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Dedication

This book is dedicated to the open educational community and, also, to the
reconciliation generation — on whom so many hopes are pinned.
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About the Book

Canadian History: Post-Confederation was written by John Douglas Belshaw. This book is a part of the BC Open
Textbook project. This book is the second in a two part collection by this author; also see Canadian History: Pre-
Confederation.

In October 2012, the BC Ministry of Advanced Education announced its support for the creation of open
textbooks for the 40 highest-enrolled first- and second-year subject areas in the province’s public post-secondary
system.

Open textbooks are open educational resources (OER); they are instructional resources created and shared in ways
so that more people have access to them. This is a different model than traditionally copyrighted materials. OER
are defined as “teaching, learning, and research resources that reside in the public domain or have been released
under an intellectual property license that permits their free use and re-purposing by others” (Hewlett Foundation).

BC Open Textbooks are licensed using a Creative Commons license, and are offered in various e-book formats
free of charge or as printed books that are available at cost.

For more information about this project, please contact opentext@bccampus.ca. If you are an instructor using this
book for a course, please let us know.
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And a shout-out to the Ministry of Advanced Education (AVED). The open textbook initiative came from the
Ministry a few years ago with significant resources attached. The results have been remarkable and British
Columbia is now, pound-for-pound and ounce-for-ounce, the leading jurisdiction in this field. This is worth
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are just such a moment. It marks a watershed in the national, social, legal, moral, cultural, environmental, and
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am glad to have lived in a time when so many voices are set free and allowed to speak. As a Canadian who lives
on the unceded territory of three Aboriginal communities, I acknowledge the contribution made to this history by
Inuit, First Nations, and Métis peoples.

Family and friends have provided encouragement in the course of this enterprise, though none more than Diane
Purvey. How often can I thank you? As this project reached its conclusion we lost our cat and companion of 21
years, Reepicheep, without whose demands for feeding and entertaining I might never have got out of my chair. I
shall not be able to think of the open textbook without remembering her as well.

Finally, although many people have contributed to what is great about Canadian History: Post-Confederation,
only one individual may lay claim to its faults, and that is me.
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Preface

The interesting times in which I have been fortunate to live include the 1960s — most of which I remember. On
reflection, what stands out is how one age seemed to be closing while another opened.

We started school days with The Lord’s Prayer, until that stopped. At assemblies we sang God Save the Queen,
until we did so no longer. There was one particularly fearsome Grade 4 teacher who kept a strap in the top drawer
of her desk and she wasn’t afraid to use it, until she was no longer permitted to do so. There was a class project on
the new flag and bitter muttering on the part of the plentiful WWII vets in the neighbourhood about losing the old
Red Ensign. We stopped singing God Save the Queen in favour of O Canada, the lyrics of which changed a few
years later. (I remain conflicted as to which version I should sing at sporting events.) We used Imperial measures
until, in 7th Grade, Canada annoyingly went metric.

All the children in my class were White, with the possible exception of a small number who might now be
comfortable identifying as Métis; I don’t remember more than a couple of Chinese Canadians in the whole school.
By the end of the 1960s there were Indo-Canadians in our suburban neighbourhood, a pioneer wave of the Asian
immigration that would transform Greater Vancouver’s demographics in the ‘70s and ‘80s. Homosexuality, in
those days, was illegal and punishable in brutal ways; consequently no one was “gay”, a term that itself would
not emerge for nearly decade. “Normal” was carefully policed. For the most part “diversity” was a couple of
Ukrainian families, a very small contingent of Catholics, and an African-Canadian household. Not much diversity,
really.

The focus was on belonging, not on differentness. There was a profoundly nationalistic world’s fair in Montreal in
1967, and we all learned rather sappy nationalistic songs, which we sang at the top of our little nationalistic lungs.
The world was divided neatly into Leafs fans and Habs fans until, in 1970, the Canucks joined the NHL.

Our mothers were all stay-at-home housewives, or at least that’s how it seemed. Many of them, my own included,
had been Canadian Women’s Army Corps (CWACs) or nurses during World War 11, a couple were war-brides,
some had worked in the Vancouver shipyards. My mother had a piece of shrapnel that nearly claimed her life
during the Blitz in London, and she had been involved in the relief of a concentration camp in Germany. She
wasn’t the only woman whose quiet life in suburbia was in sharp contrast with dramas in the past. By the end of
the ‘60s many of her cohort were shedding domesticity and finding their way back into employment.

Our parents — nearly all of them, it seemed — had false teeth; women talked about the wisdom of getting their
chompers pulled in their early 20s because, after all, who had the time or money for dental pain and surgery?

XV
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Then, rather suddenly, dental hygiene became a suburban cult and people just got caps, but nothing more, for the
one or two “Chiclets” they lost playing ball or hockey.

The other thing about teeth was they were almost always stained yellow by tobacco. Black and white television
— a technology that persisted until around 1969 in our household — spared us from the worst blemishes and
disfigurements of world leaders. Those who had hung around since the 1950s or earlier all had the same puffy and
jowly faces, haggard and creased like old leather shoes. The suits they wore seldom fit well. Their wives always
seemed terrifically myopic. Then, overnight, they were all replaced by angular, smooth-featured, telegenic, less
Kremlinesque figures who didn’t wear trilbies or fedoras. Diefenbaker and Pearson, like Dwight Eisenhower and
Harold MacMillan, were all born in the 19th century.

Kennedy and Trudeau were not part of that generation. In fact, the new generation of leaders and journalists were
born after the Great War, the war to end all wars, the war that had an even bigger sequel, the war that everyone
feared would turn out to be the first in a trilogy with a still bigger atomic finish. One of my earliest memories
of watching the TV news — and this is something I recall with uncharacteristic clarity — came during the Cuban
Missile Crisis of 1962. I was nearly five years old. They presented a map that showed the probable striking-range
of Soviet nuclear missiles launched from Cuba. I was pleased to see — and to have confirmed by my parents — that
although Toronto and Montreal would be incinerated (too bad about the Habs, I remember thinking), Vancouver
was just beyond the missiles’ reach.

Being part of the baby boom generation, even a later part of it, means that most of my memories are in some
measure shared with a very large share of the current Canadian population. People my age and older talk about
where they were when John Kennedy was shot, Woodstock (c’mon, I was 10 — of course I didn’t go), and hearing
The Beatles’ Yellow Submarine played repeatedly — yes, the entire album — on one of a small number of rock radio
stations. This was another way in which our lives changed: Media was being transformed. Suburban flocks of
birds roosted on ridiculous television antennae on long poles attached and lashed like tallship masts to the rooftops
of homes. Ours picked up two local stations, a redundant channel from Victoria, and a slightly exotic CBS station
from over the border in Washington State. Occasionally a phantom station — Channel 11 from Tacoma — would
come in clear enough to make out a few foggy images. Then cable arrived and we had twelve channels, albeit
still in black and white. The rooftop antennae were dismantled and redeployed as badminton net posts. FM radio
arrived around the same time, utterly changing our music choices and sources of information. The possibility of
another Yellow Submarine moment — when everyone in the country listened to the same album on the same day —
had passed.

These changes are recalled in one way or another by almost everyone my age who grew up in Canada’s cities
and suburbs in the 1960s. In some respects they are sharply Canadian memories; in others they are borrowed
wholesale from the United States. As a historian, I look over this flotsam and jetsam of baby boom nostalgia and
see transitions and continuities, the end of one vision of Canada leading seamlessly into a very different set of
expectations.

The country turned 100 years old in 1967. In this respect it was a success. It had endured a whole century,
during which time it had grown geographically, matured technologically, and — in the twenty-five years before
the Centennial — transformed economically. Ironically, Canada was about to enter into a period of renegotiated
federalism, an age of uncertainty in which the dissolution of the Dominion was a real possibility. Bombs were
exploding in mailboxes in Montreal; political hostages were murdered; martial law was declared. People —
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informed and rational people — would talk seriously about the possibility of border wars along the Labrador
frontier and in the Eastern Townships. Our current culture places a high value on ironic detachment; in the 1960s
and ‘70s the joys and trials of being a Canadian were enough to reduce folks to genuine tears.

Canada since 1867

This textbook introduces aspects of the history of Canada since Confederation. “Canada” in this context includes
Newfoundland and all the other parts that come to be aggregated into the Dominion after 1867.

