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Clouds Over Canada: The New Social Climate

By:  Michael Adams

It has been a rough decade for Canadians.  Our standard of living – or what economists
call real disposable income – has hardly increased since 1988.  Instead, what we have
seen are increasing taxes, and user fees for public services that are eroding.  At the same
time, our cousins to the south have enjoyed one of the most robust expansions in history,
led by the spectacular growth of new information, communications and biotechnologies.
Like children with our noses pressed against the window, we see the party to the south
and wonder why we were not invited. Our purchasing power has declined from 78 per cent
of that of the United States in 1978, to less than 66 per cent today. You only have to look
at the value of our loonie to see what has happened to ordinary Canadians.
 
It is true that there has been some good economic news.  Unemployment has decreased,
and we have wrestled most government deficits to the ground.  However, our twenty year
legacy of  borrowing for current consumption means that we only get 75 cents of public
services for every dollar in taxes we pay, the rest going to interest payments on our
accumulated public sector debt.  And while politicians congratulate themselves for
balancing the books, average Canadians do not see the dividends for our new fiscal
rectitude. In fact no sooner have we declared victory over deficits, than economists tell us
our economic growth is sluggish (24th out of 25 OECD countries in growth of real GDP per
capita from 1988 to 1998), and the same business leaders who encouraged us to embrace
free trade with the US are now warning Canadians that we are losing control of our
industries to American ownership.  As of November 30, Americans have gobbled up
Canadian companies valued at a record $25.6 billion this year, including the symbolically
important Eaton’s department store chain by its U. S. rival Sears.

How soon will it be before our much vaunted status as “the best country in the world” as
measured by the UN’s Human Development Index tumbles to second, third or fourth
place? My guess is soon. What happens when we lose our traditional sense of moral
superiority over the Americans, when it finally sinks in that everything is now for sale, even
our beloved national sport, hockey?  Who can name the last Canadian team to win the
Stanley Cup, and who is not slightly saddened to see one of our national heroes retire with
his family to New York, only to return in ads endorsing products we can no longer afford?
When will the Montreal Canadians follow the Nordiques to some middle market US city,
maybe Ft. Lauderdale, to exploit what’s left of the snowbird market?

Still, it has been a decade of a remarkable blossoming of Canadian culture.  Pop
musicians like Celine Dion, Alanis Morissette and Sarah McLachlan are now international
stars.  Canadian writers of fiction are producing fabulous books and reach audiences
around the world.  Our movies, with their characteristically offbeat and often depressing
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themes, vie for Oscar nominations. And with our declining position relative to the US, the
Canadian penchant for understatement and irony is helping Canadian comedy achieve
new levels of success.  In Mike Bullard, we finally have a successful late night talk show,
something not possible when we felt we were becoming “world class”.  Perhaps, these are
the unintended benefits of our diminished status.
  
Three years ago, I published a book on the evolution of Canadian social values called Sex
in the Snow. I described our evolution since the 1950s from a shy, unemotional, and
unassuming people, deferential to traditional institutional authority, delaying pleasure to
later in this life or even until the next one, to a more autonomous, hedonistic and self-
confident nation. Our spirituality is now expressed in thousands of personal ways rather
than through conformity to traditional religious practice and belief.  Still, we have retained
much of our penchant for “peace, order and good government” promised in our 1867 BNA
Act. Comforted by our traditions of civility, compromise and the pragmatic blending of
liberalism, toryism and socialism, we found ourselves able to question, then reject, the
power of traditional hierarchies, patriarchy, sexism and racism.  I saw us evolving into a
“post-modern” society, with flexible, multiple personalities, identities and communities. It
was an optimistic story, and one that I believe could still come true. However, hard on the
heels of my book’s publication, numerous sociocultural signs began to appear that the
spirit and optimism of Canadians had been broken, or at least severely compromised. 
 
Sex in the Snow, published in January, 1997, was based on annual surveys of 2,600
Canadians we had undertaken every year from 1983, which now total over 44,000
interviews.    In 1997 and again in 1998 and 1999 we have seen some significant
departures from the direction of social change we had seen evolve since the early 1980s.
Over the past three years we have seen some disturbing reactions to Canadians’
perceptions of their lives and the changing context of our society.  What we seem to be
witnessing are the effects on our population of overwhelming economic and technological
forces that appear to be beyond our control, and a growing sense of insecurity caused by
the simultaneous shredding of our social safety net. Canadians are retreating from work,
communities, and even country (or, in the case of Quebec, province) and into ourselves.
If our Gross National Product is relatively stagnant, our Gross National Psychology is in
recession, as demonstrated by seven “mega-currents” of sociocultural values that have
taken shape since 1996.

