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Nothing Mr. Harper does surprises me. He is all about control — controlling 
the message and his own caucus. Do I find it threatening? I most certainly do. 
Any time a politician attempts to subvert freedom of expression, it is a matter 
that should be of concern to every Canadian… Reporters are appalled, but 
again not surprised. The reporters on the Hill are used to the PM’s bully 
tactics by now. 
—HarperIndex.ca, “Media centre under PM's control would take a page from 
the Republican handbook,” National Press Gallery President Richard 
Brennan, http://www.harperindex.ca/ViewArticle.cfm?Ref=00106, October 
16, 2007 
 
The “Raise Your Voices” Declaration asserts that “Since 2006 the 
Government of Canada has systematically undermined democratic 
institutions and practices, and has eroded the protection of free speech, and 
other fundamental human rights. It has deliberately set out to silence the 
voices of organizations or individuals who raise concerns about government 
policies or disagree with government positions.” (my italics) 
—www.amnesty.ca, “Government Called on to Be Transparent and Respect 
Democracy, Freedom of Expression – Media Release,” June 17, 2010 
 
[I]t is the voices that are at risk — that are being punished for the message 
they bring. Voices are being defunded, sidelined, derided, fired, punished. 
Not because they have wasted money or done their job poorly. Not because 
they have spread lies. But simply because they speak out about things the 
government does not want to hear. 
—Monitor, “Basic freedoms of speech and advocacy are now under siege,” a 
periodical of the Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives (CCPA), Alex 
Neve, March 2011, p. 7 
 

 These opening quotations are the beginnings of indications of how far the Harper 

government has come in suppressing freedom of speech in Canada. The rest of this article 

will attempt to expand upon what was stated. 

 The Harper government has been quashing freedom of expression in order to 

obtain a majority government: 



Why the drastic cuts to programs designed to ensure equal voice and fairness 
to all Canadians — rights embedded within our own constitution? At heart, 
Harper hates the kind of government Canadians have grown up with. He 
would prefer to dismantle Canada’s modern Keynesian welfare state and he 
eschews the notion that government has a supportive, nurturing, social role to 
play on behalf of its citizens. In the extreme conservative world, people earn 
what they get on merit, and they are individually responsible for making (or 
breaking) it. Harper’s vision of government, the extreme conservative vision, 
is one of retribution, order, and civil obedience. It is more authoritarian in 
nature, less democratic and more divisive: The kind that says you’re either 
with me or you’re against me. Harper also isn’t keen on open political 
debate. His government finds public debate a threat to its goal of majority 
government. (my italics)…. [T]he Harper government kneels at the altar of 
small government, a euphemistic term that implies fewer public programs and 
far greater reliance on the private sector to determine the Canadian agenda. It 
evokes a more American way of running government. Funding cuts that limit 
the services government provides — services that might help Canadians 
challenge the limits of an extreme conservative government — are 
fundamental to Harper as he diligently builds a foundation for majority rule. 
(my italics) 
—The Harper Record, “Chill Effect,” CCPA, pdf, Trish Hennessy, 
September 22, 2008, p. 42 
 

 The Harper government has gone after Elections Canada; purpose unknown. 

Influence? 

“If there is a single Canadian public agency with an outstanding international 
reputation, it is Elections Canada.” [“Elections Canada imbroglio sours 
already cynical public,” Nelson Wiseman, The Toronto Star, May 5, 2008] 
And yet, in its harshest assault on a public agency to date, the Harper 
government has launched a law-suit against Elections Canada for supporting 
a search warrant to raid Conservative party headquarters to make sure the 
party’s advertising financing is on the level. In moments like this, it is often 
wise for the sitting government of the day to welcome the transparency of 
open scrutiny as an essential element of ensuring accountability. Not so in 
Stephen Harper’s government. The Harper Conservatives are not only suing 
Elections Canada, but they also voted against a symbolic motion that would 
have expressed all-party confidence in Elections Canada. “It means that they 
don’t have any respect for what they are, a government, and that Mr. Harper 
doesn’t feel at ease with civil servants, with independent organisms, 
organizations or offices, with journalists, with oppositions, in a word with 
democracy,” said Bloc Leader Gilles Duceppe of the Conservatives’ vote. 
—The Harper Record, “Chill Effect,” CCPA, pdf, Trish Hennessy, 
September 22, 2008, p. 45 
 



 Prime Minister Stephen Harper has imposed censorship of Parliamentary news 

media in an attempt to gain control of them and have his own messages relayed. 

