as a result of the lack of political will.  The ruling of the S.C.C. in the 

Reference Re Canada Assistance Plan (1991), 83 D.L.R. 4th 297, [hereinafter referred 

to as C.A.P.] may, however, provide the way in for strong federal incentives towards 
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 The issue of child support in this system would require serious consideration 

especially when we consider the number of sole support parents.  However, many 

sole support parents and parenting dads are at present living well below the poverty 

line.  We may be able to deal simply with this issue by providing a uniform child 

support payment across the board of $5,000/year per child.  If we recall that each 

adult whether working outside the home or not is receiving a $9,000 GAI we may 

find it plausible to eliminate the exemption for dependents as they would no longer 

be dependents per se. For example then, in a 2 parent one working income 

commensal unit with 3 children the personal exemption would rise to $9,000 + 3 

($5,000) at which point anything after that point would be taxed back progressively. 

 The second prong of the plan would be to create meaningful work through the 

conversion of environmentally unfriendly and inefficient infra-structural systems – 

(eg., sewage and garbage disposal systems), into participatory and sustainable 

community development projects.  This would require that provincial and federal 

governments harmonize their efforts in Research and Development and gear these 

developments to the particular ecological circumstances of their populations.  

Underlying the plan are the assumptions I referred to earlier by Albert and Hahnel – 

people do want to work and participate in society in meaningful ways.  At present, 

the income support system, because there are few meaningful jobs, means that 

income support is a substitute for meaningful work. 

 

 

harmonization if, and when, a different political party is at the federal helm. In this 

way we may see the C.A.P. decision as creating a potentially different effect in 

relation to a politically and socially different purpose. In anthropological terms this 

appropriation and different use of the decision in the C.A.P. reference is termed the 

“refraction of rhetoric”. See: Sandra Wallman, “Refraction of Rhetoric: Evidence for 

the Meaning of “Race” in England” for the way in which appropriation has functioned 

in England’s political and social landscape. 
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Part 4: Utilizing Environmental Concerns 

 Participation in an environmental conversion projects is I believe a seductive 

idea.  (Because it is, however, we must avoid “eco-hype”35.) There is little doubt that 

the environment is an issue that most people throughout the country are concerned 

about.  There are several projects underway at present that involve the conversion of 

antiquated sewage disposal systems into aqua-filter systems that non only reclaim 

water from human waste that is purer than our tap water but also produces hi-grade 

organic fertilizer (see Appendix A). 

 Another project that is underway at present involves the technology of 

turning potatoes into cardboard like containers.  Several ecological engineers in 

Saskatchewan have a method of removing the water from crushed potatoes and by 

adding a naturally existing starch compound are able to produce paper-like and 

 
35 “Eco-hype” is a term coined by, amongst others, Prof. Richard Lee of the 

Anthropology Department of the University of Toronto.  The reason for the creation 

of the term was a response to the way that industry has jumped on the “green-band-

wagon”. For example, Loblaws has created an entire product line of bio-degradable 

disposal products ranging from diapers to non-bleached coffee filters. At the same 

time the ad campaigns of multi-nationals have attempted to interpolate the 

consumer into the environmental movement by appealing to the “we all are 

responsible”. However, Murray Bookchin points out in regard to one such campaign 

put on by the New York Museum of Natural History, that we must think twice about 

the “we” of the “we are all responsible”.  

The exhibit which closed the presentation carried a startling sign, “The Most 

Dangerous Animal on Earth,” and it consisted simply of a huge mirror which reflected 

back the human viewer who stood before it.  I clearly recall a black child standing 

before the mirror while a white teacher tried to explain the message which this 

arrogant exhibit tried to convey.  There were no exhibits of corporate boards or 

directors planning to deforest a mountainside or government officials acting in 

collusion with them.  The exhibit primarily conveyed one, basically misanthropic, 

message: people as such, not a rapacious society and its wealthy beneficiaries, are 

responsible for environmental dislocations – the poor no less than the personally 

wealthy, people of colour no less than privileged whites, women no less than men, [I 

think of the military industrial complex specifically in this regard], the oppressed no 

less than the oppressor. A mythical human “species” had replaced classes; 

individuals had replaced hierarchies; personal tastes (many of which are shaped by a 

predatory media) had replaced social relationships; and the disempowered who lie 

meagre, isolated lives had replaced giant corporations, self-serving bureaucracies, 

and the violent paraphernalia of the State [I personally am less inclined to cast such 

complete aspersions on the State] (emphasis in original). Murray Bookchin, 

Remaking Society (Montreal: Black Rose Books, 1989) at 23-24. 
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cardboard-like products that have the same insulating and packaging qualities as 

wood based and oil based (styrofoam) products.  Not only is it possible that this 

technology could mean that there is no more need to decimate on of our greatest 

natural entities, our forests – a source of oxygen production, but as well, they are 

completely biodegradable.  In fact, during the demonstration the engineer ate his 

cup after finishing his coffee!36 

 Another project concerns the issue of paper production for the purposes of 

not packaging but writing – that is, texts and magazines.  Prof. Molara Ungundipe-