1) Growing Psychological Insecurity

On numerous registers, Canadians feel less confident of their ability to adapt successfully
to complexity and change. Before 1997, these were more often seen as challenges we
would meet on our personal road to self-fulfillment. Now, change and complexity are
increasingly seen as hurdles put in place by corporate leaders, who seem to be the only
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ones benefiting from our increased labour and stress. There is a strong sense that the
middle class is disappearing, and record high levels of personal debt remind us that if we
stop working, even for a short period of time, we and our families may fall through one of
the many holes in our social safety net, into the lower class or even worse. This is one of
the great motives that is driving our unemployment rate down: fear. Our fellow citizens can
be forgiven for not getting excited by reduced government debts, since it seems that the
debt has simply been transferred from governments to them personally. It is recent enough
history that Canadians can remember that it was the Wall Street Journal and business
leaders who demanded that Canada reduce its debt, or risk becoming a “Third World”
country. The result is that, in 1999, it is no longer Canada that is poor; rather, it is
Canadians who are poor. And people do not believe that this situation can go on forever.
Growing proportions of Canadians predict that there will be major social upheavals in the
near future.

Accompanying a rising sense of insecurity has been a growing aimlessness. Canadians
feel that both the country and they as individuals lack direction. Or, even worse, are going
in the wrong direction. It is not clear to us what the right direction is, but running on a
treadmill of increasing work and pressure to pay for the BMWs of the executive class is
clearly not it. Middle-aged boomers are pondering the legacy they will leave to society and
to their children which includes a growing gap between the rich and the poor, rapidly
increasing child poverty, and environmental degradation by corporations that are given
carte blanche by our governments to do as they please. These days we are less worried
about unlikely threats like being murdered while walking around our neighbourhoods, and
more preoccupied with the very real threat of becoming dinner in a dog-eat-dog society.

2) Disengagement from Self

In recent years there has been a decline in vitality among Canadians. Our fellow citizens
feel exhausted and stressed. Among the young, this is expressed in increased rates of
tobacco and illicit drug consumption, as well as by growing aimlessness and nihilism. Rock
bands like Korn and Limp Bizkit express succinctly the anger and powerlessness felt by
a growing social values tribe of young people, who we at Environics have called “Aimless
Dependents”.

Formerly excited by what was new or original, Canadians are increasingly favouring the
old, familiar and especially, the non-threatening. Given the choice between expressing
themselves and fading into the background, many are becoming more conformist and
saying it is better to not rock the boat, because they could be the first ones in the water.
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3) Disengagement from Society

As people feel that governments and corporations no longer reflect their interests, there
has been a surge in involvement in voluntary organizations and “civil society”, where
people feel they have at least limited control. However, this does not mitigate the overall
trend to disengagement from society and its institutions. Further, involvement in voluntary
organizations is limited by time pressures, as family and an ever-increasing workload take
priority. Declining proportions of people say they try to put themselves in other people’s
shoes, or to understand where others are coming from: they have more immediate
concerns. Growing proportions of Canadians express a desire to participate in the black
market to avoid taxes, and feel little compunction about opportunistically ripping off the
governments and corporations they see as ripping them off on a daily basis. It is not so
much that Canadians are opposed to paying taxes; it is more that they feel the rich in
society are not paying their fair share, so why should they? And since governments are
increasingly serving corporations rather than individual Canadians, it is only appropriate
that corporations should foot more of the bill for their lackeys in government.

As Canadians become more fearful, they are less likely to seek personal fulfillment through
work, and more likely to think of it simply as a way to pay the bills, as a grind they must
endure daily if they don’t want to face an even worse fate. And as the social safety net
continues to fray, being unemployed is to be avoided more than ever, even if it means
settling for the first crappy job that comes along. Canadians have less time for flag-waving
(whether of the maple leaf or the fleur-de-lis). To represent the changing balance of power
between governments and corporations, many feel it would be necessary to update our
flags by adding the Nike swoosh. And if we eliminated the minimum wage and added a few
sweatshops, we could even manufacture our new flag here in Canada, further lowering
unemployment.

