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Farm Forum has made the greatest contribution to the
democratic society of Canada, by providing organized study,
thought, discussion and possible mode of collective action.
It i8 democracy on the march.
EAST COALDALE FARM FORUM

WE hear a great deal these days

about democracy, and we
pride ourselves on living in a d~moora,tic country. Few
of -Us, however, stop to think what true democracy is. Perhaps
our conception is like that of the American soldier who tried
to explain to a Russian soldier in Berlin.
"It's like this," said the American. "When I go back
to the States, maybe I might go to Washington. And maybe
I might visit the White House. Maybe I might get an interview with President Truman, and if I did I .oould tell him
what I think of his policies-what I like and what I don't like.
And then I could walk out of the White House, and no one
would touch me."
.
"Well," said the Russian soldier, "Maybe when I go back
home, I might be able to go to Moscow. And I might get into
the Kremlin and maybe I could nave an interview with Stalin.
And if I did, I could tell him what I think of President Truman's
polioies. "
This story, told at the expense of the Russian, reveals just
as effectively the American's rather .naive conception of demooracy. Freedom to elect a government and freedom to criticize
that government-this is what living in a democracy means
to most people. In practice, the citizens of our democracies
are largely unaware of the responsibilities which belong to
citizens. A proportion of them turn out to vote on election
day, feeling that by so doing they have done their duty until
the next election. From one voting day to the next they are
free to criticize the government on which they have placed full
responsibility for the country's welfare.
This attitude has led to the habit of shifting all blame when
things go wrong to "the government," which we think of as a
sort of sly and evil bogey that will get us if we don't watch
out. "It" gets a large share of our income and, in the view of
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many people, "it" is not to be trusted. We tend to forget
that we elected "it", that "it" represents us, and if "it" doesn't
do as we want, we are to blame, for we are ultimately responsible
-at any rate we are, if we really believe in democracy. The
basis of a true democracy is the citizen, and the truly democratic
citizen is a participant in the government of his country, and
he has a strong sense of responsibility in that respect. Participation and responsibility-these are the keynotes of democracy.
The question is, how can twelve million citizens participate
in the government of their country even if they do feel a sense
of responsibility? And will they ever develop an adequate
sense of responsibility unless effective ways of participation
are found? If we can find satisfactory answers to these (]l1AStions, we shall have solved the dilemma of the democracies.
It is obvious that twelve million citizens cannot all sit in
parliament. The best they can do in that respect is to elect
representatives to sit for them, as they now do. But suppose
these twelve million citizens really took it upon themselves to
try to gain an understanding of the problems facing the government-price control, housing, dominion-provincial relations,
health insurance, unemployment, to mention a few. Suppose
the citizens discussed these problems in their own communities,
studied the facts and issues involved in each, and made up their
own minds about what should be done. Would any member of
parliament then dare not to give a good account of himself?
Would not each representative of the people be "on his toes"
to keep abreast of the people's ideas at home? Would not the
people take care to choose representatives who would take the
job of government seriously, rather than act as if it were a
political game for personal advancement as so many do now?
And would not the people at home take their own local politics
more seriously? Would they not wake up to the fact that responsibility begins at home, and there are many community jobs
to be done? In the little country of Denmark experience has
shown that this is actually what does happen when the people
are awakened to their sense of responsibility. Through an
excellent system of schools, through adult education in the folk
schools, and through the practice of co-operation, the Danes
learned to take responsibility in both business and government
affairs. Their government, before the Nazi invasion, was probably more truly "responsible" to the will of the people than that
of any other country.
The situation, --however, is more complicated in Canada
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because of our mixture of races and religions, our geographical
expanse and our thinly-scattered population. We face the problems of disunity and provincialism in addition to irresponsibility
and lack of participation. But these problems are all tied inextricably together. Solve the last two, and the first two will
disappear. Democracy is more than politics. It is a way of
life. It is an attitude towards people. The practice of democracy requires a technique which can be learned. Once learned,
the technique can be applied to all problems both great and small,
local and national, political and non-political.
The ideal time to learn the technique of democracy is in
childhood, at home and at school. Very few of us, unfortunately,
have had this privilege. The "Do-as-I-say-because-I-say-so"
attitude of parents is disappearing, but not fast enough, and
only the most progressive teachers have learned to minimize
the self-assertive and competitive tendencies of their pupils.
The best most of us can do is pick up the democratic technique
from experience. Our hit-and-miss experience can, however,
be supplemented by the more orderly methods-of adult education
when suitable educational programmes are available. In this
respect we are fortunate in Canada in having two such programmes on a nation-wide scale--Citizens' Forum and National
Farm Radio Forum.

