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One thing the “Occupy” movement does not lack is a clear message: the system is broken and the folks who broke it are not the ones who will fix it. There is no doubt in the minds of many that the economy is rigged in favour of the very few, and that most politicians act on behalf of those few. Why? To quote Jessie James, because that’s where the money is.

Living in an affluent society like Canada is not very pleasant if one senses no opportunity to continue to be — or ever to be — economically comfortable, let alone affluent. A huge percentage of jobs are now precarious: low wages, few benefits, no pension, usually no future. More become that way every day.

Who benefits from a labour market based on precarious employment at low wages with no benefits? Is that how we build a just, cohesive, democratic society, where the majority feels included and fairly treated? Do we need to ask the youth in the inner suburbs of London and Paris about this?

I listened last week to a Canadian member of the 1 per cent being interviewed about the Occupy movement. He was appalled that many in the movement were seeking a redistribution of wealth. Why did he object? It “would be an extraordinarily uneconomic decision by the community,” a decision that would “absolutely destroy the economy.” 

He was right on both counts, at least as it applies to the type of wealth and income redistribution we have seen in Canada over recent decades — a redistribution he seemed not to want to acknowledge. That is, the top 1 per cent took home 11 per cent of Canada’s income in 2009, compared to 7.4 per cent in 1982, according to Statistics Canada.

Armine Yalnizyan, in a presciently titled report from last year, The Rise of Canada’s Richest 1%, points out that the privileged 246,000 with an average income of $405,000, took almost a third of all growth in incomes in the fastest-growing decade in this generation, 1997 to 2007. Not bad! A truly impressive feat in a democratic society.

The public and private sectors, through government policies and labour market practices, have been engaged in an aggressive and highly successful income and wealth redistribution program for some time.

We now know that the 1 per cent have indeed destroyed the economy, though they fail to own up to it, and have made extraordinarily uneconomic decisions — at least for the majority. Not only has the gap between rich and poor widened — this is income inequality — but the poor are more numerous, and there are fewer people in the middle, relative to the rich. This is income polarization. Both are society-destroying trends.

Until the 1980s, the postwar growth of the middle-income group resulted in most people (correctly, at the time) calling themselves “middle class.” In addition, income inequality — the gap between rich and poor — was not growing: modest improvement was made in income equality until the 1980s.

Though most of the 99 per cent still call themselves “middle class,” they know they are not living and cannot live a middle-class lifestyle — even with two incomes in a household. Statistics Canada’s many reports on income and wealth chronicle the decline of the middle-income group over the past two decades. A minority of Canadians are actually in the middle. The Canadian population is polarizing into the far ends of the income spectrum: a few at the top and most at the bottom. This is why the slogan “We are the 99 per cent” resonates so well with so many.

A divided society creates divided cities. Toronto is a divided city.

When the research team on urban trends I head at the University of Toronto examined 35-year income and other social status trends in the Toronto region, we were surprised to find such income polarization, as well as income inequality.

Toronto was a middle-income city in the 1970s: two-thirds of the city’s neighbourhoods were in the middle. The proportion of middle-income neighbourhoods has since fallen to less than a third. Today, most of Toronto’s neighbourhoods are low- or very low-income. Meanwhile, the highest income neighbourhoods have doubled to 14 per cent, as many of Canada’s wealthiest and highest-income earners are concentrated in Toronto, exacerbating the divide.

If nothing changes, the divide will be more pronounced: about 60 per cent lower-income and 30 per cent higher-income, with fewer and fewer people in the middle.

The Arab Spring is a reaction to unequal societies, in which the mass of the population was exploited under dictatorships. The Occupy movement in affluent countries is also about unequal societies. In nominally democratic countries, the mass of the population is recognizing that it is exploited by an empowered and emboldened kleptocracy (from the ancient Greek, rule by thieves). Instead of fair rules and regulations, instead of inclusionary and democratic policies and politics (rule of all, by all, i.e., democracy), instead of addressing injustices, we have grab-all-you-can-and-run attitudes, supported by public policy.

Inequality is both the precursor and outcome of injustice. Economic injustice persists because, as we are often told, greed is good, elitism is efficient, exclusion and discrimination are necessary, prejudice is natural, and despair is inevitable. These points, and the belief system that justifies replacing democracy with kleptocracy, are each a chapter in Daniel Dorling’s recent book, Injustice: Why Social Inequality Persists.

Most of the 99 per cent get it. There would be no Occupy movement if they didn’t.

J. David Hulchanski is a professor of housing and community development at the University of Toronto’s Factor-Inwentash Faculty of Social Work. His research on income trends in Toronto is available at www.NeighbourhoodChange.ca
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