
A Share in the Honour: Canada’s Fight for Decent Work 
in Joseph Atkinson’s Times is a story about catching a 
vision of what’s possible and what must be done for 
future generations to have decent lives. It reminds 
us that too often pain comes before progress. It spans 
the lifetime of a principled 20th century journalist 
who built “a paper for the people” to shine a light  
on injustice and to be a light on the road to a better 
society. But mostly, it’s a cautionary and hopeful tale 
for our times – an invitation to roll up our sleeves  
for the next round in the fight for decent work, to 
challenge the unfair distribution of work and wealth 
in our 21st century world, and to accept a share of 
the honour coming to Canada if we win.

“ Those who do nothing  
have no share in the  
honour coming to Canada.  
We need conscription, not  
only of bodies but of wealth.” 
— JOSEPH E. ATKINSON (1917)
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ix months before Joseph Atkinson turned 75, he won the biggest 
fight of his life. The bill to create an unemployment insurance 
program passed first reading in the House of Commons after 
receiving all-party support in principle. The decision was “thirty 
years a-coming,” wrote Atkinson in his editorial in the Toronto 

Star on that day in 1940. It completed a list of social measures that  
represented “much hope and striving on the part of many individuals 
and groups,” he said.

Anyone else might have been ready to put down their pen and to 
savour this moment, secure in the knowledge that they had done their 
share and had earned their retirement – but not Atkinson. No, he knew 
the route between the introduction of legislation and Royal Assent 
would be circuitous and lead to decades of implementation challenges.  
There was also the unfinished business of health insurance. A national 
consensus was years away while a second world war posed an immediate 
threat to the lives and livelihoods of working people. There was no 
shortage of work to do but he was suddenly short on time. On the edge 
of 75, Atkinson was likely thinking less about politics and more about 
persistence and posterity when he established a foundation in 1942.

Now that we’re 75, we too have heard a call to renewal. From the 
start, Atkinson looked to the Rockefeller Foundation to help him figure 
out the business of philanthropy. When we had questions about the 
value of anniversaries, we did too. Anniversaries are “a good moment  
to recommit to what should never change,” explained Rockefeller’s 
President Judith Rodin during their centennial in 2012. “Imbue your 
commemoration with the understanding that looking back can be more 
than mere nostalgia for the past. It can inform a whole body of work  
for the future.”

In commissioning this graphic novella, we were seeking this kind of 
relationship with history. We’ve come out of this process stronger, better 
somehow. More confident in what never changes and radically open to 
what must. More curious about the movement for decent work that 
began long before Joseph Atkinson was born and will continue long after 
our turn in the arena is over. 

Reading this book helped us see the similarities and differences 
between his times and ours more clearly as well as the depth of our  
privilege and the limits of our knowledge. We were distressed by who’s 
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missing from the historical record, whose voice is silent, who had  
the most and least powerful roles, and who got the credit or took the 
blame. But we were also reassured that this present moment is more 
about listening and learning to inform action than fixing and setting 
others straight. 

At 75, this exercise has been about strengthening our muscles for the 
next round in the fight for decent work. Asking if we need to redefine  
employment insurance as a means to pool risk within a changing labour 
force. Getting behind the Fight for $15 and Fairness to modernize  
Ontario’s employment standards and labour laws. Testing promising  
new tools for equitable economic development like community benefits 
and anchor institution strategies. Calling for big investments in early 
childhood education, pharmacare, pensions, and affordable housing. 
Stepping into coverage deficits during transitional times for journalism 
and our democratic institutions.

While no one can predict the future or change the past, everyone  
can learn from reflecting on both. The gift of this anniversary season has 
been the opportunity to do this. If this book also inspires you to reflect 
on your contribution to the decent work movement, it will have served 
its purpose. We look forward to hearing what you take away from the 
experience and how you plow it back into growing a country everyone  
can be proud of.

COLETTE MURPHY

Executive Director

Atkinson Foundation

October 2017
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Joseph Atkinson is born to John and Hannah, the youngest  
of their eight children.

Atkinson’s father dies. His mother moves her family to  
Newcastle where she runs a boarding house.

The Toronto Printers Strike takes place as part of the  
Nine Hour Day Movement to standardize shorter workdays 
and to win the right to organize workers into unions.  

The Trade Unions Act is passed in Parliament legalizing  
labour unions.

Hannah dies. At 14, Atkinson withdraws from school  
to work in a woolen mill.