*

*

*

*

*

*

Both are listening-and-discussion-group projects. Both
are arranged by the Canadian Association for Adult Education
and the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation. Farm Forum
has an additional sponsor in the Canadian Federation of Agriculture. The two programmes are fundamentally the same in
purpose and technique; but whereas Citizens' Forum is directed
at the citizens of Canada in general, Farm Radio Forum is
directed towards a particular occupational group, the farmers.
The topics discussed in Citizens' Forum are mainly political,
economic and sodal problems of national and international
scope. In Farm Forum the topics are also of national and international scope, but they are usually directly related to rural
life. For example in 1945-46, Citizens' Forum discussed such
topics as full employment, housing, health insurance, Canada's
stake in the Pacific, export trade, international cartels and race
prejudice. Farm Forum discussed the relationship between
soil and nutrition, ·health insurance in relation to the health
needs of farm people, farm organization, the "spread" between
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produ cer and consu mer prices, expor t marke ts, and world food
needs. Ideall y these two Forum progra mmes would amalgamat e, so that urban and rural people would discuss the same
problems. It is more than likely that this develo pment will
take place in the future , but the time is not yet ripe. In the meantime, throug h these two progra mmes farm and city people are
gainin g a better under standi ng of each other' s proble ms and a
greate r respec t for each other' s opinion. And both groups in
their own way are learni ng the techni ques of democ racy throug h
their respec tive Forum progra mmes .
How are the techni ques learne d? Let us take a typica l
Farm Forum neighb ourho od group as an example.
Every Mond ay night, from late Octob er throug h March ,
this group meAts. Perha ps there aro ton families in the group ,
and they take turns meetin g in each other' s homes. At first
they are rather skepti cal of the Farm Forum idea. They are
glad of the oppor tunity for social contac ts, but they can't see
what practi cal value there can be in discussing the list of topics
in the Farm Forum progra mme outlin e which they have received.
Howe ver, they- must expec t severa l surprises. Pretty soon
they find that there is a lot more in Farm Forum than the socialh ility, though that remain s impor tant. Their discussions are
lively. In fact they often have troubl e bringi ng them to an
end. They learn a lot from the study bulleti n, Farm Forum
Guide , and from the broadc asts. Old accept ed prejud ices are
questi oned and somet imes rudely jolted. They learn to express
themselves better and with, less self-consciousness. They learn
to listen with respec t to the opinions of other people. When
they hear the provin cial news report based on the "Foru m
Findin gs" at the close of each weekl y broadc ast, they are
amaze d to discov er that many other Forum s reache d the same
conclusions as they d ,d. (They all discuss the same questi ons.)
They are even more amaze d on the month ly nation al round up of Forum opinio n to hear that many Forum s in other prov.
inces share their views. It is an eye-opener for a group of
farm people in Nova Scotia to discov er that their ideas are
shared by farm people in Ontari o, on the Prairie s and in British
Colum bia. As a Nova Scotia Forum said, "The review broadcast gives the views of rural people from East to West. " And
a British Colum bia Forum , "Farm Forum is a bond which
unites the farmer s across Canad a."
The Farm Forum group s also get great satisfa ction out of
knowing that the views of farm people are actual ly given a
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hearin g on a nation al radio netwo rk. Not only that, but summaries of their opinio ns are often sent to provin cial and Domin ion author ities. A Saska tchew an group expressed their satisfaction this way. "Farm Forum brings our proble ms and
opinions in front of the proper author ities and enable s the
gover nment to get an idea of the people 's wants . It makes us
feel as thoug h we at least have a chanc e to have a say in how
things are to be run."
Thus Farm Forum is effectively dissem inating inform ation
and trainin g rural citizen s to take an intelli gent part in formin g
public opinio n on which legislation is ultima tely based. Howev er,
public opinio n alone is not enoug h. Our citizen s must learn to
take action and to work togeth er in those local projec ts which
depen d upon themselves. Hero again, Farm Forum has been
useful. Many local activit ies have grown out of Farm Forum
discus sions- towns hip area school boards , dental clinics for
schools, count y and distric t hospit al enterp rizes, warble fly
eradic ation, co-ope rative marke ting schemes, and dozens of
other projec ts. One of the most notabl e took place in Nova
Scotia in regard to veteri nary services. A Farm Forum group
in Hants Count y decided somet hing should be done Lo make
veteri nary services availa ble. They broug ht up the matte r at
a joint meetin g of severa l Farm Forum s, and a resolu tion was
sent on to the county execut ive of the Farme rs' Assoc iation.
A comm ittee was appoin ted, which later met the provin cial
Minis ter of Agricu lture. He was sympa thetic, and the final
result was that Nova Scotia was the first provin ce to have a
veteri nary assista nce policy for farm people. Munic ipal veterinary services, financed -by the local people with assista nce from
the munic ipality and the province, were thus made availa ble.
The impor tant thing about these projec ts is that the people
taking part learn to take respon sibility for neighb ourho od
affairs and to work togeth er on accom plishin g things of impor tance to everyb ody in the comm unity. The old indivi dualis m
is seen to be ineffective in meetin g the needs of a comm unity
or distric t, a provin ce or nation . That is why any adult educa tion progra mme which is to provid e a trainin g in the techni ques
of democ racy should be based on groups rather than indivi duals.
While the basis must be the group, it is equall y impor tant that
every indivi dual in the group should be a full partic ipant.
This he is in Farm and Citize ns' Forum . The groups are small
so that everyo ne has a chanc e to join the djRCllssion and eventu ally to hold office or serve on comm ittees. If the groups becom e
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large, as they freque ntly do in Ontar io Farm Forum , the practi ce
is followed at meetin gs of formin g into small groups for discussion
purposes. Then all come togeth er to report the results of their
discussion, and to try to reach conclusions agreea ble to the
meetin g as a whole.