Where it begins is relatively easy to pinpoint. Where it ends is not. We are now well into the 21st century. Our
feet have crossed the threshold and the welcome mat as well. Some of the developments of the new millennium
are possible to contextualize in longer histories, while others, of course, are too recent to interpret. History is not
tea-leaves waiting to be read: We cannot reasonably predict how events will unfold based on what has occurred
in the last 10 or 20 years. What can be shown, however, are the many ways in which the past pursues us into the
future, clinging to our heels and ankles, refusing to release us entirely or ever. This is one reason why we study
history.

Another benefit of history is to grow analytically. Being able to interpret evidence and to revisit established
versions of events is key to being a good historian and an alert human being. There are historical traditions about
Canada that arise in the 19th and 20th century that merit revisiting. Demonstrating how that work has been done
and suggesting ways in which you might continue that work is part of the purpose of this textbook.

The Challenge of Canada

Canadian history since 1867 involves an over-arching constitutional narrative: the story of a country forged not
in fire but at a bargaining table. How it transforms from a mutually convenient administrative arrangement into a
country for which individuals have real sentiments and a collectivity that can and occasionally does accomplish
something of consequence is, certainly, at the heart of that story. As well, however, it is the story of how “Canada”
— initially a consortium of four rather bickersome colonies — came to dominate half of a continent. Inevitably
that tale involves the imposition of one group’s rule over others. Canada is an empire in its own right. It has
had its own colonies and it continues to engage with certain of its citizens in ways that can only be described as
“colonial”. As well, it is an economic machine. The British North America Act was designed in part to enshrine
the private ownership of property, facilitate commerce, and enable the making of profit. It is an artifact and an
instrument of 19th century capitalism and, as such, it has framed relations between social classes. And, at the very
heart of Canada there is an implicit assumption about the relationship between humanity and the environment.
It was originally called the Dominion of Canada to distinguish it from the Republic to the south and the United
Kingdom to the east. The word derives from the biblical story of Genesis, in which humanity is given “dominion
over the fish of the sea, and over the fowl of the air, and over the cattle, and over all the Earth.” As a nation of
“hewers of wood and drawers of water,” Canadians have imposed themselves with force on their landscape and,
occasionally, on one another.

This makes the writing and reading and understanding of Canada challenging. An older generation of historians
of Canada emphasized the ways in which the country grew politically and as a civic experiment. Alternative
identities, such as those described by gender, sexual orientation, race, Aboriginality, and social class (to name only
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a few), were viewed by older historians as divisive. Canadian historians since the 1980s have struggled with this
task of describing a people and a nation at the same time when the two things are not, clearly, the same thing.

Organization

Much of this text follows thematic lines. Each chapter moves chronologically but with alternative narratives
in mind. What Aboriginal accounts must we place in the foreground? Which structures (economic or social)
determine the range of choices available to human agents of history? What environmental questions need to be
raised to gain a more complete understanding of choices made in the past and their ramifications?

Each chapter is comprised of several sections and some of those are further divided. In many instances you will
encounter original material that has been contributed by writers other than myself. These sections are the work
of university historians from across Canada who are leaders in their respective fields. They provide a diversity
of voices on the subject of the nation’s history and, thus, an opportunity for you to experience some of the
complexities of understanding and approaching the past.

Pedagogical Tools

Canadian History: Post-Confederation includes several learning and teaching assets. The first section (the x.1) of
each chapter includes Learning Objectives. These are, I think, consistent with what most introductory Canadian
History courses hope to accomplish.

Key Points are provided in most chapter sections. These are intended to help you identify issues of over-arching
importance. There are, of course, other “key points” to be found in the chapters, so do read carefully.

Recent interviews with historians from across Canada have been captured in video clips that are embedded
throughout this book. These, and links to other videos, are highlighted by placing them in a shaded textbox. If you
reading a hard copy or e-reader, refer to the web version of this book (https://opentextbc.ca/postconfederation) to
view these videos.

At the end of each chapter, the Summary section includes additional features: Key Terms, Short Answer Exercises,
and Suggested Readings. The key terms are bolded in the text, but it is likely that there are additional (or fewer)
terms for which you’d like to see definitions. One of the advantages of an open textbook is that you can do
something about that. The key terms are collected in a Glossary at the very end of the textbook. The Short Answer
Exercises are a means of testing your understanding of the material covered. And, of course, the Suggested
Readings are there to help you launch your research and further your voyage of discovery into the history of
Canada and its peoples. Everything listed in the Suggested Readings ought to be available through your university
or college library.

You will also find Exercises throughout the textbook. No one likes doing exercises but, then, no one likes that
cramped feeling you get from sitting too long in front of the computer either. Think of these as a chance to
stretch and renew yourself as you work your way through the textbook. They are designed as a chance to get
you thinking like a historian. And one of the things that historians do is see the past around them manifest in
buildings, landscapes, faces, music, plants and animals, and even smells. For the mind that is trained to understand
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history, historical processes, and historical actors, the world is perceptible in many dimensions. It is an incredibly
impressive feeling and we want to share it with you.

Nomenclature

What is Canada? Is it what it encloses now or what it was on 1 July 18677 Is it its people or its geography? These
sound, probably, like hair-splitting questions but think about it for a moment. Much of the Acadian population in
the Maritimes was sent into exile in 1755, where large numbers of their descendants remain today. If Canadian
history is about the “Canadian” people, then the Acadians are part of that story, regardless of their zipcode. In
the 19th century Euro-North Americans drew brutally straight lines across the continent and, in the process,
chopped in half the Niitsitapi Confederacy, sheered off large Anishinaabe communities from one another, and
deeply inconvenienced the St6:10 of the Fraser Valley. So, whose history are we studying and to what extent are
we really concerned with the “Canadian peoples”? If we prefer to look at the geography as the determining factor,
what if this course stopped in 1948? No Newfoundland! But since we cover the time since the union of the two
Dominions, Canada inherits Newfoundland’s history as though it were some kind of dowry. What if, just imagine,
Canada annexed the Turks and Caicos Islands in the West Indies? Or Belize? This might sound ridiculous but
the proposal to do so has been made several times over the last century or so. Would “Canada” thus inherit their
history as well? Could Manitobans thereafter intone on their Mayan heritage the way those of us who have never
been to Newfoundland have appropriated the story of Guglielmo Marconi’s telegraph breakthrough in St. John’s
in 1902?

The point is that we make some choices about what is to be covered, and those choices are often arbitrary. That
should not stop us, however, from remembering that the decision of Newfoundlanders to join Confederation in
1949 was not inevitable; nor does it delete the island colony’s own historical identity. What it does, however, is
reveal the extent to which “Canadian” history is “national” rather than transnational or even hypernational.1

The same is true, if not more so, of Aboriginal peoples in Canada. The First Nations have histories that are vastly
older than Confederation. The period since 1867 may have presented challenges to Aboriginal communities — no
one would argue otherwise — but it is, in terms of time and historical encounters, a blip on the radar screen. The
depth of First Nations’ history is not a topic into which this textbook goes, but it is one that this textbook assumes.
To that end, the nomenclature preferred by Aboriginal groups is, as often as possible, used here. If the Heiltsuk
tell us that they have always been Heiltsuk and that “Bella Bella” was just a convenient term used by Europeans,
who am I — a Euro-Canadian — to question that? Heiltsuk it is, then. The question of terminology, however, is
complicated by centuries of colonialism. If you’re reading a 19th century account of Aboriginal-White relations,
you’re bound to encounter the colonial terms. To help, this textbook provides the current (and usually ancestral)
name along with the most well-known alternative where it seems appropriate to do so. For example: Niitsitapi
(aka: Blackfoot); St6:16 (Coast Salish); Innu (Montagnais or Naskapi).

As is the case with the companion text, Canadian History: Pre-Confederation, an exception to this rule has
been made of the Cree. In the post-1867 period the various people associated with this term — whose lands
stretch from northern Quebec west through Ontario and across the central plains to northern Alberta — have
developed a common, if occasionally fragmented, collective identity. The use of “Cree” may be problematic and
even artificial, but it has been reinforced by the experience of the Numbered Treaties and Canadian imperialism,

. On this topic, see Allan Greer, "National, Transnational, and Hypernational Historiographies: New France Meets Early American
History," Canadian Historical Review, 91, 4 (2010): 695-724.
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and sustained by a shared language and historical heritage. For want of a better metaphor, Cree is used as a flag
of convenience here.