In a CBC online article entitled Spin Class, Part 2: How Stephen Harper Beat 
the Press Gallery, Ira Basen unpacks the government spin behind the media 
debacle. The government has framed the issue as trying to bring “order” to a 
practice that is “chaotic” and an institution that is outdated. Claiming the 
national media are dominated by “left-wing ideologues,” Harper asserted that 
breaking up media control over what is determined as news on the Hill would 
be “helpful for democracy.” He said: “I’ve got more control now... I’m free to 
pick my interviews when and where I want to have them.” In reality, Harper 
has blatantly put into motion a strategy to bypass the media filter and instead 
secure media coverage that favours his agenda, rather than questions it. 
—The Harper Record, “Chill Effect,” CCPA, pdf, Trish Hennessy, 
September 22, 2008, p. 51 
 

 Not even Harper’s own government members are free to speak their minds; 

they’re rarely allowed to vote freely. 

It’s hard to imagine this kind of top-down, information-killing leadership can 
survive indefinitely, or that web-based direct democracy will not soon 
challenge all national parties. Perhaps it already is, hidden in declining voter 
turnout (a record low number of us voted in 2008) and the plunging 
membership roles of local riding associations. At a time when the new 
technologies are empowering voters as never before, Canadians are governed 
by an administration that has stripped their representatives of almost all 
influence and power. Harper MPs are rarely allowed to vote freely and my 
experience showed they’re not permitted free speech within the party. 
They’re prevented open access to the media and not a single one carries on an 
open and interactive online dialogue with the people who elected them. 
—sheeple: Caucus Confidential in Stephen Harper’s Ottawa, Chapter 7: “I 
have become an addict,” Garth Turner, 2009, p. 213 
 

 Perhaps the loss of free speech never became clearer publicly than during the 

Afghan detainee documentation retrieval affair in 2010. 

The bureaucrat was at the Department of National Defence, where the Afghan 
detainee affair has brought controversy, some of it prompted by journalistic 
prying through access laws. “I get a call from the Privy Council Office,” he 
said. “They're setting up a conference call. The first thing that's said is ‘No  
 



note-taking, no recordings, nothing. We don't want to see anything in writing 
on this.' … That's the way they develop policies now and, for my money, it's 
scary.” 
—The Globe and Mail, “Is this the answer to access requests? Stop keeping 
records?”; Lawrence Martin, February 25, 2010 
 

 It would appear that one of Harper’s prorogations of Parliament was done in order 

to try to avoid handing over crucial documentation on the Afghan detainee (allegations of 

torture) affair to the Opposition. 

Politics takes strange turns. Prorogation seemed, at the time, a clever if 
dastardly ploy to short-circuit a growing controversy. Instead, it entrenched 
the public's image of Stephen Harper as conspiratorial and undemocratic. 
—The Globe and Mail, “Parliament returns with a sense of déjà vu,” John 
Ibbitson, March 6, 2010 
 
The allegations that Afghan detainees were tortured by Afghan officials after 
being handed over by Canadian troops took a central role in parliamentary 
debate last fall, and is the reason that critics believe Prime Minister Stephen 
Harper decided to prorogue Parliament for two months. 
—The Globe and Mail, “Retired judge asked to review documents in detainee 
affair,” Gloria Galloway, March 6, 2010 
 

 The Harper government, in order to appear to comply with Parliamentary 

procedure, handed over to the Opposition mixed-up, heavily-blacked-out (to the point 

where much of them were incomprehensible) documents. 

