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THE GOVERNOR GENERAL OF CANADA

(By Professor Norman Ward, Department of Economics and Political
Science, University of Saskatchewan, Saskatoon, Saskatchewan. )

Canada is a constitutional monarchy which, like the other monarchies
in the Commonwealth except for Britain, has no monarch in permament
residence. Queen Elizabeth II, by ancient custom, lives in Britain,
and the Government of that country pays for the full support of the
royal household. Her Majesty's title as Queen of Canada is not the
same as her title in her other realms, and the fact that the same
person is the monarch of several countries in no way implies that
any of them is subservient to any other; all are equal in law and
practice,

In Canada the Queen's personal representative is the Governor General,
whose salary and expenses are paid exclusively by Canada. The office
has evolved from colonial days, when he genuinely governed, to its
present status, which is analagous to that of the constitutional

. monarch he represents. The Governor General, that is, is the head of
state; in the Queen's absence, he performs all the formal and
ceremonial functions which the Queen would perform if she were
present, and he remains aloof from the partisan politics that are a
necessary accompaniment of the government of a liberal democracy.

The landmark that defined the modern status of the Governor General
was the Imperial Conference of 1926. Before that, the Governor General
was not only the representative of the monarch but also, in law, the
agent of the Government of the United Kingdom. His functions as a
representative of British interests had been declining since Canada
was created in 1867, but, even so, for a quarter of a century after
1926 the Governor General continued to be appointed, though on
Canadian advice, from among citizens of the United Kingdom who had
British titles. Since 1952, the Governor General has been appointed
from among Canadians, and a convention has developed whereby the
office is filled alternately by bilingual men from English- and
French-speaking backgrounds, Al1, so far, have come to the position
from distinguished careers in the Canadian diplomatic service.

Constitutional duties The Governor General's constitutional duties derive both from
custom and the British North America Act, which says in part:
"The Executive Government and Authority of and over Canada is hereby
declared to continue and be vested in the Queen"; and "There shall
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be One Parliament for Canada, consisting of the Queen, an Upper
House styled the Senate, and the House of Commons," As the repre-
sentative of the Crown, the Governor General is thus part of both
the executive and legislative branches of the Government and has
important roles to play in both, for major executive and legislative
acts are not legal without his participation,

Thus, though always acting on the advice of the Prime Minister, the
Governor General summons, prorogues and dissolves Parliament and
reads the opening and closing speeches of each session; gives assent
to all legislation, and signs many other state documents, including
Orders-in-Council (i.e. orders made by the Cabinet under law or the
prerogative powers that have been transferred over the centuries

from the monarch to his advisers), commissions, pardons, and so on.
Members of the Privy Council (i.e., those called to be Her Majesty's
confidential advisers, the active group among whom consists of the
Prime Minister and Cabinet) are sworn before him, and he receives
diplomats from abroad. He is Canada's most important official host,
both in Ottawa and when travelling. He is the head and Principal
Companion of the Order of Canada, and conducts investitures into that
order, among others; and he is Commander in Chief of the armed forces,
and as such signs officers' commissions.

Ceremonial functions These formal duties (and the list above is incomplete) are sometimeS.
difficult to distinguish from the Governor General's ceremonial
functions. The investiture of a new member into the Order of Canada,
for example, may take him anywhere in the country, and the Governor
General's journey to the site will be a widely-publicized event.

He is expected to travel in any case, to carry the image of the
national Government to every part of the country, to acquaint himself
with Canada's widely-varied regions so that a national perspective

on public issues is gained, and often to participate in activities
connected with the various organizations the head of state is expected
to approve or patronize. The interests of individual Governors
General have naturally differed, but all take an interest in such
reputable enterprises as the Boy Scouts of Canada, the Dominion

Drama Festival, the Canadian Red Cross Society and the Royal Canadian
Legion. The Governor General regularly attends major events 1ike the
Grey Cup football final between East and West (the cup itself was
donated by a Governor General), and opens such periodic events as

the Canada Games, and on other occasions makes speeches of a non-
partisan nature, which receive broad coverage.

As a head of state, the Governor General represents the Crown, not
only in Canada but may also travel abroad, as a representative of
the Crown of Canada. The Letters Patent of 1947, which broadly
define his duties and responsibilities, permit him to be outside
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Relation with Prime
Minister

the country, with the monarch's formal permission, for up to 30
consecutive days, and in 1969, for example, the Governor General
made an official tour of Barbados, Guyana, Jamaica, and Trinidad
and Tobago; several Governors General have made official visits to
Washington. During such absences, and often also while the Governor
General is in Canada, his routine duties are performed by one of
the deputies specified in the Letters Patent, a justice of the
Supreme Court of Canada, The Governor General himself, for example,
hardly ever attends in person to give royal assent to legislation.

As a head of state aloof from politics, the Governor General, like
the monarch, is entitled to be kept fully informed on important
governmental matters; he may (depending on the kind of personal
relation he has with the Prime Minister) be consulted; and he has
the right to caution his chief adviser, who, of course, need not
heed any warning. The Right Honourable W.L. Mackenzie King, who held
office longer than any other Canadian Prime Minister, left behind

a detailed diary that makes it clear that he sometimes talked
confidentially with the Governor General when he did not feel

free to talk to anyone else. The Governor General's value in this
respect can hardly be calculated, and naturally varies with the

two individuals involved; in one sense, there are limitations on
how useful a Governor General can be to a Prime Minister, for,
unlike the monarch, he does not hold a heredity office for life

but an appointive one for a tenure of five to seven years, and may,
in fact, if there has been a recent change of Government, have been
recommended for the office by the Prime Minister's chief opponent.
Nonetheless, there is no doubt that some Prime Ministers have found
the Governor General a faithful confidant, while the office generally
contributes in countless intangible ways to the maintenance of
indefinable beliefs about national unity and the integrity of
government.

There are occasions, increasingly rare in Canadian history, when a
Governor General intervenes directly in the governmental process.
His only major duty that would nowadays be 1ikely to require his
participation is that based on the convention that there must

always be a Prime Minister. Obtaining a Prime Minister is almost
always a routine matter, for every political party has its designated
leader, and if the governing party is defeated in an election the
Governor General need only turn to the Leader of the Opposition. If,
however (as happened in 1894), a Prime Minister dies suddenly or, as
is not inconceivable, is accidentally killed, the task of finding
his successor may not be so routine. It is also possible that, if a
general election returned to the House of Commons three or four
parties with almost equal representation, finding a Prime Minister
who could command the support of a majority of the House would not
be simple. ;
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No such eventuality has yet developed, and no Governor General in
this century has encountered difficulty in obtaining a Prime
Minister. Although i1t is equally rare for a Governor General to
refuse to accept a Prime Minister's advice, that did happen in
1926, precipitating a crisis in which most constitutional authorities
agree the Governor General followed a correct course. While the
Governor General is primarily an impartial heed of state, a symbo1
of the nation, he is not necessarily a figurehead. He may appear to
be so for several consecutive decades, but his latent powers
continue to exist, 1ike a safety-valve that is never used as long
as everything is working well.
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