Atkinson becomes the sole employee of the Port Hope Times 
owned by J.B. Trayes.

Jimmy Simpson becomes an activist to stop the running  
of streetcars on Sundays.

Atkinson meets columnist and reporter Elmina Elliott  
while working at the Toronto Globe.

A mine explodes in Springhill, Nova Scotia.

Atkinson marries Elmina Elliott. (April)

Striking Toronto printers and their apprentices launch  
The Evening Star. (November)

Labour Day is declared a federal public holiday.

The Evening Star raises money from readers for a bread  
fund but has trouble staying afloat.

Frederic Nicholls buys the paper to support industry  
interests. Circulation falls and many of the founding  
printers quit.

Atkinson is offered the editor’s job at the Montreal Star  
but turns it down.

Atkinson becomes the Editor of The Evening Star. (December)

The Evening Star changes its name to The Toronto Daily Star.

Parliament passes the Conciliation Act establishing the right  
to strike and the federal Department of Labour.

Atkinson sends Simpson to Cape Breton to cover the coal  
miners’ strike.
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1912 Atkinson introduces the “Swat the Fly Contest” to educate  
the public about the health risk posed by flies – one of many  
campaigns the Star mounted during his years as its publisher.

The Ontario Workmen’s Compensation Act is adopted.

Atkinson returns to his hometown of Newcastle to pay his 
respects to soldiers conscripted to fight in the First World 
War. He calls for the conscription of wealth to go along with 
the conscription of manpower.

Sir John Eaton accuses Atkinson of being a Bolshevik for  
supporting a wealth tax. He pulls his department store’s ads 
from the Star. A year later, having lost sales, he relents.

30,000 workers participate in the Winnipeg General Strike 
to fight for better wages and working conditions – the largest 
single labour action in Canada’s history.

During the Great Depression, Atkinson runs “Work Wanted” 
ads for free in the Star.

Atkinson helps negotiate a settlement when Oshawa GM 
workers go on strike and Ontario Premier Mitch Hepburn 
threatens to use force to end it.

Prime Minister Mackenzie King introduces the first  
compulsory national unemployment insurance system.  
It comes into effect in 1941.

Atkinson sets up a charitable foundation in his name to  
promote social and economic justice in keeping with the  
Atkinson Principles.

Atkinson dies. He bequeaths the Star to the foundation so 
that its profits can be directed toward the causes that defined 
his life.  

The Charitable Gifts Act passes preventing Ontario-based  
charities from owning more than 10% of a business and 
thwarting Atkinson’s wishes.

The Star is sold to five families who form a company to  
operate the paper according to the Atkinson Principles.  
The proceeds from the sale are transferred to the foundation.

The Charitable Gifts Act is repealed and replaced by Section 10 
of Ontario’s Good Government Act. 
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istory is a shape-shifter. Challenges revisit us in unfamiliar guises. 
Here are some scenes from Canada in 2017.

At a university in Toronto, a liberal arts professor ends his 
lecture to sophomore students, reminds them when their essays 
are due, and heads out of the ivy-draped college. He takes the 

streetcar west to Parkdale and reports for his shift as a night manager 
at a fast food restaurant. Like most of his PhD colleagues, he has been 
classified as a sessional instructor and paid on a course-by-course basis. 
Without the restaurant gig, he would not make his rent.

A student in his course also exits the college and heads uptown to 
Yorkville. She has a part-time job in a clothing chain to cover tuition and 
living expenses. But her managers have new software to track sales flows 
and reduce labour inefficiencies by scheduling employees on a week-to-
week basis. Sometimes, they give her only four hours at minimum wage. 
Unable to earn enough to survive, the student – like 10 per cent of Canadian 
students – has started working as a Sugar Baby. She makes ends meet by 
keeping older men company.

A cleaner arrives at the school for a night shift as the professor and 
student leave. It wasn’t that long ago that he was the one studying for 
exams and delivering lectures at the university in his homeland. Forced 
to seek political asylum, he was told Canada welcomed highly educated 
refugees and immigrants. While the door opened for his family, it closed 
quickly upon his arrival. He had to choose between his own dream and 
his dream for his children. Regularly, he takes extra shifts to compensate 
for low wages and an irregular part-time schedule but can’t imagine ever 
making enough to secure his family’s future.