Leslie37, a Nigerian literary theorists and scholar has been involved in a project in 

Nigeria to convert the minds of the planners of a newsprint producing company from 

the conventional pulp and paper method to the onion skin method38. Not only would 

this mean saving the forests but again onion skin paper is much more bio-

degradable.  This is of utmost importance in Nigeria as it is in other areas of Africa, 

particularly, sub-Saharan Africa, because of the increasing desertification of sub-

Saharan belt of the continent.  That is, once fertile areas of the sub-Saharan have 

been, over the past 25 years “reclaimed” by the dessert resulting in increased 

 
36 This project was also documented on “The Nature of Things” and I am likewise 

awaiting further references. 
37 Personal communication: “Women and “Third” World Development: Theories and 

Critical Perspectives” (University of Toronto, March 1991). 
38 There is little doubt that corporate tax law is regressive and the regressiveness is 

related to the profit incentive gestalt.  Specifically, high taxes are disincentives to 

profit making. If the government changes the tax system industry will either leave in 

order to make higher profits off the backs of non-unionized labourers in the “third” 

world or in the southern U.S. states (See: Mies, supra; Mitter, supra; Jones, supra; 

note #14) or cut costs by cutting the labour force in Canada.  In fact, much of the 

resistance to the U.S./Canada Free-Trade agreement was a response fuelled by 

feminist analysis of this phenomena.  The ultimate question remains as to whether it 

is possible, even if a government has the political will, to take on the multi-nationals. 

We may be able to deal with converting, for example, the tobacco fields of Western 

Ontario into onion crops and other multi-use “positive” crops through the market 

system itself or the tax system.  For example, as well as, prohibiting cigarette 

advertising on television, a government with the political will may unilaterally declare 

tobacco a dangerous product, tax it accordingly, and prohibit the deduction of 

advertising expenses for dangerous products under the Income Tax Act. It is beyond 

the scope of this paper to go into greater detail in terms of these strategies. I believe 

it is an idea worth investigating.  



 21 

famine, migration to the cities and increased stress on already outmoded and 

overtaxed infra-structures. 

 What these three specific environmental technologies indicate is that with 

political will and imagination we may be able to convert the presently inefficient and 

wasteful industries into environmentally friendly industries that provide jobs for the 

many numbers of people who are without jobs.  More important, however, is that 

these industries because of their newness can take on a participatory framework 

from their inception.  In other words, at present there are people collecting various 

forms of income support until they are able to get other work.  These systems can 

support and sustain a pedagogical and utilitarian aspect and can be a source of 

diversification and empowerment.  The success of these projects, like the success of 

sustainable development projects in the “third” and “fourth”39 worlds, depends on 

the ability of the governments involved to work with the communities involved not 

for the communities. Many/most of the failures of development projects is a result of 

bureaucracies spending great amount of funds for projects that neither reflect the 

needs of the communities nor provide products that are essential to the 

communities40. 

 
39 The “fourth” world refers to colonies within colonies in industrialized nations. For 

example, Native Communities in Canada.  For a detailed discussion of what has and 

what has not worked and why see: D. Marchand, “NATIVE WOMEN AND 

DEVELOPMENT: SELF-IDENTITY, PRIDE AND DECOLONIZATION, A Brief Survey of 

Revitalization Process in Some Native Canadian Communities” (Unpublished paper: 

1989) 
40 My mind turns directly to the “great Newfoundland cucumber disaster” and the 

many “what ifs” that may have made the project successful.  For example, what if 

instead of cucumbers the community had been involved in producing a diversity of 

cash and subsistence crops? What if instead of cucumbers the export crop had been 

one of the legumes the province is noted for – fiddleheads? What if at the same 

times as this project had been undertaken the aqua-filter sewage system had been 

implemented? What if the many unemployed teachers, engineers and accountants 

had been encouraged to work together with the many unemployed fisher-people and 

instead of collecting various forms of income support absent of work opportunities 

the government had encouraged people to participate in an education programs?  Is 

it not feasible that a two-tier system of income support would be more efficient? That 

is, if people are collecting the GAI that I have proposed why should they not be also 
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 Closer to home in the larger urban areas we have even greater problems 

related to our inability to deal with increased stress on the infra-structures.  Much of 

this increased stress has been a result of migration to large urban areas by people 

either looking for work or who have migrated in order to tap into better or more 

generous social programs41. Although many economists have argued that this kind of 

mobility is a good thing for industry, they have failed to recognise the costs to the 

infra-structures that occur with large population increases42. 

