
QUESTION:

Evaluate Canadian democracy against an ideal form of democracy.


ANSWER:
[bookmark: _GoBack]Considerable caution must be exercised when evaluating the quality of Canadian democracy since there are number of different definitions of what is considered to be ideal. To begin, democratic societies function through a complex set of institutions and practices, and, more specifically, there are three core features that must be present in order for a government to be considered a democracy. First, a state, referring to “the political institutions in a particular country - its legislature, executive, civil service, courts, armed forces, police, and so on, plays an important role in a democratic society (Lecture 11, Slide 3). Second, a democratic government must hold free and fair elections, suggesting political inclusion, representation and equality: every citizen may enjoy the privilege to engage in community political life through voting. Finally, a democracy is a political system where the rulers govern in a democratic manner. Therefore, a government where “elected executives infringe the constitution, violate the rights of individuals and minorities, impinge upon the legitimate functions of the legislature, and thus fail to rule within the bounds of a state of law” are not democracies (Juan & Stepan, 1996). If any of these elements were absent, we would hesitate to say that the society in question was fully democratic. This concept refers to three branches of government, which are the legislative branch, the executive branch and the judicial branch. Each branch is independent from the others, but each holds a similar amount of authority to limit the power of the other branches. Essentially, each branch checks the power of the other branch to make sure the power is balanced (Lecture 12, Slide 8). In doing this, the power placed in each facet of government is limited resulting in a more collaborative regime and less corruption, thus ensuring that the interest of the people is maintained (Lecture 11, Slide 11).
According to the purest version of democracy, all citizens’ opinions on each government decision are to be heard and represented. However, it is often unrealistic and impossible to practice a pure democratic political system in most countries since too much discussion slows legislation, and ultimately a consensus cannot be agreed upon in a timely manner. Therefore, most countries instead opt to implement a representative democratic political system in which political parties serve as a major platform for citizens to transmit public opinion to elected legislatures, who represent and act for the people ((Lecture 11, Slide 17). 
Overall, democracy is often viewed as an ideal government that is based on equality, transparency, respect for the rights and freedom, representation of the people (Lecture 11, Slide 7). As a result, many modern countries, not least of which is Canada, has a representative democracy liberties (Brooks 2015, pg. 18). Canadian democracy gives each the right to elect representatives at different levels of government who make decisions and laws at each that affect all parts of life. In saying this, Canada has a free and contested election that allows every person who is a Canadian citizen and is 18 years of age or older by Election Day to vote after he or she has registered with Elections Canada. Recently, Canada has recently taken the extra step to enhance the accessibility and inclusion of people with disabilities in the electoral process through the enactment of the Accessibility Action Plan (Canada Elections Act, 2015). This Action Plan includes addressing “physical obstacles such as too-narrow corridors, informational barriers such as vaguely-worded instructions, and attitudinal impediments such as poll officials with a discriminatory mind-set” to make those with disabilities more likely to participate in voting (Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act, 2015).  
Moreover, democracies are lead by those who govern in a democratic manner, meaning they do not counter the constitution, limit the rights of citizens or impinge on legitimate functions of the legislature. According to Brooks, “respect for rights and freedoms is generally considered to be a distinguishing feature of a democratic government” (Brooks 2015, pg. 18). This being said, as the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms is entrenched in the Canadian Constitution, it creates a landscape where the executive is not constitutionally allowed to impinge on Canadian rights and freedoms. Furthermore, we currently have a right winged conservative party leader and traditionally, right winged politicians are “less tolerant of government intervention in the economy” (Lecture 9, Slide 32) which results in lower taxes. Many economists, libertarians and conservative philosophers argue “governments that levies heavy taxes on citizens are undemocratic” as “individual choice is reduced when government, representing the collectivity, decides how a large share of people’s income will be spent” (Brooks 2015, pg. 18). To counter, left winged politicians would argue that taxation promotes freedom through policies that aid less advantageous groups. Finally, in Canada, there is no monopoly of power within the government. The executive, the legislature, and the judiciary are competent in “checking the balance” of power within the government which has resulted in a collaborative and for the most part, a corrupt free Canada (Lecture 11, Slide 3). 
