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Introduction
Canada stands as one of the world's most enduring and stable democracies, shaped
by a unique blend of traditions, cultures, and institutions. As a country that stretches
from the Atlantic to the Pacific and up into the Arctic, Canada’s political landscape is
every bit as diverse as its geography. The nation’s political system is founded on the
principles of parliamentary democracy and constitutional monarchy—a combination
that marries historical continuity with ongoing political evolution. Understanding how
Canada is governed, how its politics function, and the forces that shape its political life
is essential for anyone seeking to comprehend the country’s past, present, and future.

This book, The Politics of Canada: A Guide to Politics and the Political System in
Canada, offers a comprehensive exploration of Canadian politics. It begins by
examining the foundational principles that underlie Canadian governance, including
the enduring influence of the Westminster tradition and the importance of the
Constitution. From there, the book turns to the institutional framework of the Canadian
political system, spanning the roles of the federal government, the provinces, and the
distinctive features that emerge from Canada’s commitment to federalism. Special
attention is paid to the Charter of Rights and Freedoms, a cornerstone of modern
Canadian identity and a critical element in safeguarding the rights and liberties of all
who live in Canada.

Central to the Canadian political system is its adaptability and responsiveness to
diversity—linguistic, cultural, and regional. The book explores how federalism was
designed to bridge differences, particularly those between French and English-
speaking Canadians, and how it has evolved to encompass Indigenous governance
and multicultural realities. The challenges and achievements of Indigenous self-
government, the role of language in national identity, and the ongoing effort to
reconcile diversity with unity are all examined in depth.

Political participation in Canada is channelled through a vibrant party system and
rigorous electoral processes. The book unpacks the nature of Canadian elections, the
dynamics of its political parties, and the mechanisms by which citizens influence policy
and leadership. The roles of the Prime Minister, Parliament, Senate, and judiciary are
analyzed in terms of their formal structures and practical day-to-day operations.
Additionally, the book considers how Canadian policy is made, how civil liberties are
protected, and how the media and advocacy groups contribute to political discourse.

Finally, the book investigates the pressing issues facing Canadian politics today:
economic challenges, environmental concerns, Indigenous rights, social justice,
foreign policy, and the tension between tradition and change. By understanding where

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

Canadian politics has come from and how it operates, readers will be better equipped
to engage with the future of Canada’s political journey.

Whether you are a student, political observer, newcomer to Canada, or simply
interested in how the country works, this guide strives to demystify the complexities of
Canadian politics. Through a careful examination of its institutions, laws, key actors,
and ongoing debates, this book aims to provide the foundation for an informed and
thoughtful engagement with the political life of Canada.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Foundations of Canadian Politics
Canada's political system is often described as a bit of a constitutional mashup,
drawing heavily on the British parliamentary tradition while layering in its own unique
features. At its core, it's a federal parliamentary constitutional monarchy. Now, that's
a bit of a mouthful, so let's break it down. It means Canada has a monarch as its head
of state, a parliamentary system of government responsible to the people, and power
divided between a central government and regional governments through a
constitution.

The historical roots of Canadian politics are firmly planted in the Westminster system,
named after the Palace of Westminster, the seat of the British Parliament. This
influence is evident in the structure of Canada's Parliament, with its House of
Commons and Senate, and in the principle of responsible government, where the
executive (the government of the day) must maintain the confidence of the
legislature. The preamble to the Constitution Act, 1867 even explicitly states that
Canada is to have a "Constitution similar in Principle to that of the United Kingdom."

One of the most fundamental principles guiding Canadian governance is "peace,
order, and good government." This phrase appears in the Constitution Act, 1867 and
grants the federal Parliament the power to make laws for the "peace, order, and good
government of Canada," particularly in areas not exclusively assigned to the
provinces. While seemingly straightforward, the interpretation and application of this
phrase have been central to debates about the division of powers and the scope of
federal authority throughout Canadian history.

The bedrock of Canada's political system is its Constitution, which isn't just a single
document but a collection of codified acts, uncodified traditions, and legal precedents.
The two most significant written components are the Constitution Act, 1867 and the 
Constitution Act, 1982. These acts outline the structure of government, define the
division of powers between the federal and provincial levels, and, in the case of the
latter, enshrine fundamental rights and freedoms.

The Constitution Act, 1867, originally known as the British North America Act, 1867,
was enacted by the British Parliament and created the Dominion of Canada, uniting
three British North American colonies: Nova Scotia, New Brunswick, and the Province
of Canada (which was split into Ontario and Quebec). This act established the basic
framework for Canadian federalism, creating a central Parliament and provincial
legislatures with distinct areas of responsibility. It laid the groundwork for the
parliamentary system, including the creation of the Senate and the House of
Commons.
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A truly transformative moment in Canadian constitutional history occurred in 1982
with the patriation of the Constitution. Before this, amending Canada's Constitution
required the approval of the British Parliament. The Constitution Act, 1982, brought
the Constitution under full Canadian control and included the Canadian Charter of
Rights and Freedoms. This act was a significant step towards full sovereignty and
fundamentally altered the relationship between the government and its citizens by
providing constitutional protection for a wide range of rights and freedoms.

The Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms, often simply called the Charter, is a
cornerstone of modern Canadian identity. It guarantees fundamental freedoms such
as freedom of conscience and religion, thought, belief, opinion, expression, peaceful
assembly, and association. It also protects democratic rights, mobility rights (the right
to move and live anywhere in Canada), legal rights (like the right to a fair trial), and
equality rights, ensuring everyone is equal before and under the law.

While the Charter guarantees these rights and freedoms, they are not absolute.
Section 1 of the Charter states that these rights are subject to "reasonable limits
prescribed by law as can be demonstrably justified in a free and democratic society."
This means that courts can and do consider whether a law that infringes on a Charter
right is a reasonable limit in a democratic society. This requires a balancing act,
weighing the importance of the right against the objective of the law.

Another important, and sometimes controversial, aspect of the Charter is Section 33,
the notwithstanding clause. This clause allows Parliament or a provincial legislature to
temporarily override certain Charter rights, specifically fundamental freedoms, legal
rights, and equality rights. Its use is significant because it allows a government to pass
legislation that would otherwise be found to violate the Charter, although this
exemption is temporary, lasting a maximum of five years, after which it must be
renewed. The use of the notwithstanding clause has been relatively rare, particularly
at the federal level.

Beyond the codified acts, Canadian politics is also shaped by unwritten constitutional
conventions. These are unwritten rules of political practice that are followed because
of tradition and a sense of obligation. For example, the requirement that the Prime
Minister and Cabinet must maintain the confidence of the House of Commons to stay
in power is a key convention of responsible government, not a written law.
Conventions play a vital role in the day-to-day operation of the Canadian political
system, filling in the gaps left by the written Constitution.

The structure of the Canadian government is based on the principle of the separation
of powers, dividing authority among three branches: the legislative, the executive, and
the judicial. While the lines between these branches can sometimes appear blurred in
a parliamentary system compared to a strict separation as found in the United States,
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each branch has distinct roles and responsibilities.

The legislative branch is responsible for making laws. At the federal level, this is the
Parliament of Canada, composed of the Monarch (represented by the Governor
General), the Senate, and the House of Commons. The House of Commons is the
elected body, with members representing electoral districts across the country. The
Senate, on the other hand, is an appointed body, intended to provide regional
representation and a chamber of "sober second thought" for legislation passed by the
House of Commons.

The executive branch is responsible for implementing and administering laws. It
consists of the Monarch (represented by the Governor General), the Prime Minister,
and the Cabinet. The Governor General acts on the advice of the Prime Minister and
Cabinet. The Prime Minister is the head of government and the leader of the political
party with the most seats in the House of Commons. The Cabinet, chosen by the Prime
Minister, is the key decision-making body of the government.

The judicial branch is independent of the other two branches and is responsible for
interpreting and applying laws and the Constitution. This system of courts, culminating
in the Supreme Court of Canada, plays a crucial role in upholding the rule of law and
ensuring that government actions are consistent with the Constitution. The Supreme
Court is the final court of appeal and has the ultimate authority on constitutional
matters.

Federalism is another foundational element of Canadian politics. Canada is a
federation with a national government and ten provincial governments, each with its
own distinct powers and responsibilities outlined in the Constitution. The Constitution
Act, 1867 divides legislative authority between the federal Parliament and the
provincial legislatures, with Section 91 listing federal powers and Section 92 listing
provincial powers. This division was a practical necessity given the vast geography
and diverse populations of the original colonies, particularly the linguistic and cultural
differences between French-speaking Quebec and the English-speaking provinces.

While the Constitution attempts to clearly delineate areas of federal and provincial
jurisdiction, some matters have a "double aspect," meaning both levels of government
can legislate on them from different perspectives. For example, both the federal and
provincial governments have roles in areas like environmental protection or health
care. The federal government also influences provincial matters through its spending
power, providing funding for provincial programs, which can come with conditions
attached.

The concept of responsible government is central to the operation of the executive
and legislative branches. It means that the government (the Prime Minister and
Cabinet) must maintain the support of the majority of members in the House of
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Commons to remain in power. If the government loses a confidence vote, it is
expected to resign or call a general election. This ensures that the executive is
accountable to the elected representatives of the people.

Political parties are essential actors in the Canadian political landscape. They organize
political competition, present policy platforms to the electorate, and nominate
candidates for election. Canada has a multi-party system, although historically, the
Liberal Party and the Conservative Party have been the dominant forces in federal
politics. These parties often engage in "brokerage politics," attempting to appeal to a
broad range of regional and demographic interests.

The electoral system used for federal elections in Canada is the "single-member
plurality" system, also known as "first-past-the-post." In each electoral district, the
candidate who receives the most votes wins the seat, regardless of whether they
achieve an absolute majority of the votes. This system tends to favour larger parties
and can result in a party forming a majority government even if it doesn't win a
majority of the national popular vote.

Elections for the House of Commons are held at least every five years, although the
Prime Minister can advise the Governor General to dissolve Parliament and call an
election earlier. Fixed election dates every four years are now established by law, but
the possibility of an earlier election remains. Elections Canada is the independent body
responsible for overseeing federal elections, ensuring they are conducted fairly and
impartially.

The foundations of Canadian politics are a fascinating blend of inherited traditions and
unique Canadian adaptations. From the Westminster system to the written
Constitution and the Charter of Rights and Freedoms, these elements combine to
create a complex yet generally stable and democratic system of government.
Understanding these foundational principles is the first step in appreciating the
intricacies of how Canada is governed and the forces that shape its political life.
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