[T]he Harper government answered opposition MPs' demands for internal 
details of the Afghan detainee controversy with a blizzard of documents – 
many censored beyond comprehension…. After initially suggesting they 
would withhold documents until a retired judge reviews the sensitive parts, 
the Tories yesterday changed tack – dumping 2,500 pages in the Commons. It 
was untranslated and uncatalogued, and there were no extra copies on hand – 
forcing opposition parties and journalists to wait hours for reproductions. 
Whether Canadians will ever learn what lies under the heavily blacked-out 
sections of these records, however, is still up to former Supreme Court justice 
Frank Iacobucci. His job remains to decide if disclosure would represent a 
threat to this country's security. 
—The Globe and Mail, “Opposition fumes as Tories release reams of 
redacted detainee files,” Steven Chase and Bill Curry, March 26, 2010 
 



 After a month of skirmishes with the Opposition over the fate of the original 

documents, Harper decided that to release them would jeopardize national security. 

The government contends that the public release of the documents would 
jeopardize national security. Mr. Harper and his ministers also say they are 
duty-bound by Acts of Parliament or other basic legal requirements not to 
disclose information without the consent of those to whom a duty of 
confidentiality is owed – like foreign governments…. The NDP Leader [Jack 
Layton] demanded a clarification. “Is the Prime Minister telling us today that 
he is going to defy the ruling of the Speaker and the will of the House in 
order to go to an election? Is that what he is saying he is going to do? Is he 
going to defy the will of the House and go to the people on a vote? Is that 
what he is putting forward today?”…. “I do not think I said any of those 
things,” [Harper] said. “In fact, I think I said quite the contrary. The 
government seeks at all times to respect all of its obligations. To the extent 
that some of those obligations may be in conflict, there are reasonable ways 
to accommodate that and we are open to reasonable suggestions in that 
regard.” 
—The Globe and Mail, “Stephen Harper stuck between  Speaker’s ruling and 
‘legal obligations,’” Gloria Galloway, April 28, 2010 
 

 But at the end of the day, the documents were censored by a defacto fait 

accompli, in keeping with the Harper government’s secrecy and restriction of freedom of 

speech. 

 This was by no means an isolated incident. It just happened to be one of the more 

public ones. 

Silencing orders were going out all over Ottawa – to caucus members, civil 
servants, agency heads and military brass. They may have been able to state 
their view in the past. But not in the new Harperized capital. Not without 
prior approval from the Prime Minister's Office or the Privy Council Office. 
The scope of the clampdown was unprecedented. The government tried 
censoring coverage of dead bodies returning from Afghanistan. It tried to 
curtail freedom of the press like never before, at one point having the police 
move out journalists from a Charlottetown hotel lobby. Restrictions on the 
access-to-information process effectively put a “stranglehold” on 
communications, information commissioner Robert Marleau reported. 
Individuals or organizations that didn't heel soon got their comeuppance. 
There was Linda Keen at the Nuclear Safety Commission, the church-based 
aid group Kairos, Elections Canada and the Military Police Complaints 
Commission. There was the Commission for Public Complaints Against the 



RCMP, the Wheat Board and the Montreal-based Rights & Democracy. 
Leaders were replaced or their organizations dismantled or overhauled. 
Freedom of expression all depended on the type of expression. Diplomat 
Richard Colvin was dragged through the mud for offering honest testimony 
on the Afghan detainees. Critics of the Afghan mission were called disloyal. 
Critics of the Israeli government were insinuated to be anti-Semitic, even 
though, like Irwin Cotler, they were pro-Israel. Personal attack ads against 
opposition leaders reached unrivalled levels. 
—The Globe and Mail, “A capital where freedom's in short supply,” 
Lawrence Martin, March 25, 2010 
 

 Harper is afraid of human rights organizations. He is afraid that they too might 

impede his achieving a majority government. Thus he has spoken out against them, and 

taken steps to curtail their influence. 

