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CHV 2O



The Origins of 




Democracy in Canada Part 1

As Canadians we enjoy a system of government which is a Parliamentary Democracy.  We elect our representatives, and grant to them the authority to make decisions and to govern us.  This system of government did not, however, just spring up from nowhere.  It has taken many years, and often bitter and difficult struggle against repression, for our system of government to develop.
Ancient Democracies - Athens and Rome

The oldest system of government is a monarchy.  The leader - be it a chief, lord, or king, was chosen on the basis of inheritance - his right to rule supposedly came from God, and his power was absolute.  If the leader was enlightened and kind the people might prosper; but if he was a tyrant they would suffer.  In any case their ability to influence decision making in an authoritarian government was very limited.
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The concept of democracy - power from the people - originated with the ancient Athenians approximately 2700 years ago.  Any citizen could voice his opinion and ideas about how the city should be run.  However, the status of citizen was limited to men, free by birth, of mature age (21), who were born in Athens.  Women, children, slaves, and foreigners had no say in the affairs of the government.  


A similar form of democracy (derived from the Greeks) developed in ancient Rome about 2500 years ago.  Like the Greeks, Roman citizens could participate in decision making.  Once again the right to claim citizenship was exclusively limited to freeborn men who[image: image3.emf] were born in the Roman empire.


Members of the upper classes (the “patricians”) did not want to share power equally with the ordinary working class “plebeians”, so they created an upper house known as the senate which would have the final say in decisions. 


Both the Greek and Roman democracies were eventually overthrown, to be replaced by authoritarian governments. The idea of democracy never completely disappeared however, and some of our parliamentary traditions (such as the Senate) can be traced to ancient times.

Parliamentary Democracy in Great Britain
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For much of its history Britain was ruled by absolute monarchs, who controlled the people of Britain and exploited their resources for their own benefit. In 1214 King John launched an ill-advised war against France, taxing the people heavily to pay for his campaign, and forcing the nobles to supply men and materials.  The war did not go well for King John, and he returned to Britain in defeat.  The nobles, fed up with the King’s tyrannical demands, rebelled.  They forced John to sign the Magna Carta at Runnymede in 1215.  This  document said that the King was not above the law, and put limitations on his powers for the first time.  This was the origin of Britain’s constitutional monarchy.


Representatives of the nobles began to meet to hold discussions (French = parlez) and exercise some of the powers that the King had been forced to give up.  These included the power to collect taxes and to pass laws.  This led to the development of Parliament.   The nobles, clad in red robes, met in the House of Lords, while the commoners met outside on the green grass.  (These colours are still associated with the two chambers of Canada’s Parliament, green for the House of Commons, and red for the Senate.)


By 1625 Parliament was well established. 

[image: image5.emf]However, the new King, Charles I, believed in the “Divine Right of Kings”, and refused to give up some of his powers, leading to conflict with Parliament.  Charles would not talk to ordinary, common people, so the House of Commons had to elect a speaker to represent them.  When Parliament made decisions the King did not like he had the Speaker arrested and executed!  Eventually the Commons barred the King from entering.  In 1642 civil war broke out in Britain between the “Royalists” and the supporters of Parliament led by Oliver Cromwell.  The Parliamentary forces won.  Charles was tried for treason and publicly beheaded in 1649.  For the next 11 years Oliver Cromwell and his supporters ruled England as a republic.  


When Cromwell died Parliament restored Charles’ son, Charles II, to the throne.  As a condition of restoring the monarchy King Charles II agreed to respect the decisions made by Parliament.  In 1688 his son, King James II also fought with Parliament.  In this case he was forced to abdicate (to give up the throne) in a bloodless revolution.  In his place King William and Queen Mary became monarchs.  They agreed to respect the supremacy of Parliament, and gave their royal assent to the “English Bill of Rights” which guaranteed free speech, and the election of members of Parliament. 


Ever since 1689 the British Monarch has had a mainly advisory role in the affairs of government. Bills are still passed in the name of the King or Queen who serves as a figurehead and exercises mainly ceremonial powers.  However the real power resides with the Prime Minister and governing party in Parliament. 


Many of our Canadian Parliamentary traditions came as cultural baggage from Britain.

1) The concept of a “citizen” as originally found in Athens and Rome was very exclusive.  What were the important qualifications to be a citizen?  Which groups of people were excluded?

2) How does the original concept of a citizen differ from what we have in Canada today?  (What are the qualifications to be a Canadian citizen today?)

3) What type of government did Britain originally have?

4) Why was King John forced to sign the Magna Carta?  What important principles did it establish for the first time?

5) How did the events of 1215 help lead to the development of Parliament?

6) What has happened over time to the relative power of the monarch and the power of the Parliament?

7) Why are these long ago events in far away places relevant to us in Canada today?
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