Inevitably the word “Indian” comes into play. There was, of course, a Department of Indian Affairs and a slew of
Indian Residential Schools. Journalists spilled gallons of ink on various “Indian issues”, and Aboriginal leaders
themselves appropriated the term. I have endeavoured to use these vexed terms with historic accuracy and with
sensitivity; I would encourage you to do the same.

Think Like a Historian

There are ways to get history wrong. Clearly, events that come after cannot be used to explain events that came
before (not causally, although they may reveal something of intent). The person that a historical figure becomes
is not the person that they once were; We might look for evidence of poor ethical choices in the youth of John
A. Macdonald to explain how he winds up entangled in the Pacific Scandal, but the Pacific Scandal does not
prove that he was always morally lax. As well, the absence of something does not prove that it once existed.
(Given the fact that the universe is overwhelmingly an airless and gravity-free blackness, there’s clearly no truth
to the rumour that nature abhors a vacuum.) An outcome with which we have become comfortable (e.g.: Allied
victory in 1945) is by no means pre-determined. And it is very seldom the case that human beings have no choice:
Sometimes they have alternatives that are simply very bad alternatives. That doesn’t mean they are not historic
actors; it just means they are historic actors faced with rotten decisions.

Of all the historic fallacies and bad practices, the one that looms largest in a subject area like modern history is that
of presentism. This is the representation of the current state of affairs as the pinnacle of historic development. It
projects current circumstances into the past in such a way as to suggest a direct connection between earlier events
and the here and now. For example, one often reads that it is thanks to the sacrifices made in the Great War that
we enjoy the freedoms we have today. This, of course, eclipses generations of struggle to translate the events of
1914-18 into laws that actually provide real “freedoms”. It overlooks the many challenges to those “freedoms™
in the interim. It pays no heed to the fact that “our freedoms” are not shared by everyone equally and so are
demonstrably not “our” freedoms at all. Worse, it has the immodesty to assume that our “freedoms” are greater
and/or better than those of past generations. Worst of all, it neglects to consider how one might consider those
sacrifices if “freedoms” were to be lost. I write this in the shadow of the passing of Bill C-51, which — palpably
— reduces the freedoms of some if not all members of our country with an eye to mitigating a perceived terrorist
threat. I do not judge this legislation here but I do say this: We now have fewer freedoms than we did a few months
ago. In that light, should one interpret the events of WWI thus? It is due to the sacrifices made in those terrible
years of conflict that many Canadians feel their rights have been compromised.

The point is to look at the past and people in the decades and centuries gone by as acting and living in the past. If
they hoped for a future, they certainly didn’t have yours in mind. The present is special; so too is the past.
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Figure 1.2 “Benched” — a collectors’ card in the Canadian Hockey
Girl series of 1903. Artefacts like this one remind us that the past
may be a foreign country, but it’s not necessarily a dull, old place.

Canada is a physically difficult place to govern and a difficult place to adequately conceive of as well. Culturally
it presents enormous and largely unique challenges. There are other bilingual countries, such as Belgium, but they
are typically small countries. There are other nations that claim vast territories, such as the United States, Russia,
and China, but their populations are comparatively gigantic. There are other federations, though most share some
definitive historic moment or condition that binds them together (revolutionary America, isolated Australia, and
post-Berlin Wall Germany come to mind). Some former colonies threw off the imperial yoke in such a way as to
create a common vocabulary of independence, but Canada did not. Internal division between communities in some
countries — Northern Ireland, Spain, and South Africa, to cite only three examples from the developed nations —
were bloody and lethal in the 20th century; by contrast, Canada’s internal fractures seem much less severe. How,
then, did the exercise of creating, managing, and living within a country of this scale and complexity play out in
the 19th and 20th centuries?

The Long 19th Century

Eric Hobsbawm (1917-2012), a historian of Britain and the world, coined the term “the long 19th century” to
describe the period from the French Revolution (1789) to the outbreak of global war in 1914. It is a useful
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concept because, first, it invites us to think outside of calendar boundaries and look at long-term trends in human
experience; and second, it underlines the persistence and continuity of historic relations rather than focusing
on less consequential ruptures. In the long 19th century the ideals of democracy spread across Europe and the
Atlantic. Indeed, one could argue that this process began a decade sooner in what would become the United States.
Regardless, it influences the development of colonial cultures like those in British North America. The three
ideals of the French Revolution — liberté, égalité, fraternité — make it possible to question institutions like slavery,
and they provide a vocabulary with which to challenge oligarchies and exploitative employers later, in the age of
industrialization.

This set of beliefs becomes foundational to the 19th century philosophy of liberalism. The individual —
understood to be, in practice, an adult male — has rights; such a concept would have been impossible to sustain
before the 1780s and yet it was generally embraced around the time of Confederation. When one looks at the
history of colonies in the 17th and the 18th centuries, one finds a much more biological language of settlement,
population, and sustenance. The village and the commons, the seigneury and the Clergy Reserves are all more
corporate ways of seeing the world. By the late 19th century the homestead emerges as a model of colonization
based on the emergent ideal of the nuclear family. The paternalism of earlier generations does not go away, but
it is refashioned so as to emphasize the authority of the senior adult male in a household of dependants rather than
the relationship of many males to the seigneur, or the lord of the manor, or the slave owner.

This kind of liberalism is difficult to escape when one looks at Canada from 1867-1914. Loyalty to the
monarchy is unshaken and there is important continuity there but, in practical terms, Parliament in Ottawa and in
Westminster is sovereign. And it becomes sovereign by the will of the electorate. Every addition to the landscape
of Canada is conceived within the context of a language of individual rights: voters’ rights, land rights, the
freedom to believe in whatever creed appeals (providing it is Christian), and a vocabulary of reciprocal obligations
to the maintenance and protection of the source of these liberties. It is for this reason that so many conflicts
undertaken in the years from 1850-1918 are conceptualized as battles for freedom and the protection of liberties.
This is a kind of language almost reflexively associated with the United States but it resonates around the Atlantic
rim and across Canada in 1914 every bit as much. Too, the Canadian version incorporates the notion of freedom
from the United States. This aspect is invoked in 1869-70 when talk of American annexation of Rupert’s Land
catalyzes Canadian imperialism in the West; it is invoked again in 1885 when Louis Riel returns from exile in
the United States to lead further resistance to Canadian authority. At that juncture we see collective identities —
Métis, Aboriginal, and others — being invoked by Riel and others (some in Quebec) as concepts equivalent to if
not greater than that of the individual. The victory of Canada in the North-West Rebellion is, therefore, interpreted
by the Canadians themselves as a triumph of democratic and individual values over something closer to “tribal,”
an concept that is dismissed as older and less progressive.

Progress and Modernity

Indeed, no word so fully captures the spirit of the 19th and 20th centuries as “progress.” It is bound inexorably
with the notion of modernity. Clearly, social changes occurred repeatedly in the pre-19th century world but the
combination of scientific and philosophical developments led to a widespread belief that the past was largely static
and the present — not to mention the future — were domains of positive transformation. Scientific knowledge —
progress — was increasingly viewed as key to improving human life and social conditions. As society progressed,
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so too would the individual. Progress thus became an all-consuming force, a tide of change that led in only one
direction: toward continuous improvement.

Among historical writers, this view of onward-and-upward change was embodied by the Whig School. They
looked to the past for evidence of human, social, and material progress and understood recent historical events as
further proof that the world was improving. Indeed, this has proved to be a powerful and persistent way of viewing
past events and peoples. If we are the product of progress, then those who came before us were necessarily less
advantaged and we are merely a stage on the path toward something better still. It is a view that does not easily
accommodate setbacks and, of course, it privileges what it views as progressively valuable: reason, democracy,
rights, equality, greater human numbers, technological innovation, the conquest of nature, and so on. It is no
coincidence that the ideals of progress are contemporary with the ideas associated with biological evolution and
Charles Darwin.

The whole package came to be understood as “modernity.” The modern world is marked by a break with the pre-
modern. Science versus superstition; individual merit and upward social mobility versus a life-sentence in a single
social class determined by the status of one’s parents; cities rather than the countryside. In each respect, modernity
constitutes a revolution in its own right, a rejection of the norms of previous centuries wherein authority resided
in the landed gentry and the clergy.