 

able to increase their incomes by participating part-time in a diverse range of 

conversion projects and go to school at the same time?  What is rational about a 

welfare or family allowance system that prohibits the recipients from going to school 

to upgrade their educations, or a UI system that insists people look for work 37.7 

hours a week in order to continue to be eligible while refusing them permission to 

upgrade their skills or diversify their skills by working in community volunteer 

organizations that provide them with meaningful interactions with other people? We 

have seen the failure of high intensity training programs geared to retraining workers 

in narrow industrial skills.  An example of the latter is evidenced in the flood of 

retrained but  unemployable steel and auto workers whereby thousands of these 

workers have been retrained under the Manpower programs for which there no jobs 

(“As It Happens” (CBC: week of December 21, 1992)). 
41 For example, the City of Toronto’s population has increased by almost 1,500,000 

people since 1962 when I was a child. As a result not only are we unable to deal with 

our garbage but our milk-shed* distribution has gradually moved farther and farther 

away from the city.  Thus, as well as losing prime agricultural land to industry the 

costs of transporting food from the production sight has increased. 

*Milk-shed is a term from the discipline of geography. It refers to the agricultural 

area that supplies non-agricultural urban areas with their raw resources. For 

example, in 1962 the area just north of Shepherd Ave. at Yonge St. was farmland.  

Many of these farms were dairy farms which meant that the downtown dairies got 

their raw resources from a place that was no more than 10 miles away.  Similar 

affects can be seen all around the “Golden Horseshoe” of western Lake Ontario. As a 

child we understood the “Golden Horseshoe” to be “Golden” because of its value as 

the largest and richest agricultural land in Canada.  I am unsure of exactly when the 

“Golden” in “Golden Horseshoe” became synonymous with industrial capitalism’s 

growth. 
42 In Shaping Canada’s Future Together: Proposals (Ottawa: Ministry of Supply and 

Services Canada, 1991) the inclusion of people as well as goods and services in their 

goal of increased mobility fails completely to consider the stresses on the infra-

structures.  It also fails to recognise who does and who does not have this mobility – 

the wealthy, and refuses to acknowledge the personal and social implications of 

migration.  The writers of the report have, in effect, reduced people to commodities 

and have failed to realise that people would, if they could, remain in their 

communities.  Taking a trip to the city and being a tourist by choice is a far cry from 

migrating and tearing up roots through necessity. 
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 In terms of secondary infra-structural items such as roads it may be equally 

plausible to require people with cars to pay road user fees for the upkeep of roads43. 

As well as creating a disincentive for car use this would result in a consequent 

reduction in carbon monoxide emissions, which is the major source of ozone 

depletion and the primary cause of skin cancer.  Car reduction would create an 

increased income for public transit which, in turn, would result in increased 

employment in this area so that where some may argue that a decrease in road use 

may result in job losses in the road repair sector, this may and likely will be off-set 

by the increased maintenance needs of an increased and more efficient public transit 

system.  This may also create an increased use of bicycles and therefore the 

increased construction and maintenance of bicycle paths and bicycle service related 

small businesses. 

 In terms of the collection and disposal of garbage I could not help but dream 

of my childhood in downtown Toronto during our last snowstorm as I watched a 

police horse pull a car out of a snow-bank.  This may be highly utopian but is there 

anything other than political will to prohibit the use of horse drawn garbage collection 

wagons.  The City of Toronto pays a fortune each year in the maintenance and 

 
43 This could involve a tax-by-zone-crossed plan.  For example, if a person from 

Mississauga wishes to drive into work everyday and Mississauga is a “zone-5” 

classification indicating they will be required to cross 5 municipal zones they may be 

required to $1,000/month/zone for this privilege.  Although some may argue that 

this will have the effect of completely demolishing the car industry (aside from my 

personally not having a problem with this), the car industry is an example of the kind 

of specialized work that goes directly against the principles of participatory 

democracy.  As well, why should the citizens of the City of Toronto subsidize the 

