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On Monday, Prime Minister Stephen Harper welcomed Jamaican Prime Minister Portia Simpson-Miller for an official visit marking 50 years of bilateral relations between the two Commonwealth countries. While the focus of the visit was Canadian investment in Jamaica, the Queen’s role as head of state in both nations was also a noted topic. While Mr. Harper has promoted the monarchy’s role in Canadian history and political culture in recent years, Ms. Simpson-Miller has expressed clear republican sentiments despite her personal regard for the Queen.

During a joint press conference with Mr. Harper in Ottawa, Ms. Simpson-Miller said: “I do not believe in Jamaica you can find anyone that is a greater fan or admirer of the Queen than I am. But we came through from slavery to colonialism, from colonialism to adult suffrage, from adult suffrage to our independence. And we feel that the time is really right for us to be able to determine our form of government.”

During the same press conference, Mr. Harper said the future of the Jamaican monarchy was “strictly a question for Jamaicans.” Although their dialogue suggests that the Queen plays a similar role in both Canada and Jamaica, the two countries’ constitutional monarchies actually have significant differences that prevent the Jamaican case from serving as a precedent for debates regarding the future of the Canadian monarchy.

In Canada, the final court of appeal has been the Supreme Court of Canada since 1949. In Jamaica, the highest judiciary body available for Jamaicans remains the Privy Council in the United Kingdom. This arrangement has caused tensions between Jamaica and Britain because the Privy Council is against the death penalty, which enjoys wide support among Jamaicans. Ms. Simpson-Miller’s argument that the 50th anniversary of independence from the U.K. should be marked by the introduction of a Jamaican-born head of state is also a call for an independent judiciary that reflects national sentiments regarding sentencing.

There have been other tensions in Anglo-Jamaican relations that haven’t occurred in Canada. In 2003, the British government introduced a visa program that required Jamaicans to pay large fees to acquire the necessary documents to enter the U.K. These fees and requirements are highly unpopular in Jamaica, where citizens could previously travel to Britain visa-free, in the same manner as Canadians. The introduction of expensive visas for Jamaican visitors prompted a national debate about the value of having the same head of state as the British.

There are also subtle differences between Canadian and Jamaican attitudes toward the monarchy. In Canada, support for the future of Canada’s constitutional monarchy is closely linked to popular regard for the Royal Family. After the Queen’s celebration of Canada Day on Parliament Hill in 2010 and the wedding and Canadian tour of the Duke and Duchess of Cambridge in 2011, Canadian support for continuing the constitutional monarchy after the Queen’s death increased by 10 points, according to an Ipsos Reid poll.

In contrast, there’s a long history in Jamaica of separating personal regard for the Royal Family from opposition to British rule. Jamaicans admired King George III’s refusal to take sugar in his tea to protest the cruel treatment of slaves on Caribbean sugar plantations, and Queen Victoria’s moral abhorrence of slavery. This personal respect for individual monarchs did not deter Jamaicans from seeking autonomy for their island. Ms. Simpson-Miller demonstrated this separation of personal and political opinion this past year when she warmly welcomed Prince Harry to Jamaica to celebrate the Queen’s Diamond Jubilee but maintained her support for a Jamaican republic.

Mr. Harper is correct to observe that the future of the monarchy in Jamaica is a matter for Jamaicans to determine alone. Elizabeth II’s role as Queen of Jamaica differs significantly from her role as Queen of Canada, reflecting the different judicial systems, foreign affairs and public opinion in these two Commonwealth countries.