*

*

*

*

*

*

What has been said about Farm Forum applie s largely to
Citize ns' Forum too. Citize ns' Forum groups, of course, are
not limite d to people of comm on neighb ourhoo d or occup ationa l
interes ts. It is harde r also in Citize ns Forum to achiev e as
great a degree of conce ntratio n and sustai ned intere st among
groups, since there are more compe ting activit ies to attrac t
urban people. The two Forum progra mmes are, however,
essent ially the same. Both provid e for compl ete partic ipatio n
of the indivi dual, and for group thinki ng and group action .
Both provid e backg round mater ial on the topics for discussion,
both provid e radio broad casts on which two or more types of
view are presen ted, and both are nation-wide.
While the Citize ns' and Farm Forum progra mmes seem to be
on the right track in their aims and metho ds, they fall far
short of being as effective as one could wish. The bulk of the
popul ation is not yet organi zed into study groups . In 1945-46
Nation al Farm Radio Forum haa over 1300 active group s
repres enting about 17,000 farm people. Citize ns' Forum had
about 500 group s repres enting about 5,000 people. Many more
people must be reache d, if the Forum s are to be the force for
demooracy in Canad a that the folk schools have been in Denmark.
The main obstac les in the way of expan sion are the following:
1. The difficulty of keeping local intere st sustai ned in a