Mississauga citizen’s privilege of car use while the latter does not pay taxes in 

Toronto? In terms of the closing down of the auto industry it may be time that we 

rethink our love affair with the automobile.  This is not to say that the freedom of 

travel for individuals viz car should be completely eliminated there are, however, 

alternative such as increased rental outlets publicly and privately operated and 

regulated by municipalities.  It is beyond the scope of this paper to expand in great 

detail on this, however, one needs only a little imagination to envision several 

efficient and equitable alternatives. 
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purchase of garbage trucks 44 which get much less on a gallon of gas than a bucket 

of oats.  In addition, horse manure has a useful function and is environmentally 

friendly while truck exhaust is not.  At the same time the need for more workers 

would be significant as the horse method would be slower.  If we recall however, that 

each individual will be receiving a GAI the need to work 45 hour weeks may be 

reduced to 15 hours such that instead of employing 1,90045 people full time we could 

divide up the work and employ 5,700 people for 15 hours per week.  The trucks 

would still be essential to the elimination of the collected garbage but these could be 

synthesized with the creation of produce transit systems.  That is, by not only having 

trains operated for people we could make use of a public transit system for the 

movement into and out of the city of produce and waste.  Again the maintenance of 

these trains would create jobs.  As well, the construction of loading silos in which to 

transfer garbage from the horse drawn wagon to the garbage train and their 

maintenance would create further jobs46. 

 

Conclusions 

 I recognise that I have indulged many of my own fantasies in this paper in 

terms of the utopian kind of proposals that I have put forward, however, in the 

course of writing this paper I have spoken with many people and all of them in 

offering useful criticisms have found the plans enticing.  A major concern expressed 

by several people is that people in our society have become accustomed to the “rat-

 
44 The cost of purchase of one orange garbage truck is approximately $150,000. 

There are approximately 700 trucks.  They consume on average 100 litres of 

fuel/day 220 days/year.  (City of Toronto Department of Public Works and the 

Environment, Operations Division – personal communication.) 
45 Ibid. 
46 This conversion from costly, environmentally unsound trucks to horse and 

carriage/wagon will also feasibly snowball into plant conversion, retraining programs 

and job, skills and learning programs.  Specifically, the conversion of auto plants into 

carriage and tack plants can mean the revitalization of the “smithing” and “tooling” 

trades, animal husbandry, and a variety of other sundry related industries where 

workers could participate and learn these skills across the board.  
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race” and would go crazy if they did not work as many hours as they do now.  On the 

other hand, people have suggested that the gestalt shift that would occur as a result 

of our rethinking the meaning of work and the meaning of what it means to be a 

member of a sustainable community may off-set and balance out these concerns in 

the end.  Several people have suggested that some of the costs saved by 

implementing cost-efficient and environmentally efficient technologies of the 

participatory model should go directly to the implementation of cultural and 

recreational facilities and activities as well as to increasing educational opportunities 

in the humanities and social sciences with a focus on learning for the sake of 

learning. 

 Finally, I offer this paper as a cursory exploration of possibility and 

imagination.  As a believer in participatory democracy many of the short-falls of this 

paper are inherent in the process of participatory democracy, that is, these are only 

the ideas of one person and can only flourish through dialogue and interaction with 

other people. Hence, while the regulatory aspects of constitutional law may be short 

in quantity (and as this is supposed to be a legal paper), I hope the reader will allow 

my indulgence. 
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Appendix A 

This system is presently in use in a small community in Saskatchewan 

whereby human wastes are filtered through a series of aqua vats containing a 

variety of vegetation that is able to use human waste for growth.  Although 

none of these plants are edible they do produce oxygen and the solid waste is 

transformed into natural fertilizer.  The most relevant aspect of this process 

however, is that the water that is produced is purer than the tap water we get 

from our present system.  It should be noted that the reason that the 

community pursued this method was that the cost of enlarging their present 

system was prohibitive and next to impossible because there was no place to 

expand the present system as it was located between a dam, train-tracks and 

two highways.  The reason they needed to expand their system was that 

there had been a sudden increase in the population of the community from 

approximately 2,000 people to 2,300 people as a result of migration from the 

local countryside of farmers whose farms had been foreclosed on by the 

banks. 

 (This project was documented on CBC’s “The Nature of Things”, 

however, I am unable to provide more information about this project at the 

time of writing. I am awaiting the results of a library search from Audience 

Services at the CBC and will provide further references as soon as possible.) 