Modern Canada was, as one might expect, created in the forges of modernity. The values of that day and age were
hard-wired into its constitution, and many were embraced and advanced by advocates of the new nation-state
dominion. In this sense, the history of Canada since 1867 is the story of an idea: modernity. Much else happened,
to be sure, but this intellectual context — one that is shared and advanced by more than 150 years worth of media
and educational institutions — is not to be ignored.

Contrary Winds

There are contradictions bolted onto the framework of late 19th century modernism. The most outstanding and
portentous of these are race, class, and gender. While the individual was increasingly viewed as a self-defining
and free-acting agent of his (definitely “his”) destiny, that doesn’t mean that the modern mind is free of the
notion of collectivities and categories. Racial categories were widely accepted as commonsensical, scientific,
and essentially immutable. These categories extended to what we might now think of as ethnicities or visible
minorities in a culture dominated by what were increasingly called “Caucasians”: White Europeans descended
mostly from the British or French. The emergence of the industrial working class produced a collective response
to grim working conditions, poor compensation for labour, and political oppression. That collective response —
which sometimes took the form of labour organizations like unions — was viewed by the Canadian middle- and
upper-classes (and by many artisans as well) as corrosive of individual values. Finally, the language of individual
rights was challenged very directly by the call for women’s rights. So long as the definition of individual was
inherently male, movements that were led by women (mostly middle-class women at that) and which called for
social reform, electoral reform, and general equality for women would be viewed by the male establishment as
problematic at several levels.

And here is the twofold contradiction. Generations that called for individual rights denied them to groups that
were described as collectivities outside of the paradigm of individualism. That’s one contradiction. Individual
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Aboriginal people, individual Asian immigrants, individual women from any quadrant of Canadian society —
they were all denied individual rights and equality. What’s more, in racializing the Chinese and the First Nations,
White Canada racialized itself. In classifying working people as an other, middle-class Canada held up a mirror
to itself as a distinct social element with its own collective identity. In essentializing women as a population that
lacked a claim on rights, or the intellectual, moral, or physical ability to participate in civic life alongside men,
male Canadians were essentializing themselves as a set of values at the same time.

In so many respects the Great War challenged these perspectives and changed the course of modernity. Before
conscription there was voluntarism — the individual male choosing to serve king and country. Women’s suffrage
was repeatedly rejected, as were working-class demands for improved conditions and wages. As the war wore
on, however, women gained the vote, the relationship of labour and the state was revisited, and conscription was
introduced to override individual choice and (without irony) to force Canadian males to fight for their liberty.

The Short 20th Century

Whether measured from August 1914 or the Treaty of Versailles that ended the Great War, the “short 20th century”
is said to have concluded in 1991. The collapse of Europe’s old dynastic regimes gave way to a century of modern
nation-building, the rise of two conflicting ideologies and, after 1945, two superpowers. It ends with the fall of
the Berlin Wall and the Soviet Union. In this phase, modernity becomes bound up in the nature of industrial and
commercial production, comprehensive liberal democracies at odds with tyrannies on the right and left, a more
expansive state that moves into fields associated with energy production, healthcare, and social welfare, and a
reconsideration of race and inclusion.

For Canadians the short 20th century starts badly. The economy is in tatters on the eve of the Great War and
it barely recovers in the Interwar period. The prosperity of the post-World War 1II era is all the more important,
historically, because of the long period of denial and hardship that preceded it. Racism and xenophobia were
commonplace during World War I, and they never fully abated. There were internment camps for the enemy
population in WWI whose loyalty to foreign and hostile regimes was assumed to be visceral and not a matter of
choice. These would be reopened and expanded in the 1930s to house unemployed men, and then again in 1939-45
when Italian, German, and Japanese Canadians found their liberties severely curtailed. Asian and Aboriginal
Canadians would have to wait until 1948 and 1960 respectively to get the franchise and access to professions that
racist legislation previously closed off. Working-class movements were lively and effective in the years between
1914-1920, but they were so in the face of considerable opposition. Women (that is, White women) got the vote,
but their conditions under the law were largely unchanged from Victorian constraints.

Two World Wars and a Cold War later, Canada was a very different place from what it had been in 1867. In the
space of little more than a century it passed from industrialization through de-industrialization. Its city centres
transformed from commercial centres, to industrial hubs, to hollowed out postwar strips, to revitalized and densely
repopulated metropolitan capitals. Gender roles transformed repeatedly with no apparent constant course of
direction for many decades. Aboriginal peoples, who were systematically contained on small pockets of land with
their movements restricted, their choices narrowed, and their culture under continuous assault, found themselves
increasingly taking a leading role in redefining and reorienting the country as a whole. These themes of change
and contradiction are at the heart of the history of Canada since Confederation — the theme of continuity is as
well.
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1.1 Introduction
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Figure 1.1 Canada’s territorial evolution from 1867 to 2003.

Canada in 1867 covered an area roughly equivalent to the original Thirteen Colonies of Britain — the core
elements of the United States of America (U.S.) in 1783. However, Ontario (formerly Canada West), Quebec
(formerly Canada East), New Brunswick, and Nova Scotia were much more sparsely populated, and the new
Dominion was a curious mix of highly concentrated and urban populations on the one hand, and overwhelmingly
rural and remote on the other. For example, much of southern Ontario was farmland, and the northern coastline
of Lake Superior was forestry and mining territory in which only small clusters of Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal
people lived. There was some degree of industrialization underway from which a Canadian working class
emerged. Cities like Hamilton, Ontario transformed from leafy commercial towns in the 1850s to smoky industrial
engines in the late 1860s. The former colonies — now “provinces” — were not uniformly happy to be part of the
new federation. Britain’s role in the post-1867 era was still unclear. Indeed, the meaning of the new federal union
of colonies (and, to be clear, although they were provinces they were all still colonies as well) was not entirely
obvious to the British North Americans themselves.

Historians have debated for many years just what was accomplished in the British North America Act (BNA
Act) of 1867. There is the matter of what the so-called “Fathers of Confederation” believed they were doing and
agreeing to. And there was also the question of Britain’s objectives: The new constitution might have signaled
greater decision-making autonomy when it came to internal matters, but there was no suggestion of colonial
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independence. What, too, did the rest of the British North Americans — the people of the Plains and British
Columbia, for example — believe was underway? Was the BNA Act a pivotal moment for them? And what of
the Aboriginal peoples whose ancestral and current territories were now captured within the boundaries of the
new “Dominion”? This chapter summarizes the steps that led to the new constitution, and identifies the many
peoples who both comprised the emergent country and who were soon (or not so soon) going to be entangled in
Canadian expansionism. It may be convenient to think of 1 July 1867 as a new beginning but it was, in a great
many respects, more about continuity than change.

Learning Objectives

» Describe the political and economic background to Confederation.

+ Identify the principal features of the Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people in the northern half of
North America.

» Explain the residual uncertainty about, and the hostility toward, the Canadian project.

Attributions

Figure 1.1
Canada provinces evolution 2 by Golbez is used under a CC-BY-SA-3.0 license.
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1.2 Historical Demography of Canada, 1608-1921

LISA DILLON, DEPARTEMENT DE DEMOGRAPHIE, UNIVERSITE DE MONTREAL

Sustained settlement of Canada by Europeans began in the St. Lawrence Valley, where the colony named “le
Canada” stretched over 500 km from Quebec City to present-day Montreal.' From its founding in 1608 by Samuel
de Champlain, the colony grew modestly until 1663, when the King of France, Louis XIV, and Jean-Baptiste
Colbert, his minister of finance, instituted measures for the colony to grow through natural increase. Male
immigrants dominated the colony in its early years, creating a severe sex ratio imbalance. However, between
1663 and 1673, the arrival of 716 filles du roi — French women whose immigration was financed by the King
— allowed marriages and families to form in more significant numbers.” By 1760, the population had risen
to 70,000.3 Considered a founder population, a population deriving from a small initial influx of immigrants,
present-day Quebecois who trace their origins to the French colonists are descended from just 8,573 men and
women who married, had children, and whose children married in turn.4

A family reconstitution database of the Quebec Catholic population, the Registre de la Population du Québec
Ancien (RPQA), allows us to trace the growth of this population throughout the French and British colonial
period. The Quebec population was long considered exceptional because of its very high fertility: Married women
bore on average seven to eight children, while women who lived a complete reproductive period could have
11 children. Since the inception of the RPQA database, scholars have emphasized the exceptionalism of this
population in terms of comparatively generous land availability for new farm establishment, concomitantly large
proportions of children marrying, and high fertility. More recent research, while confirming these trends, now
emphasizes the differentiation of patterns. Such research has shown that while most Quebec youths married,
eldest daughters had the highest propensity to marry and married the fastest, and about three-quarters of Quebec
children married in birth order.” Through high fertility and intermarriage, Quebec families developed dense
kinship networks: Nearly a quarter of families married their children in exchange marriages in which brothers

Hubert Charbonneau, Bertrand Desjardins, Jacques Légaré and Hubert Denis, “The Population of the St. Lawrence Valley, 1608-1760,” in
Michael Haines and Richard Steckel, eds., A Population History of North America (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000): 99.

