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“ In Canada the ever increasing burden placed on civic society cannot be sustained by its civic institutions – those in the volunteer sector, NGOs and co-operative organizations – and by its lack of a civic culture.”


Although Michael Sandel’s book Democracy’s Discontent presents the issues of self-government and community within the context of the American republic, clearly his examination of the civic society to Canada’s south is an intriguing analysis that bears considerable application in this country. This quoted statement alone speaks very little of the arguments presented in Sandel’s work – its derivation being from the Canadian Kerneghan and Siegel text – nevertheless, it suggests an ever-growing pressure on citizens of the state and their cohesiveness as a community. The above quotation implies that due to an apparent lack of civic culture in Canada, civic institutions are becoming increasingly incapable of handling the burdens of downsizing government, cutbacks in social programming, and a general shift from heavily-involved government to an Americanized hands-off approach. Even this hands-off approach, however, has its implications and consequences, as Sandel reiterates time and again the discontent with the American democratic state. Sandel’s approach to analysing this conundrum – of the increasing pressure on civic society and a resulting incapacity to deal with this by volunteers, NGOs or cooperative organizations – though American-centric, is appropriate to this discourse. 


Fundamentally, these civic institutions can be sustained, and concomitantly can sustain the increasing burdens placed upon them. While Canada’s civic culture may be more juvenile than that found in the US and less-prepared to cope with such new strains, it is adaptable and grass-roots based therefore engendering a far stronger cohesiveness than most organizations that are conceived by government or business. The notion of volunteerism in Canada is not new, nor are other non-governmental organizations or cooperatives. Community-based organizations, the backbone of a civic culture, are equally strong in Canada as in the US – from Prairie wheatpools to suburban resident’s committees, from Big Buddies to volunteer Firefighters, and from Block Parent neighbourhoods to university co-op programs.


The greatest challenge is in understanding the threats that the loss of self-government and the loss of community in the modern industrialized and democratized world pose to these civic institutions, and to civic society as a whole. As Sandel suggests, it is these two factors that are at the very core of democracy’s discontent:


Despite the expansion of rights and entitlements and despite the achievements of the political economy of growth and distributive justice, Americans found to their frustration that they were losing control of the forces that governed their lives…. circumstances of modern life were eroding those forms of community – families and neighbourhoods, cities and towns, civic and ethnic and religious communities – that situate people in the world and provide a source of identity and belonging.


Does this suggest that the increased burden on civic society indicates a failure in democracy, or merely an alteration? Perhaps in the American context this is the case, although one should be skeptical that the end of democracy is near in either North American jurisdiction. Does this imply a democracy of disempowered individuals, or a civic society with no backbone, no cohesion? Not likely; the former appeals to the populist prattle of academics appealing to the sensationalism of apocalyptic visions of the fall of democracy, while the latter stands on the premise that the people, communities and institutions that comprise civic society cannot withstand the apparent onslaught. Neither is true.


In the United States, a great many events have compounded the mounting disillusionment of Americans with their government and the role they are able to play in affecting state decisions and action. The Nixon scandal, the failure of Vietnam, the 1970s oil crisis and inflation, Iran-Contra, income stagnation, budget deficits and ballooning debts, crime, drugs and urban decay have “all further eroded Americans’ faith that they were the masters of their destiny”
. 

This is part and parcel of the perspective that in order to have a civic society a people require self-governance, which in turn requires control and strong communities. Clearly, in Canada, this loss of control is as evident as in the US: the October Crisis of 1970, the oil shock, stagflation (high inflation coupled with undulating unemployment), the Quebec referendum in 1980 as well as 1995, increasing taxation, stagnation or decline in real incomes, Free Trade, and finally the GST have all compounded the Canadian political climate of disenchantment and fed the feelings of disempowerment in areas where individual citizens have felt repeatedly left-out of integral government decisions that, in the short and long term, are laden with consequences for the people, many unforeseen by politicians and bureaucrats alone.

Indeed, the entire Reagan campaign in 1980 was based on mastering the national destiny by the people, therefore “countering the sense of powerlessness that afflicted the Carter presidency”
; in hindsight, Reagan’s performance was quite ineffective in administering a repatriation of the course of American history to those who held ultimate electoral control – the citizenry.

The need to control, or at least affect, the destiny of one’s nation is intrinsic to democracy as much as the need for community and self governance through these aspects; clearly, “self government in this sense requires political communities that control their destinies, and citizens who identify sufficiently with those communities”
. 

Concurrently, local and other community attachments that act as intermediaries between the individual and state serve the prospects of self-government well, as they do in furthering the civic culture and society within a state; “American democracy had long relied on associations like these to cultivate a public spirit that the nation alone cannot command”
.  

Arguably, civic culture is, in essence, a community culture. According to John Dewey, as Sandel states: “the loss of community was not simply the loss of communal sentiments, such as fraternity and fellow feeling. It was also the loss of the common identity and shared public life necessary to self-government”
.

Nevertheless, it is clear that there is considerable disillusionment in America as well as Canada in terms of the ability of individuals to affect change on the national stage. As Sandel would argue, this has more to do with the notion of community, and its gradual erosion in our pressured civic society, than with a lack of civic culture, be it in the US or Canada. It is community that is being challenged, not the civic culture – not in Canada, not in the US. 


Indeed, community is where civic society is founded, and the development of this community is essential in nurturing a greater civic culture within Canada as much as in America. In 1966, Lester Pearson wrote in The Journal of the International Society for Community Development that “as a philosophy, community development offers a way of involving people more fully in the life of their communities”
, a community involvement suggesting greater volunteerism as well as cooperative organization. As he continued, community development “generates scope and initiative which enables people to participate creatively in the economic, social and cultural life of the nation”
, implying not only that communities can facilitate individual initiative, but also participation in the multiple spheres of political and economic activity that determine the decisions and actions of government. Clearly, this poses a potential improvement to the dismal state of self-governance and determination in the realm of controlling one’s own national destiny. Pearson believed in community development as the focal point of soliciting active involvement from citizens and fostering the growth of civic institutions at the community level,  which would later expand nationally to help nurture the Canadian civic culture. 


Arguably, the strength and resilience of the Canadian civic culture to the increasing burdens is largely dependent upon the cohesiveness and effectiveness of various communities in Canada. Evidence of a burgeoning civic society can be found in the diversity of Canadian community: geographic communities, of sub-regional, township, municipal or geological formation; political communities of parties and riding associations; economic communities of chambers of commerce; interest communities of lobby-groups and unions; and volunteer communities all provide civic assembly and association, as well as empowerment. They foster citizen involvement in national affairs, be they at the local, provincial, or national level; they add depth to the civic establishment via institutions such as town halls, business clubs, even universities and colleges; in essence, they are the civic culture of Canada.


While the quotation argues that the “ever increasing burden placed on civic society cannot be sustained” by Canada’s lack of a civic culture and therefore a lack of civic institutions, one must be careful in analysing what this in fact entails. To say Canada lacks a civic culture entirely, as this quotation does, is simply incorrect; the existence and growth of a multitude of community-type organizations in Canada paints a very different picture. While the civic culture in Canada may still be young and has many voids yet to fill and many links yet to build between disempowered Canadians, it most certainly exists. Likewise, Canada is home to a number of civic institutions, perhaps not as numerous or as noted as many age-old American civic institutions – those of volunteerism, higher education or community finance – but equally important relative to the Canadian context. A civic society is a society of community – and community is something Canada has in abundance from coast to coast. Whether this community is sufficiently national in scope or orientation is subject for other analysis.
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