A journalist covers the story of the university professor, his student 
and the man who cleans their college. She is freelancing because jobs 
in her field are disappearing. She is asked by editors of blogging sites to 
write this story for free. She has tried to retrain for a high demand job, 
but such programs are offered only to those on employment insurance. 
As a freelancer, she doesn’t qualify for EI – Canada’s only decent work 
program. And so, she cracks open her Registered Retirement Savings 
Plan. She sinks a little further into credit card debt.

All four of these people used to be quiet about their predicament  
because they didn’t know what to say. They never imagined that people 
with university degrees could become the working poor. They’re becoming  
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more vocal about their reality and getting organized to fight for decent 
work while an increasing number of people turn to food banks, move in 
with family or friends, empty savings accounts, and buy lottery tickets.   
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efore Joseph Atkinson died, he willed the Toronto Star to the 
charitable foundation he established in 1942. His aim was to 
“return the paper to the people” by directing a percentage of 
its profits to the ongoing fight for social and economic justice. 
The provincial Progressive Conservatives were in power at that 

time. Rumours swirled through Tory circles that the paper was going to be 
“fixed.” Sure enough, in 1949, Queen’s Park passed the Charitable Gifts Act 
to prevent Ontario-based charities, including the Atkinson Foundation, 
from owning more than 10% of a business unlike their counterparts in 
other provinces. This rule was changed in 2009 to reflect more modern 
attitudes toward social finance and social enterprises.

The provincial government won the fight over the ownership of the 
Star sixty years earlier, but not the battle over the Atkinson legacy. Five 
families bought the paper for $25.5 million and continued to uphold its 
editorial policy – now known as the Atkinson Principles:

• A strong, united and independent Canada
• Social justice
• Individual and civil liberties
• Community and civic engagement
• The rights of working people
• The necessary role of government

The foundation received the proceeds of the sale and its board adopted 
the Atkinson Principles as its own. To this day, these principles guide the 
foundation’s grant-making, advocacy and investment decisions.

The value of the foundation’s endowment broke $83 million in 2017. 
The interest generated by investments now flows back into the commu-
nities where 21st century advocates fight for decent work with the same 
zeal, determination and confidence as Joseph Atkinson, Elmina Elliott 
and other 20th century social reformers. Together, we are not only mak-
ing change. We are standing firm in the rip currents of history – unyield-
ing to any force that threatens to pull communities apart. 

From where we stand, we can’t predict the future of work although 
we can make a few bets. The emergence of the digital economy will 
continue to disrupt lives and livelihoods. New technologies are already 
eroding job quality, wages and benefits, and the fundamentals of work-
place democracy. Many workers are discouraged about prospects for 
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retraining and worried that there will be more job losses than net gains 
from automation. There is little evidence that returns on technological 
breakthroughs will be shared equitably even though innovators depend 
on public investment to get them to market.

We’re challenged to raise the stakes – to build the power required 
to change this reality. As in the past, it’s time to organize people and 
assemble a strong set of policy options to steer the country toward its 
vision of decent work and to live out our shared values. These options 
must deliver to everyone fair wages and working conditions, appropriate 
housing, a renewed employment insurance program, a national phar-
macare program, a significant investment in early childhood education, 
and pensions for income security at the end of our working lives.

Ingenious public policies will give Canada the best of both worlds: 
all the benefits that come from progress and work that comes with 
dignity and a reliable income. This is what we want for the university 
professor, the student, the cleaner, the journalist and everyone whose 
lives are now precariously perched in the “gig economy”. But also for 
those who have never known the security attached to a unionized trade 
or professional degree – migrant workers, domestic workers and all 
those who have been members of “temp nation” long before their story 
was told on the front pages of the Toronto Star.

In these first decades of a new century, the movement for decent work 
is stronger than ever. It includes organized labour and many workers who 
have never thought of themselves as activists before. Journalists, lawyers, 
economists, academics, business owners, migrant workers, caregivers, 
students, faith-based leaders, health care practitioners, community ad-
vocates, early childhood educators, and philanthropists like the Atkinson 
Foundation are getting organized in record numbers to use their economic 
and democratic power to create better public policies – and to make 
history once again.

These activists are the ones who type the fiery op-eds and speak from 
the stage at rallies now. They’re calling each of us to become a shareholder 
in the public good rather than a stakeholder in pursuit of a private interest.  
They’re carefully threading the needle between caring for people and 
caring for the planet.

Those of us who decide to do nothing – well, Canada will be poorer 
for this choice. Whoever is ready to do their share, however, will be long 
remembered for their courage with respect and gratitude.
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