The Programme de recherche en démographie historique (PRDH) list of the «Filles du Roi» (the King’s Daughters). Montreal: Université de
Montréal, http://www.genealogie.umontreal.ca/en/LesFillesDuRoi

Charbonneau et al., “Population of the St. Lawrence Valley,” 131.

Bertrand Desjardins, “La contribution différentielle des immigrants francais a la souche canadienne-francaise,” Annales de Normandie, no.3/
4 (2008): 74.
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and sisters married siblings from the same family.6 Fertility and mortality were intimately intertwined in this
population. Mothers who bore the largest number of children also experienced the highest infant losses;7 on the
other hand, women gave birth to their last child on average at age 40, and a late age at last birth was associated
with an older age at death.”

Over the course of the 18th and early 19th centuries, the Quebec population experienced increased pressure
and risks. While adult mortality remained stable, the growth of the colony and circulation of its inhabitants
resulted in rising infant mortality, which increased from 50 to 100 per thousand before 1700 to 250 to 300
per thousand in the period 1750-1775.” The colony passed from control of the French crown to the British
in 1760, joining Nova Scotia. Several thousand immigrants to Nova Scotia and the newly-formed colony of
New Brunswick arrived from the New England colonies, both before and after the American Revolution, with
a African-American community established in Nova Scotia. Meanwhile, the Quebec population continued to
grow exponentially. English-speaking immigrants from the United States also began to settle parts of present-
day Quebec and Ontario, while Nova Scotia and Prince Edward Island’s populations were boosted by British
immigrants, particularly Scottish Highlanders. The new colony at Red River likewise grew from Scottish sources
in these years. Following the War of 1812, the colonies of Upper and Lower Canada began to receive more British
immigrants in generall.10

Despite these important inflows, childbearing was an important source of Canadian population growth during the
19th century. McInnis estimates that between 1811-1861, when Canada grew from 511,000 persons to 3,175,000
persons, 84% of population growth was on account of natural increase — which makes natural growth more
important than irnrnigration.11 Quebec’s population itself increased thirteen-fold from 1761-1851; at the same
time, the mean size of farms declined by a third.”* Children who could not launch a farm household instead moved
to cities or to the United States. From 1840-1940, Lavoie estimates that one in ten French Canadians emigrated to
the U.S., of whom about two-thirds headed to New England.13

Sources of growth were countered by significant mortality rates. Infant mortality levels across 19th century
Canada differed on the basis of urban-rural residence and francophone and anglophone identity. The infant
mortality rate for all of Quebec (190 per thousand) was higher than that for Ontario (115) as well as New
Brunswick (132, excluding Saint John), Nova Scotia (120, excluding Halifax) and Prince Edward Island (116).14
Rising population density in Montreal and Quebec City created a sharp urban-rural contrast in death rates within
Quebec, with as many as 285 infant deaths per thousand births in Montreal."”

Although fertility was relatively high in mid-19th century Canada compared to European countries, it began to fall

Marianne Caron and Lisa Dillon, “Exchange marriages between sibsets: A sibling connection beyond marriage, Quebec 1660-1760,” Paper
presented to the IUSSP Conference, Busan, Korea, 2013, p.14.
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during the last third of the 19th century. Married couples began to limit their childbearing; in Ontario, declining
marital fertility has been linked to urban development and land availability. More recent research on Quebec
demonstrates class and ethnic differentials in childbearing behaviour, with French Canadian married women
manifesting higher fertility than their Quebec anglophone counterparts. Yet, among French Canadian women
alone, those living in medium-sized and large cities had lower fertility than rural French Canadian women.'
Intensive historical demographic research on Montreal has demonstrated further important cultural differences in
demographic behaviour. By 1901 in Montreal, the total fertility rate, or the average number of children a woman
would bear, with all married or unmarried women included in the measure, was 5.6 for French Catholics, 3.6 for
Irish Catholics and 3.9 for Protestants. The earlier age at marriage of French Catholic women accounted for this
ethnic differential: the percentage of women aged 20 to 24 who were married in Montreal during the 1890s was
43% for French Catholics, 32% for Irish Catholics, and 27% for Protestants. ~ These analyses portray a set of
distinct ethno-religious demographic regimes within the city which, with further research, could potentially be
generalized to the broader Canadian population.

Figure 1.2 The principal instrument of demographic history is the
census, particularly the enumerators’ ledgers, like this one from
Winnipeg in 1901.

Following Confederation, Canada expanded its territory to the Pacific coast; whereas the 1871 Census of Canada
enumerated the populations of New Brunswick, Nova Scotia, Quebec, and Ontario, the 1881 Census of Canada
encompassed provinces from British Columbia to Prince Edward Island (PEI). By 1901, the population numbered
5,371,000 and the country had undergone significant urbanization, with rapid growth in Montreal and Toronto
and the emergence of new cities to the west including Vancouver and Winnipeg.18 The first decade of the 20th
century was marked by a rate of immigration that was 2.8% of the average population; according to McInnis,
immigration in this decade was “one of the most pronounced episodes experienced by any nation in recorded
world history.”19 These new immigrants helped to populate the new western provinces, and by 1921, when Canada
numbered 8,788,000 persons, more than 25% of Canada’s population was living in BC and the Prairie provinces.20
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During these years, marital fertility in Canada continued to decline, but an increase in the proportion of women
marrying offset this trend.”’ Canadians suffered some 50,000 deaths from the Spanish flu epidemic of 1918-19,
notably in the age group 20 to 40 years.22 But more generally, infant mortality in Canada fell after 1910 on
account of improved sanitary practices, the creation of pasteurized milk distribution stations, and the promotion
of cleanliness in the care of infants.” Thus, western development, high immigration, rapid urbanization, and
declining fertility and mortality set the stage for “Canada’s century.”

Exercise: Think Like a Historian

The Manuscript Census

For anyone interested in demographics, family reconstitution, community histories, occupational mobility,
and many other population behaviours, the census-takers’ manuscript record is invaluable. As well,
they provide information on people who generally didn’t leave other kinds of records behind; children,
prisoners, and immigrant enclaves — like the Chinese — are all covered.

The job of census-taker was a small piece of patronage that was handed off to a party loyalist attached
to the local constituency. There were, necessarily, hundreds of census-takers in late 19th century Canada,
each one facing particular challenges, applying idiosyncratic methods, and demonstrating varying levels of
conscientiousness. In 1891 the census-taker in Kamloops asked his bosses in Ottawa what he should put in
the ‘occupation’ category when it came to sex trade workers (aka: prostitutes, brothel keepers, and a half
dozen other euphemisms). The reply he received tells us a lot about late Victorian sensibilities: write them
up as “dressmakers.” As a result, one can find in many towns of the far west what looks like a substantial
textile industry.

The manuscripts were transcribed into aggregate data and published as the decennial Canada Census.
Century-long — and then 90-year long — restrictions on access to the manuscripts meant that we are only
now able to access 1911 data here. (The 1921 records have been farmed out to Ancestry.ca.)

Take a look at these examples from 1891. The Vipond household in Nanaimo is a big one and includes
Jane and George’s son-in-law (although their eldest daughter appears to be missing). What does the record
reveal about migration, religion, occupation, fertility, and birth intervals? The second block shows three
neighbouring coalmining households headed respectively by Cuthbert, Cornish, and Scales. Tragedy has
struck these people. The Elliott children have evidently been adopted by the Cuthberts, as has one of
the Cornish children, Mamie, whose mother (born in Mauritius) has apparently died, leaving Thomas a
widower and able to manage only three children on his own. One of those children, William Cornish, is
14 and working in the mines — not as a labourer but as a “miner,” which indicates he’s been doing this
for a while. Hannah and David Scales have taken in Mamie’s sister Lily. What we’re seeing here are
survival strategies. What else is visible? Religious affiliation (“C.E.” denotes Church of England, “Meth.”
is Methodist, “Presb.” is Presbyterian, “S.A.” = Salvation Army), birthplace, occupation. Make a list of the
ways in which identities congeal, intersect, are transmitted from generation to generation.
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Key Points

Population growth under the French regime and between 1763 was principally driven by natural
growth (that is, high marital fertility).

