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A Citizen of Canada

TO BE A CITIZEN OF CANADA is to be a citizen of no mean
country. She may be an old-fashioned country in some
ways; she has differences of language and economics
and perplexities in government: but her foundations
are solid and the spires of her many faiths point to the
same ideal.

There is something vital and singular about being a
citizen of Canada. As J. B. Brebner said in his presi-
dential address to the Canadian Historical Association
in 1940: “Canadianism is made up of over three
centuries of successful struggle with a recalcitrant
environment, of over a century’s original and success-
ful political adaptation and inventiveness, and of a
kind of conservatism which history has shown can be
converted by adversity into stubborn, indomitable
will.”

We have assembled in Canada the adventurous
spirits of numerous races in surroundings favourable
to the creation of a great citizenship. They have brought
with them vivid ideas and principles a thousand years
old. No commonwealth ever wished for more ideal
conditions than are provided by the contribution
all these people can make toward the good life.

Centennial year offers us the opportunity to mobilize
our imagination and our institutions in a vigorous
national effort to improve knowledge about citizen-
ship and expand participation in it. This will require
commitment, energy and time from every well-disposed
person and association, but we must not postpone it
or the very undoing of our way of life could begin.

Canada is something we are building. Canadians
are on the move. They have been on the move west
and north ever since Louis Hébert ploughed that first
patch of farm land in the shadow of Port Royal in
1604 and then moved westward in 1623 to plant his
seeds in ground that is today the Upper Town of
Quebec. We are participating now in space exploration.
Canada was the third nation to have a satellite in orbit
around the earth.

Canada has developed her thinking, too. This is a
nation with its own cultural and political and social
identity, and not merely a marginal tribe of French

and English adventurers united only by the desire to
make a living. Canada’s first government, made up
of French and English cabinet ministers, proclaimed
in the speech from the throne at the first session of
the first parliament that “‘a new nationality”” had come
into being. From that time on, people had the
opportunity to realize their highest potentialities as
citizens of a democratic national state.

But having made ourselves sovereign as a nation
we must now behave intelligently as citizens.

The roominess of life

It is a pity that we worry so greatly about our
diversity, because it is just this diversity that gives
Canada individuality. Out of manifold talents and
different ways of looking at things come originality,
strength, and a forward-moving spirit. Out of our
heritage have come our basic freedoms, our demo-
cratic way of life, our art, literature and music. Most
important, we have inherited the spirit of challenge,
of exploring and pioneering. We are pushing forward
on many frontiers, geographical, scientific, cultural
and spiritual.

Canadians have always encouraged the newcomer
to join them, and have been eager for him to find the
roominess of life that Canada offers. This is a land
where every man and every woman can find a place in
society suited to his or her inclinations and capabilities.
It is a country where the ordinary citizen, no matter
how humble, has a chance to better his life. But he
must accept the spirit of our institutions. It is upon
observance of the spirit of the laws and customs by
which we live that the worthiness of our citizenship
is tested.

In a democratic country like Canada the right to
vote is a priceless gift of citizenship. Our way of
government does not compel everyone to vote, but
democracy may fall into disrepute if those who enjoy
its rights and privileges fail to exercise them. In the
general election of 1965 only 74.3 per cent of eligible
voters cast their ballots.