nation al progra mme.
2. The suspicion held by many people that the Forum
progra mmes are politic ally partisa n.
3. The proble m of financing provin cial Forum offices.
4. Lack of knowledge on the part of availa ble leader s
regard ing the techni ques of group organi zation and
operat ion.
The difficulty of keepin g local intere st sustai ned in a nation al
progra mme is felt keenly both in Farm Radio Forum and in Cit-
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izens' Forum . Expor t trade, for instan ce, means mainl y .apples
to the Annap olis Valley farmer , meat, poultr y or dairy produ cts
to the Centra l Canad ian, and wheat to the Prairi e farmer .
A Citize ns' Forum progra mme on labour proble ms means
somet hing quite differe nt in an indust rial city like Hamil ton,
Ontari o, from what it means in a small wester n town like Souris,
Manit oba or in the Peace River area. It is difficult to prepar e
broadc asts, study mater ial and discussion questi ons whioh appeal equall y to Forum s in all parts of the countr y. And it is
difficult to bring out the locaCsignificance of a broad nation al
or intern ationa l questi on. Yet the advan tage to be gained by a
nation al progra mme in respec t to nation al unity and citizen ship
outwe igh the ,a dvanta ges to be gained by a numbe r of local
progra mmes dealin g with specific regional problems. Perha ps
in the future a way will be found of meetin g both local and
nation al requir ement s.
Althou gh both Farm and Citize ns' Forum have denied
officially many times that they have connection with any political party, many people contin ue to hurl the accusa tion of
partisa nship at both of them. One has only to look at the
sponsorship to see how foolish this accusa tion is. Neithe r the
Canad ian Association for Adult Educa tion nor the Canad ian
Broad castin g Corpo ration could afford to become a mouth piece
for any politic al party, and it is of course contra ry to their
policies. The same is true of the Canad ian Feder ation of
Agriculture, which receives its financial suppo rt from the leadin g
farm produ cer organi zation s in all provinces. It is writte n into
the C.F.A . consti tution that the Federa tion shall be non-p artisan .
Provin cially too, the Forum progra mmes are suppo rted by
govern ments repres enting all the leading politic al partie s in
Canad a.
The proble m of financing provin cial Forum offices is a vital one
for the future of the Forum progra mmes. Admin istrati on
of the Forum group s has to be done provin cially in a count ry as
large as Canad a, but how to raise the funds to do this for a noncommercial projec t is a tremen dous problem. Both projec ts
have been helped by provin cial Depar tment s of Educa tion and
by Exten sion Depar tment s of Universities. Depar tment s of
Agricu lture have given assista nce to Farm Forum in all provinces.
Farm Forum has been fortun ate also in being able to
appea l to agricu ltural organi zation s for help.
Collections
or feej,j from the Citize ns' and Farm Forum. groups provid e
additi onal funds. Exper ience has proved that the best organi za-

RADIO AS INSTRUMENT OF DEMOCRACY

177

tional work can be done by arousing the interest of local leaders,
but there must be a well-staffed provincial office to cope with
the co-ordination of organization activity, the mailings, summarizing of findings and general publicity.
Finally, since the Forum programmes are doing pioneering
work, they are of necessity feeling their way and experimenting
in the techniques of group organization and operation. The
available leaders are all relatively inexperienced. This is true
on all levels-national, provincial and local. It is hoped that
experience and training will produce more skilful leadership
in the future, and more effective methods of adult education
through study groups.
None of the problems facing Citizens' and Farm Forums is
insurmountable. In districts where interest is keen, the Forum
programmes gather adherents as a snowball gathers snow.
If this potential interest could be aroused among the people in
all the rural areas, villages, towns and cities of Canada, we would
have the most enlightened citizenry on the face of the earth and
our government would be the most truly democratic. If this
seems too visionary an ideal, we can at least strive to have the
Forums become tho leavon in our democracy, and we can look
to the time when, through the participation and sense of responsibility thus engendered in our citizens, our national way of
life will truly represent "democracy on the march."