Following a rush of immigration to Nova Scotia and Upper Canada, childbearing resumed its
position as the leading source of growth.

Mortality rates were high in pre-Confederation Canada, especially infants.

Canada began the process of a demographic transition to lower fertility around the time of
Confederation.

By the early 20th century, immigration, urbanization, and the opening for resettlement of the Prairie
West and British Columbia changed the character and distribution of the population.

Attributions

Figure 1.2
1901 Winnipeg, Manitabo, Canada census by Valorc is in the public domain.
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1.3 The Age of Federation

Figure 1.3 Most Confederation-era Canadians were engaged in
work that had not changed a great deal in hundreds of years.
Harvesting Hay, Sussex, NB, by William G.R. Hind, ca. 1880.

One month after the creation of the Dominion of Canada, the United States finally acted on its threats to annex
territory to the north. Instead of some part or all of British North America (BNA), however, the Americans
purchased Alaska. This was an audacious move. The idea of claiming territory that was thousands of
kilometres away from the nearest American settlement, cut off by the presence in between of British North
American territory, was a far cry from annexing contiguous lands. The same, of course, could be said for the
Americans’ earlier wresting of California from Mexico. While much more of the American Empire was captured
incrementally by squatters, settlers, and cavalry charges, the Alaskan purchase stands out for what it implies.
That is, it was possible now for former colonies to administer sovereignty in remote lands. Canada watched and
learned.

Fragile Unions

Canada had its own imperial ambitions. George Brown — Toronto newspaperman, Clear Grit reformer, coalition
government partner, and a Father of Confederation — made his support of the coalition and Confederation
conditional on the purchase of Rupert’s Land from the Hudson Bay Company (HBC). The sale of the vast territory
(encompassing the whole of the Prairie West from Hudson’s Bay to the Rockies and from the 49th parallel to the
Arctic Ocean) went through in 1869, but the process was badly flawed. The Canadians (in Ottawa and on the
ground in the Red River Colony) rushed matters and aggravated local sentiment. The Métis community around the
confluence of the Assiniboine and Red Rivers wasn’t alone in its dissatisfaction with Ottawa, but their resistance
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and the Provisional Government became understood in the new Dominion as an act of hostility against a legitimate
government by an illegitimate junta. The execution of Thomas Scott by the Provisional Government would
embitter Canada against the Manitobans and the Métis for years to come (see Sections 2.5, 2.6, 2.7 and 2.8).

All in all, the Dominion of Canada was off to a rather poor start. Provincial leaders in Nova Scotia and New
Brunswick were able to muster widespread support for taking a second look at Confederation. The possibility
of secession might be ruled out by Westminster, but as far as Halifax and Fredericton anti-Confederationist
politicians were concerned this was a matter of popular consent and/or discontent.

Federations, as the 1860s and ’70s would demonstrate, are difficult creatures. In this respect, the timing of the
creation of the Dominion of Canada is important. It took place at a time when similar experiments were being
launched or revised around the world. The most obvious case is that of the United States, where a century-old
federation came apart along the Mason-Dixon Line. Although the South and the North were eventually re-united
and re-federated, that change came about after years of a terrible civil war. Similarly, the 1860s saw a bloody
campaign across the Italian States that completed the main work of the Risorgimento (the unification of Italy) by
1870. Less than a year later, the Franco-Prussian War, 1870-1871, produced a unified Germany under Prussian
leadership. Federations — including the Canadian one — are generally understood to be consensual partnerships
between sovereign or semi-sovereign jurisdictions. What these other federations/unifications and the suppression
of the Red River Rebellion in Manitoba point out is that federal membership is occasionally helped along by the
point of a bayonet.

Why is that the case? Modern historians have wrestled with the meanings of Canadian confederation just as their
Victorian contemporaries did. Was it an Act or a pact? That is, was it a reorganization of colonies stickhandled
along and then imposed by Britain, or was it an agreement by (essentially) sovereign parties to share some of their
authority with a new entity, the Federal Government? Were the provinces junior partners in the new federation
or key stakeholders? This became a pressing matter (as we shall see) when Ottawa invoked its ability to kill any
provincial legislation with which the central government did not agree. It persists as a pressing matter when one
looks at the rhetoric of séparatisme in the late 20th century, a discourse that positions the province of Quebec as a
partner with the ability to leave the table if and when it should decide to do so. Nova Scotians clearly held to the
same belief in the late 1860s; they were persuaded to stay and not compelled by Westminster (let alone Ottawa)
to stay.

Another lens through which to view Confederation is as a means to colonial independence, an apparent
contradiction in terms. Britain in the Age of Free Trade was eager to offload some of its colonial responsibilities
and to normalize relations with the United States. Giving the British North Americans greater responsibilities and
authority in their own domain was one way of doing that. However, the Americans recognized that Britain was
still invested in North America and they were slow to recognize Canada’s own national authority.

Unity, Disunity, and Nationhood

The ongoing fragmentary identity of Canadians is, thus, something that existed at the time of Confederation
and has persisted. John A. Macdonald sought union but not necessarily unity, although it is difficult to speak of
one without implying the other. George-Etienne Cartier’s vision was more along the lines of collaboration in a
“duality” of French and English cultures. Outlying provinces — Nova Scotia and British Columbia, for example
— were principally concerned with the economic advantages promised by Confederation.
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Many of the challenges that Canada would face in the century and a half that followed Confederation stem from
its timing and a lack of consensus as to what it all meant. At the heart of the problem is the idea of the nation
state.

A nation is generally understood to be a culture or peoples, the main features of which include a shared
language, ancestry, and perhaps a shared creed. A state is, more plainly, an administrative organization and a
geopolitical realm. For Germany in 1871, the challenge was to inflate shared cultural features while downplaying
sectarian differences, lingering loyalties felt in some regions to their neighbours (including France, Austria, and
Switzerland), and the fact that some of the German states had been at one another’s throats for centuries. Old
histories of difference had to be superseded by histories of sameness and mutual interest. Italy— a linguistic
patchwork that at least shared a common Catholic heritage (however vexed relations might have been between
Italy and the Papal States) — seized upon Dante as the father of the Italian language and, like Germany, sought
to minimize historic rivalries between regions. A new iconography of the Italian state, with General Giuseppe
Garibaldi at its spiritual centre and a new king in a shared capital, were key to creating an “Italian” nation state.
Increasingly the United States would invoke the language of “nation” as well, most notably in its Pledge of
Allegiance in 1892 in which the “nation” and the federal “state” become indistinguishable.

Clearly some nation states in the late 19th century were less unified culturally than others. Canada’s odds in this
respect were hardly worse than those of many other newly emergent countries. But it is worth noting that there
was, at the time of Confederation, confusion about what constituted a nation state, a sense that expansion and
territorial unification was a legitimate part of building a country, and that “nation building” involved more than a
railway or two.

' !

Key Points
» The last half of the 19th century witnessed the organization and reorganization of several federal
nation states.

* Scholars and politicians are divided on whether Confederation constitutes an Act imposed by Britain
or an agreement between sovereign colonies.

* The concept of the “nation state” was still emergent and definitions were flexible.

Attributions

Figure 1.3
Harvesting Hay, Sussex, New Brunswick (Online MIKAN no.2835767) by Library and Archives Canada, Acc.
No. 1982-204-9 is in the public domain.
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1.4 Contributory Factors of Confederation

Figure 1.4 The 60th Battalion braces itself for a Fenian Raid in
May 1870.

Confederation answered constitutional questions about Canada’s organization and governance, but it was also an
economic strategy, and it had a military and diplomatic face as well. British North Americans bought into the new
federal structure in part because it promised a more certain future. Its success, to some extent, has to be measured
against these concerns.