4) Consumption as a Means of Escape

In an economy where Canadians are increasingly time-pressured and stressed, the
meaning of consumption is changing. Whereas once consumption beyond the necessities
was a means of expressing one’s status socially, consumption now is a means of
psychological escape from a harsh world. People no longer take as much joy in the beauty
of advertising and possessions, and are less enamoured with shopping and brands in
general. In terms of necessities, they are interested in usefulness. And in terms of
“luxuries”, what they are more and more interested in is getting away from it all, in
escaping the tedium and stress, for however short a period. This is expressed in a desire
for highly escapist movies and specialty television, rock and rap music, the Internet,
vacations, and an increase, in some segments of the population, in drug use.
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5) Questioning Technology

Though still harbouring positive feelings about technology in general, in recent years this
enthusiasm has been tempered by anxieties. We are no longer as excited by social,
technological and economic change as we were in the 60s, 70s and 80s, seeing them as
untarnished opportunities; rather, we are now more aware of their negative potential as
well, in terms of job losses, unforeseen health and environmental consequences (e.g. with
biotechnology), and the dehumanization of society. Whereas once technological advances
were seen as a way to make everyone more equal, it has become clear in recent years that
these advances serve the wealthy in society, and are often threatening to those with jobs
in traditionally well-paid blue collar occupations. The scenario as depicted in the movie
Blade Runner seems to be coming true.

6) Quest for Definition, New Rules and New Leadership

One of the ways in which growing insecurity and aimlessness has expressed itself since
1997 is in a desire for leadership, even if we don’t always agree with where we are being
led. This explains in part the re-election and continued popularity of premier Mike Harris
in Ontario, who, agree or disagree with him, is clearly a leader. On the federal scene, it is
not so much strong leadership, as an absence of viable alternatives that explains the
Liberals’ continued popularity. However, Jean Chretien's "Clarity" initiative indicates that
he too is reading the new tea leaves.

It is not just at the political level that people are looking for direction and stability. There
is a growing feeling that gender role confusion, widespread divorce and unstable
relationships are contributing to our feelings of insecurity. However, this is not by any
means to say that there is a return to the idea that “father knows best”. Rather, there is a
growing desire for stable family life and stable identities, whether these are traditional
marriages or stable common-law or same-sex relationships. The important thing in a
relationship now is not the skin colour or the sex of the partners, but rather that there be
a strong and enduring commitment.  Since they are having difficulty finding security and
stability on a macro level, Canadians are looking for them on a micro level. 

7) Pursuit of Personal Control and Escape

Canadians feel that things are spinning out of their personal control, and continue to
search for it as a diminishing resource. And what they want this control for, more than ever,
is so that they can escape, to get away from it all. People feel that they are stressed to the
breaking point and working like dogs, and little is more appealing than the idea that one
could stop working and simply relax. In the workplace they want to be able to wear what
they want, to leave work for a smoke or a coffee whenever they like, and to take regular
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vacations. In their personal lives they want to not always be obliged to be neat and proper.
They want others to live by rules, but they by their own.

In summary, Canadians believe that in recent years Canada and its corporations have
been doing well, but Canadians have not, and this discrepancy is taking a heavy
psychological toll on the population. Ordinary people feel the system is not working for
them, but only for an elite symbolized by the bankers Paul Martin zapped last year. There
is a growing popular reaction against this nomenclatura, as expressed by events such as
the WTO protests in Seattle, books such as Naomi Klein’s No Logo: Taking Aim at the
Brand Bullies, and albums such as Rage Against the Machine’s The Battle of Los Angeles.
However, alternatives to the current system remain ill-defined and elusive.

At one time Canadians felt they had power as citizens – one person, one vote. Now they
feel that what little power they have is as consumers – one dollar, one vote. And when
personal debt is at record levels, it is not hard to understand the current psychological
deficit.

The growing psychographic diversity I described in Sex in the Snow is increasingly
influenced by a prevailing climate of insecurity and aimlessness. For this reason as the
sequel to Sex in the Snow I have chosen to write about money, and its meaning for
Canadians.
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