On Jan. 11, 1999, while he was on leave from formal politics and running the 
National Citizen's Coalition, Stephen Harper told the rightwing BC Report 
newsmagazine that: "Human rights commissions, as they are evolving, are an 
attack on our fundamental freedoms and the basic existence of a democratic 
society... It is in fact totalitarianism. I find this is very scary stuff." 
—rabble.ca, “Harper's hitlist: Human rights taken out of commission,” 
Murray Dobbin, April 14, 2010 
 

 For the record, totalitarianism is defined as “…a system or government consisting 

of only one leader or party and having complete power and control.”; Oxford Dictionary 

of Current English, 4th edition, 2006. 

Complaining of being bullied, harassed and gagged, the staff at a federal 
human-rights agency told a parliamentary committee they have been warned 
that their entire operation could be shut down if they don't stop criticizing the 
government. 
—The Globe and Mail, “Agency staff were bullied to stop criticizing Ottawa, 
committee told,” Daniel LeBlanc, March 31, 2010 
 
The Public Service Alliance of Canada condemns the Harper government's 
decision to close Canadian Human Rights Commission (CHRC) offices in 
Vancouver, Toronto and Halifax. The union maintains that the closure of the 
three offices will make it substantially harder for individuals from 
marginalized groups to launch human rights complaints. The three offices 
slated for closure received 70 per cent of all signed complaints to the CHRC 
in 2008. The union, which represents CHRC employees, says this latest attack 
will have a particular impact on racialized people and recent immigrants. In 



many cases, the closures will make it much more difficult to challenge both 
systemic abuses and individual instances of discrimination. 
—Public Service Alliance of Canada, “Harper government attacks human 
rights,” March 25, 2010 
 

 Before reading this next paragraph, it would be best to first read, “Harper Plans to 

Win Majority Using Women Voters,” Rolf Auer, about the erosion of women’s rights 

under the Harper regime, and that he plans to seek a majority government with their help 

anyway. 

While women's groups organized forums across the country to draw attention 
to the assault on 20 years of progress, Harper has not listening to them. He 
was, however, listening to a group that had demonstrated its full support for 
himself and the Conservatives during the election: REAL Women. 
Responding to the $5 million in cuts to the Status of Women, REAL Women 
stated: "This is a good start, and we hope that the Status of Women will 
eventually be eliminated entirely since it does not represent ‘women,' but 
only represents the ideology of feminists." It also congratulated the 
government for cancelling the "troublesome" Court Challenges Program and 
revealed the "social engineering" argument so often used by the right: "...the 
Court Challenges Program was a profoundly undemocratic use of taxpayers' 
money to restructure society ...The elimination of the Court Challenges 
Program will go a long way to promoting democracy in Canada." 
—rabble.ca, “Harper's hitlist: Human rights taken out of commission,” 
Murray Dobbin, April 14, 2010 
 

 Harper has restricted freedom of speech in Canada by oppressing everything from 

the news media to women’s advocacy groups to human rights organizations. Here are 

some current thoughts about the seriousness of all this by the current Secretary-General 

of Amnesty International in Canada. 

[T]oday there is a growing concern in Canada — a concern that the space for 
human rights advocacy and, more generally, the space to disagree with 
government on a variety of human rights issues — is shrinking dramatically, 
and with it has come a hesitance about speaking out…. [I]t does come 
through measures that are most certainly punitive and vindictive, and reflect 
government coercion to weaken and even silence voices of dissent…. What is 
at stake, quite simply, is the freedom and the ability of Canadians to 
vigorously advocate for the protection of human rights — of all rights and of 
all people — both here within Canada and abroad, and to do so without 



political interference, intimidation, or manipulation…. What we are 
witnessing is a systematic onslaught against what I think is a bedrock 
principle that most Canadians support: that it’s in all our interests to ensure 
that all voices are heard on crucial issues. 
—Monitor, “Basic freedom of speech and advocacy are now under siege,” 
CCPA, Alex Neve, March 2011, pp. 1, 7 
 

 Canadians: do you want to live in a country where your basic freedoms are 

disappearing one by one? No? Then do something about it: elect a different government! 

 
 