Civil War America

The American Civil War in the 1860s, coming to a close in 1866, consumed the United States. It entailed carnage
on a massive scale and national productive capacity was severely damaged. It did, however, leave the United
States with the largest standing army on the planet, and it was a battle-hardened army at that. The Aboriginal
peoples of the western half of North America would see this massive military machinery deployed in their
territories. British North Americans had cause to be concerned that they would confront this military machinery
as well.

British diplomatic missteps during the Civil War hardened American opinion against both Britain and British
North America. The Reciprocity Treaty of 1854 — which enabled freer trade between the colonies and the
United States — was cancelled by the Americans at the end of the war. Fear grew of further retributive moves
by the Americans. Indeed, a series of largely ineffectual invasions of British North America (BNA) by Irish-
Americans, bound together as an anti-British Fenian Army, catalyzed colonial will to build a united regime that
would offer greater mutual protection. Invasions took place across the borders of the three contiguous BNA
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colonies (Canada East, Canada West, and New Brunswick), and of those that were spared, Nova Scotia, PEI,
and British Columbia shared in the sense of pending attacks. American acquisition of Alaska, in 1867, reminded
British Columbians and other Westerners that the Americans held on to their belief in a manifest destiny to rule
the whole of the continent.

Was a Canadian federation any more able to defend itself against an American invasion than the separate colonies?
Probably not. The population discrepancy between BNA and the re-United States as well as the enormity of
the experienced American forces, not to mention the superiority of American arms, makes the question absurd.
Confederation reduced British military obligations and did little to increase the size and preparedness of Canadian
militias. It did, however, create the impression of unity and an emergent nation state, rather than low-hanging
colonial fruit that might be picked at the convenience of the United States. The emergence of a Canadian military
culture after 1867 was slow in coming, and the almost calamitous performance of militia units in the North West
Rebellion in 1885 only underlines the extent to which fear of America did not result in any palpable steps to
improve Canadian defense.

A Post-Mercantilist World

In the mid-19th century Britain moved inexorably toward freer trade. Laissez-faire capitalism became the order
of the day. For the BNA colonies, this meant an end to preferred access to markets in the British Isles. Reciprocity
with the United States was a step designed to offset market losses across the Atlantic. The end of Reciprocity
raised serious questions about whether the British North American economy could survive. Confederation, in this
context, was represented as a commercial as well as a political union. Clearly, the colonies could have achieved
commercial union without putting political union on the table as well; the former did not necessitate the latter.
After all, the point of reciprocity with the United States was to prevent political annexation, not pave its way.
Nevertheless, federal union held out the prospect of improved inter-colonial trade.

There are problems with the inter-colonial trade scenario, the foremost of which is the absence of complementary
products. All of the BNA colonies from Canada West (Ontario) to the Atlantic Coast produced lumber, shipping,
mostly the same cereal crops, and fish. What was left to trade? Increasingly coal and iron ore were considerations,
but these would benefit few Canadians directly. For Canada East (Quebec) and Canada West (Ontario) in
particular, the two Maritime provinces were hardly a substitute for the millions of customers south of the border.
Nevertheless, the prospect of new infrastructure connecting the colonies, access to ice-free ports in Halifax and
Saint John, and accelerated trade was yet another reason presented for pulling the colonies together into some
kind of union.

The Railway

Commercial success was predicated on the idea of a railway. The Intercolonial Railway had been touted for years
before Confederation, and it was so central to the whole project that it is enshrined in Section 145 of the BNA
Act (1867). It took another decade to complete, and its round-about route far from the American border — via
Chaleur Bay and the Miramichi Valley — reflected the contemporary fears of an attack from the United States,
but this was meant nevertheless to be a key element in the economic union. Obviously the colonies might have
built a railway regardless of Confederation. Less obviously, the railway itself was an engine for economic growth:
Railways require miles of steel rails, thousands upon thousands of wooden ties, and significant rolling stock as
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well. The Intercolonial and the railways that followed its construction were thus meant to do more than connect

economies: they were meant to generate industrial activity.

Key Points

* British North Americans saw in Confederation a solution to several pressing issues.

* The American Civil War and the Fenian Invasions compelled border colonies to consider unification
as a step toward improved defence.

* The loss of Reciprocity and the introduction of Free Trade encouraged colonial elites to find ways to
increase intercolonial commerce.

* Railway technology held out the promise of greater security, increased intercolonial trade, and an
industrialized economy.

Attributions

Figure 1.4
The Pigeon Hill (Eccles Hill) camp of the 60th Battalion which played a major part in the Fenian Raid of 25
May 1870 (Online MIKAN no.3192302) by William Sawyer / Library and Archives Canada / C-033036 is in
the public domain.
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1.5 Constitutional Crisis

While it is true that the British North America Act, 1867 marks a point of departure, it is also just another step
along a treacherous path of constitutional crises. This was especially true for the two largest parties in the new
federation.

On 1 July 1867 it became possible, for the first time, to describe Nova Scotians and New Brunswickers as
“Canadians.” The coolness with which this change was received in the Maritimes is discussed below. Names
changed, as well, in the old “Province of Canada.” The changing nomenclature and identities might appear to be
cosmetic, but they were much more than that.

The End of Canada

While it is true that delegations from Canada West and Canada East were present at the constitutional discussions
in Charlottetown and Quebec City in 1864 and in London in 1866, the fact is they represented one colony, not
two. The Province of Canada — created by the Act of Union in 1840-41 — was a single entity hinged at the
middle, along the Ottawa River. The BNA Act thus simultaneously divided Canada into two provinces and united
what was Ontario and Quebec into a federal system. Unification, that is, was predicated on division.

Why was this the case? The Act of Union was the fourth Canadian constitution since the Conquest in 1763.
Like its predecessors (the Royal Proclamation of 1763, the Quebec Act of 1774, and the Constitutional Act of
1793), the Act of Union contained measures for the management of the French Canadians. The Act of Union
was less concerned than the earlier efforts with the Catholic Church in Canada, but it was built on the premise
outlined by Lord Durham’s 1839 Report on the Affairs of British North America that assimilation of the French
Canadians was essential to the future of the larger colony. Giving an equal number of seats to predominantly
French-Catholic Canada East and almost wholly English-Protestant Canada West advantaged the anglophones
because Montreal (in Canada East) was an important and politically powerful node of anglophone parliamentary
seats. The Act of Union effectively reunited anglophone Canada West with anglophone Montreal (and outlying
anglophone constituencies as well), creating what Durham imagined would become a majority Anglo-Protestant
government. That is not, however, how things turned out.

Ideology stepped in to complicate linguistic and sectarian differences. Reformers and Tories, Rouges and Bleus,
along with an assortment of smaller parties, turned Durham’s famous phrase inside out. Instead of “two nations
warring within the bosom of a single state,” Canada’s political culture quickly evolved into factions of two nations
who occasionally cooperated within the bosom of a united colony. There were, of course, issues that kept potential
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allies apart, and by the late 1850s it was virtually impossible to forge a coalition in the Legislative Assembly that
could muster enough votes to build a government. Non-confidence motions spelled the end of one administration
after the next. Some politicians and commentators felt that Canada was effectively ungovernable under these
circumstances.

Two critics of the status quo were also two of the most effective participants when it came to exploiting
its weaknesses. George-Etienne Cartier and John A. Macdonald dominated the colony’s administration from
1857-1862. Out of power for the next two years, they were nevertheless able to hobble the Clear Grit
administration of John Sandfield Macdonald (unrelated to John A.) and wrestle his chief ally, George Brown,
into a new Great Coalition in 1864. The Cartier-Macdonald-Brown alliance had two primary goals: resolving the
impasse that the Act of Union created and acquiring new territory for agricultural settlement. Brown, the Grits, and
much of southern Canada West (Ontario) were increasingly concerned about the shrinking amount of available
farmland in the colony. The Americans were extending their reach deep into the “New Northwest” of Illinois,
Wisconsin, and Minnesota. Rupert’s Land, just to the north, was vulnerable to the expansionist Americans and
desirable to the Ontarians. A commitment on the part of Cartier and Macdonald to acquire Rupert’s Land secured
the Grits’ agreement to explore the prospect of dividing the Province of Canada once again and forging a federal
relationship between the two partners. Happenstance and a bit of vision allowed the Canadians to expand this
prospective union to include other British North American colonies.