Over the years, Canada has consistently placed among the most democratic countries in the world. In fact, the Freedom House Democracy Audit describes Canada as one of the most democratic countries in the world (Brooks 2015, pg. 19). By international standards, in other words, one would be hesitant to complain about the quality of democracy in Canada. Yet, although the country may be confident in its status as democracy, the democratic institutions and practices of Canada are certainly not perfect. First, built into the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms, which represents an expression of the people’s commitment to a democracy, is section 33 or otherwise known as the notwithstanding clause. 
The notwithstanding clause is the most contentious aspect of the Canadian Charter since it pertains to various fundamental freedoms, essential legal rights and equality rights, such as the freedom of expression, the right to life, liberty and security of the person and the right not to have these infringed except in accord with the principles of fundamental justice, the right to equality before the law and the right to equal benefit of the law, etc. (Brooks 2015, pg. 206) In fact, the notwithstanding clause “was established to allow both the federal and provincial governments to preserve laws even though they may be deemed by judges to violate certain rights and freedoms (Lecture 13, Slide 11). In other words, this specific clause permits the federal government or a provincial legislature to enact legislation to override several sections of the Charter that may inevitably abolish certain fundamental freedoms, legal rights and equality rights. “The most prominent use of this section is in Quebec’s Bill 101 where legislation has put “restrictions on the language rights of non-francophones” (Brooks 2015, pg. 15). Even though the Constitution Act guarantees for the equal status of French and English by establishing both as official languages of the legislatures and the courts, the Parti Quebecois in 1977 introduced Bill 101, while involving resort to the notwithstanding clause in the Canadian Charter to safeguard it. The Bill 101 was viewed as repressive because the use of notwithstanding clause to deny rights embodied in the Charter; it requires that “all firms of fifty or more employees operate in French, that all public and commercial signs use only French, and also reduces the accessibility of English-language instruction by restricting it to children whose parents had received primary school instruction in English in the province of Quebec.” (Lecture 13, Slide 12)
In 2000, the notwithstanding clause was invoked again when Alberta, passed the Marriage Amendment Act bill, that recognized marriage solely as an opposite-sex union and included a notwithstanding clause to protect this new definition of marriage from the original understanding of the Charter (Brooks 2015, pg. 207).  Even though the notwithstanding section of the constitution is rarely used it could very likely be considered undemocratic in the eyes of the public. 
Moreover, Canadian citizens report an ever-increasing dissatisfaction with their democratic institutions: Statistics show a decline of trust in political leaders and the decline in confidence in the effectiveness of democratic institutions. In fact, in an ideal democracy, the promises made by the elected officials during campaigning should be fulfilled at all costs since they form the basis for votes, assuming citizen voted for the party that best reflects their values. However, democracy often disappoints in failing to live up to the political promises people associate with it. In 2006, Stephen Harper became prime minister of Canada by laying out five key priorities, which are to “restore Canadians’ trust in government, limit political donations, restrict lobbying by former cabinet ministers, decrease the control of leaders over party nominations, reduce secrecy and ensure protection for whistleblowers” (Hepburn, 2015). Today, unfortunately, most of those promises were not kept, and the betrayal of these promises inevitably resulted into the Canadian citizens who elected the conservative party as their representation feeling deceived about the legitimacy and effectiveness of their democratic institutions and no longer confident in the “quality” of their democracies due to the gap between rhetoric and action.
In conclusion, an ideal form of democracy is one that creates freedom, representative of the people, governs with transparency, and respects and promotes of human rights. Furthermore, elections are free to eligible citizens to vote and the results can be challenged and the leader governs in a democratic manner. Canadian democracy meets the standards as to what constitutes a democratic country and is a well-governed democratic state. As mentioned previously, Canada is currently ranked number nine in the Freedom House’s World Democracy Audit democratic country placing high in political rights and civil liberties (Brooks 2015, pg. 19). However, although the country may be confident in its status as democracy, voices expressing concern about the quality of Canadian democracy have become more insistent: through the government’s right to invoke the Charter's notwithstanding clause, and the elected parties’ unfulfilled poll promises, the country is moving further away from the definition of an ideal democracy. Nevertheless, while Canadian democratic institutions and practices are imperfect, they are not at risk of being overthrown or seriously undermined. Most importantly, as of now, it is sufficient to emphasize that Canadian democracy is a continuum, and that it is always a work in progress. 
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