                                  Patriation of the Constitution and Quebec 

"I have been stabbed in the back during the night," Quebec Premier René Lévesque later wrote of the events of November 1981. The events that lead to what Rene Lévesque called "The Night of Long Knives" began in spring 1980 when Prime Minister Pierre Trudeau turned his attention toward a lifelong goal; to bring home the Canadian constitution.

The British North America Act, which had brought Canada into being in 1867, was a statute of the British Parliament. Trudeau was determined to bring home a revised constitution so Canadians no longer needed Great Britain’s approval in order to change it. His vision of the Constitution included a Charter of Rights and Freedoms, which would protect citizens against arbitrary actions by their governments. 

But Trudeau's dream wasn't shared by all. Most provincial premiers opposed Trudeau’s sweeping Charter of Rights proposal. They feared it would diminish their influence, transferring power from elected politicians to non-elected judges.
Only the Conservative Premiers of Ontario and New Brunswick supported Trudeau. The others premiers formed an alliance against him, soon known as the Gang of Eight. Without the support of most premiers, Trudeau threatened to take his constitutional case to England alone. The Gang of Eight challenged Trudeau in the Supreme Court. 
In November 1981, Trudeau held a last chance meeting with all the premiers in Ottawa.  The Gang of Eight was determined to stick together. For two days, in closed-door meetings, the Gang of Eight held together. On the third day, with no deal in sight, Trudeau made one last proposal: "Why don’t we get patriation first, nobody can object to that-then give ourselves two years to solve our problems over the amending formula and the charter, and failing that, consult the people in a referendum?"

That night, Trudeau went home and the premiers retired to their rooms in Ottawa’s Château Laurier Hotel, except Lévesque, who was staying across the river in Hull. In his memoirs, Lévesque recalls telling the others before he left for the hotel, "If anything new comes up, don’t forget to call us."   They didn't call. Instead there were anxious gatherings in hotel rooms and hallways. After midnight, the minister of Justice, Jean Chrétien (who would become prime minister in 1993) worked hard to find an acceptable deal.

They discussed diluting Trudeau’s charter of rights, allowing provinces to override the charter. The "notwithstanding clause" would allow provinces to declare particular laws exempt from the charter. Trudeau had already rejected this but during the night, Chretien, with Saskatchewan and Ontario, finally came to an agreement. A reluctant Trudeau also agreed. The late-night bargaining included another change: the deal dropped Lévesque’s prized opting-out clause, which would have allowed the province to opt out of shared federal-provincial programs but receive equivalent funds to set up its own programs. Lévesque, across the river in Hull, was not told of the unfolding events. When he arrived late for a premiers’ breakfast the next morning, he found that a new deal had been drafted during the night. 

Lévesque was angry.  "We had been betrayed, in secret, by men who hadn’t hesitated to tear up their own signatures, and without their even taking the trouble to warn us," Lévesque said.  The new deal was signed by Trudeau and nine of the premiers that morning. Only Lévesque refused to endorse it. Lévesque didn’t say anything. He just got up from his chair and walked out.

On April 17, 1982, Queen Elizabeth II came to Canada to proclaim the new Constitution Act on Parliament Hill.  On that day, René Lévesque ordered the Quebec flag to be flown at half-mast. 
Social Studies 11- French-English Relations
Patriating the Constitution

Vocab:
Amending formula- formula to change the constitution, 50% of the Canadian population with at least 7 out of 10 provinces

Patriation- making the constitution Canadian, not British

Notwithstanding clause- allows provinces to opt out or not follow certain sections of the Charter of Rights and Freedoms


Read Patriating the Constitution

1. Why did Prime Minister Trudeau want to patriate Canada’s Constitution?

2. Why were some French-Canadian opposed to the idea of a Charter of Rights and Freedoms?

3. Explain the “Kitchen compromise.”

4. Why was Quebec excluded from the Constitution?

Quebec Premier Rene Levesque called the Kitchen Compromise “the night of the long knives.” 

     Discuss with a partner what you think he meant by this:

	


       Discuss the following with your partner: Can the 1982 Canadian Constitution be considered “Canadian” when Quebec (about 25% of Canada’s population and only French-speaking province) did not sign it?

	


Examine the following political cartoon below:
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Discuss the following with your partner: What is the message of the above cartoon?
	








