
Gr. 12 Canadian and World Politics

What is Democracy?
• system of government where the people 

grant the authority to govern within 
constitutional constraints (rule of law)

Two dominant varieties:

1.   Direct Democracy 

• citizens are directly involved in making 
decisions

2.   Representative Democracy

• decisions affecting the community are 
made by elected representatives of the 
people

• two forms: the Constitutional Monarchy 
(hereditary monarch is largely a 
ceremonial head of state) and the 
Republic (people elect the head of state)

Democratic Systems

Constitutional monarchies, such as Canada, employ a 
parliamentary system of government (Republics, on the other 
hand, use a presidential or hybrid system)
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Brief History of Democracy

Use the BBC Democracy Timeline to investigate democracy over time. 
Choose 3 points in the history of democracy that you feel are most 
critical to its development. 

BBC Democracy Timeline 

BBC Democracy Timeline Flash 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/nol/shared/spl/hi/in_depth/why_democracy/timeline/html/non_Hlash.stm

http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/in_depth/629/629/7034525.stm 
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• in modern times, liberal democracy is used to indicate a 
representative democracy

• Liberal Democracies are based on the common ground of respect 
for constitutional procedure, limited state intervention, and the 
protection of personal freedoms

Liberal Democratic States 2010 (source: Wikipedia)
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What constitutes a full Liberal Democracy?

1. Freedom 

• of speech, religion, and political, economic, and social rights ‐ all are a 
precondition

2. Rule of Many

• with protection of minority rights

3. Govern within the Rule of Law

• in accordance with the constitution
• equality under the law

4. Equality of Political Rights

• every individual has the right to vote, run for ofHice, serve on a jury, 
speak on public issues, and carry out public functions
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5. Majority Rules (refers to election to public ofHice)
• Plurality Majority: the largest number of votes, even if <50%, in order 
to be elected

• Quali7ied Majority: 2/3 or 3/5 of vote required to be elected (more 
difHicult to attain, is done to protect minority rights)

• Simple Majority: 50% plus one
• Unanimity

6. Mass Participation

• Universal Suffrage: all adult citizens have the right to vote

7. Legitimacy of Opposition

• the right to criticize government (within the law) and run against 
incumbents
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Limitations of Full Democracy

1. Lobby & interest groups

• speak for powerful private institutions (e.g. corporations), can 
override the concern for the common good

2.  Electoral systems less than perfect
• (e.g. 7irst past the post,  proportional representation) may not 
accurately reHlect the public will

3. Globalization & international free trade
• can erode economic sovereignty (e.g. decisions by WTO or IMF)

4. Failure to protect identiSiable groups
• can discriminate against minority groups (e.g. racial proHiling)
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5.  Can limit civil liberties
• Anti‐terrorism Act (2001) and Public Safety Act (2004) increased police 
powers

6.  Can act arbitrarily
• without justiHication (e.g.  detaining foreigners with suspected links to 
terrorist groups, such as the U.S. ofHicials deporting Canadian Maher Arar)

7.  Oligarchy of the wealthy
• concentration of wealth in the hands of a few, increasing economic 
disparities

8.  Focus on Individualism
• individual rights tend to supersede the public good (e.g. U.S. constitution 
guaranteeing individuals the ‘right to bear arms’)

Read the BBC article, Still only 2 cheers for democracy (http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/7025675.stm) 
and pp.  247‐258 in your text. What do they have to add to the “Limitations of Democracy”?
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Democracies can also be classiSied according to degree:

Partial Democracies

• have only some of the characteristics of a full democracy

Emerging Democracies

• are partial democracies attempting to become a full democracy

As pointed in your text, the transition to democratic values and 
institutions is a complex process and can be at odds with cultural, 
political and economic realities. ConHlicts inevitably arise, which can 
sometimes erupt into violence.

For many countries of the world, progress toward democracy has 
involved colonization and decolonization.
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Colonization

• is the population of a new area by an inHlux of people

Colonialism

• is the extension of a nation's sovereignty over territory beyond its 
borders by the establishment of either settler or exploitation 
colonies in which indigenous populations are directly ruled, 
displaced, or exterminated.

Decolonization

• the process in gaining independence after a colonial power 
recognizes the right of a colony to self‐government

Colonization and Decolonization
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Colonial Powers
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Colonial Powers
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Colonial Powers

1900
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Colonial Powers

1945
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Decolonization
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Rule of Law
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Major Legal Systems of the World
Source: Wikipedia (2010)


