
Canadian Political Culture

Please allow me a little journalistic leeway here. The following is from a research paper published by the 
Library of Parliament, Political and Social Affairs Division, August 1993

THE EFFECT OF POPULIST DECISION-MAKING ON REPRESENTATIVE DEMOCRACY

I have deleted the dating phrases and some other lines for expediency. The point I am making is this: although 
this paper was written more than 20 years ago for all intent it could have been written yesterday.

Nothing has changed, Parliament has not improved even though they know and realize the problems.
By many accounts the problems plaguing  MPs are getting worse.

“At one time, Canadian political culture was based on ordered and acquiescent public attitudes toward 
political authority, with individuals having little interest in influencing the political system. This political 
culture allowed for processes such as elite accommodation and executive federalism, where governments 
and elites could work out policies without much interference from the public. This is no longer true of 
Canadian political culture today.

National surveys ... reveal that, overall, Canadians had a low level of political trust (as measured by questions 
on politics and politicians). One reason cited as abetting an overall cynical attitude towards the political 
system and politicians was that the decade ... was dominated by major social and economic problems for 
which our political leaders were not able to provide solutions.

 an atmosphere of citizen disengagement from the political process and dissatisfaction with the political 
authorities.

The attitude revealed in the studies ... may have actually grown in recent years. 
 fewer than 1 in 10 Canadians reported having a great deal of respect for and confidence in political parties; 
 only 11% of Canadians said they believed that Members of Parliament have very high or high honesty and 
ethical standards.
 the public's dissatisfaction with the constitutional process in Canada illustrates a growing distrust of the 
entire political class.

There's been an extraordinary decline of respect for authority in our country... Today, you ask people how they 
feel about politicians and they give you very negative comments. You see someone in power and anything 
goes. People in power have become objects, targets for abuse. The accumulated effect of this is to diminish, 
every day, more and more, the authority of those in power.

Surveys and opinion polls indicate that Canadians believe that elected officials represent not the people but a 
combination of constituency, regional, national, and party interests, and in some cases fringe parties and 
special interest groups.

The current political system and its established processes may not be suited for the current political culture 
and may have to be adapted to allow more direct involvement of the people in decision-making, perhaps 
through the use of populist instruments such as referendums.”

" people do not find the present political system to be responsive to their needs and fundamental values, and 
thus many are prepared to advocate and support substantial changes to the political system if these would 
result in responsive and responsible political leaders "
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