Responsible Government and Constitution Building

There are distinctive features to this process. For all intents and purposes, colonial politicians were writing their
own constitution for the first time. All previous constitutions had been imposed by the British regime. Some, if
not all, of those earlier efforts reflected the British experience with the Thirteen Colonies that became the United
States. Too much legislative autonomy might create forums for unrest and revolutionary talk. Better to have a
handpicked local and loyal Executive, at least that was the view until the 1840s. At that time, British enthusiasm
for Free Trade in the age of laissez-faire capitalism was taking off. It raised the question of whether old-style,
mercantilist colonies like the Province of Canada or Nova Scotia were consistent with new economic and market
philosophies. On the whole, the British realized there was a contradiction and began cautiously allowing for
colonial responsible government (that is, making the Executive responsible to the majority of votes in the
Assembly). Responsible government came first in Nova Scotia, then in Canada (both in 1848). It was allowed
subsequently in Prince Edward Island (1851), New Brunswick (1854), and Newfoundland (1855). By the time of
the September 1864 Charlottetown Conference of colonial leaders, each of the colonies had experienced nine to
sixteen years of trying to make their constitutions work (as opposed to decades of criticizing their failings).

It is also important to note that no one in the Great Coalition could say for certain how this would turn out.
Separating Canada West from Canada East might create competitive units incapable of cooperating on economic
goals. Macdonald believed in the ability of the federal level to moderate those tendencies and to override
provincial autonomy when it came to the cross-boundary movement of goods. But that had to be tested to
destruction in the laboratory of constitutional practice. In short, there were risks.

No colony more desired a federal system than Canada West (Ontario): Its economy was rapidly expanding; its
towns were growing into cities; production was industrializing; and the population was increasing at a prodigious
rate. The political stalemates of the 1850s and 1860s were holding it back, and the Anglo-Protestants of the inland
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colony inevitably regarded French Canada as a drag on their progress. Did the soon-to-be-Ontarians seek the
elimination of the French language and the Catholic religion? Certainly some regarded the Church as a secondary
and competing centre of authority whose influence was governed from Rome. But most folks in Canada West
saw far more Irish Catholics than French Catholics in the course of a lifetime. Cartier and Macdonald, not to
mention Baldwin and LaFontaine before them, demonstrated that collaboration was possible, but autonomy would
be better. And at the federal level, the Anglo-Protestant interest would be inflated by members from Nova Scotia
and New Brunswick. Best of all, the influence of Montreal would be reduced and Toronto could really spread its
wings as the centre of influence west of the Ottawa River.

Canada East approached the question with more equanimity. A French-Catholic dominated provincial Assembly
was appealing. No less than Canada West, Canada East had suffered from sluggish administration during the
years of political quagmire, and no one among the Franco-Catholic political community could forget that the Act
of Union had, at its heart, the goal of assimilation into an Anglo-Protestant mould. George Etienne Cartier had
worked non-stop since 1840 to manage the constitution that bound the two Canadas together; he achieved much
by asserting Canada East’s power to control the Assembly and thus the Executive. His pre-eminence in political
circles for more than two decades created the very logjam that Brown wanted to dislodge. Cartier’s strategy in
the 1860s was to forego complete independence as unachievable, and pursue a federal union instead. Cartier’s
Francophone opponents in Canada East wanted more and less at the same time: If they were going to enter a
new era free of Canada West then independence and, possibly, annexation to the United States was preferable
to a federal union with the Ontarians; conversely, the status quo was working out rather well for Canada East’s
interests — there were good reasons to object to change of any kind. Cartier’s enemies, moreover, complained that
he gave away too much at the Charlottetown and Quebec conferences. Francophones would be outnumbered by
anglophones in the federal Assembly, which was a little like handing the English-speakers the rep-by-pop they’d
been clamouring for since 1851. Cartier’s pro-Confederation side won the day, albeit narrowly. This victory was
the sine qua non of Confederation: If Cartier had failed, then the whole project would have crumbled. Pragmatic
Quebec politicians thereafter looked for ways to make the new system work to continue preserving French culture
and values, while promoting their economic advantage and while retaining a historically-rooted fear that things
might turn out badly in this sea of anglophones.1

The Conflicted Atlantic Colonies

First and foremost, the federal solution was the answer to a Canadian question. The Atlantic colonies weren’t
constitutionally disputatious: They had no Constitutional Act to throw off; there was no Act of Union that forced
them to work together; and no colonial culture was regarded as inferior when compared to any other. Assimilation
was simply not an issue for anyone in mainstream society in the four colonies (although Aboriginal and Acadian
peoples were constantly confronted by assimilationist attitudes). The principal question before the three Maritime
colonies, in 1864, was whether it made sense to reunify the region, to restore the shape of 18th century “Nova
Scotia” so that it once again included PEI and New Brunswick. It was over this issue — Maritime Union — that
they assembled at Charlottetown when the Canadians came calling.

A union of the three colonies — PEI, New Brunswick, and Nova Scotia — was endorsed by Britain, and the local
economic elites for the most part agreed. The Reciprocity Agreement with the United States was still in effect (the

. Claude Bélanger, "Quebec and the Confederation project (1864-1867)," Quebec History (Marianopolis College, 2004), accessed 27 August
2015, http://faculty.marianopolis.edu/c.belanger/quebechistory/readings/queconf.htm.
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Americans would cancel it in 1866) and trade around the whole of the Atlantic Rim was generally thriving. But
these were three small colonies — small in area and small in population — that had to adjust to Britain’s retreat
from direct colonial involvement and support.

Each of the four Atlantic colonies had three possible options. First, unite with one or two or three other regional
colonies. Second, pursue the Canadians’ suggestion of a larger British North American union. Third, carry on with
the status quo. Half of the Atlantic colonies chose the Canadian path, and the other half chose the status quo.

Figure 1.5 An 1864 map of the Atlantic colonies (less Labrador).
Geography and sealanes pulled them in many directions,
including into the Gulf of the St. Lawrence. (Alvin Jewett
Johnson, 1827-1884)

New Brunswick — the “keystone” colony — had a role to play in bridging the geography and economy between
the St. Lawrence colony and Nova Scotia. There was resistance to the idea of union with the other colonies, and in
1865 it took the form of an Anti-Confederation Party. Led by Albert Smith (1822-1883), a Conservative politician,
the Party pulled into its ranks a small but vocal cross-section of New Brunswick figures. The resultant alliance of
Tories and Reformers won the general election in 1865 but were defeated by the Confederation Party in 1866.”
With a fresh and massive majority, the Confederationists pursued what they viewed as a comprehensively good
package: defense against the United States and its Fenian armies, a completed railway, Canadian goods pouring
through the ice-free port of Saint John, and a protected Dominion market for New Brunswick products.

The Nova Scotians were also prepared to come on board with Confederation. Like the merchants of Saint John,
the Haligonians saw themselves as probable beneficiaries of Canadian plans for an ice-free port. A railway across
New Brunswick and the Chignecto Isthmus would connect the industrial heartland of Canada East to the largest
Nova Scotian port. Halifax, Sydney, and Yarmouth were already leaders in shipping production; handling more
Canadian exports and more foreign imports would be a further boon. By the same token, the Nova Scotian
economy was resilient and far reaching. Opposition existed and was narrowly contained in the lead up to 1
July 1867. There existed in the province fear that the Canadian giant would overwhelm the smaller Maritime
economies and that the federal government (sure to be located in Ottawa rather than a Maritime centre) would be

. This did not, however, spell the end of New Bruinswick's concerns: In the first federal election in 1867, five of the province’s 15 seats were
won by Anti-Confederates.
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heavily dominated by Ontarians and Quebeckers. These fears continued after the BNA Act was proclaimed, and
are considered further in Section 2.2.

Both Newfoundland and Prince Edward Island demurred when the offer arrived to join Confederation.
Newfoundland traded little with the other British North American colonies, its cultural and economic orientation
was toward Europe (with some West Indian trade as well), and its economic circumstances were on the rise (see
Section 2.13). While the Canadians and New Brunswickers might have been motivated to bond together in mutual
defense against American or Fenian attacks, those threats did not resonate in St. John’s, Newfoundland. What’s
more, if Newfoundland had to defend itself against an assault on its territory, such an attack would come from the
sea — precisely the same place from which the colony would be defended. The Canadians and the Maritimers had
no navy, nor were they likely to get one soon. Britain’s Royal Navy, on the other hand, dominated the Atlantic.
Jeopardizing that protection in the hope that some benefits might be forthcoming in the future simply did not
appeal to the leaders of Newfoundland.

-

Key Points

* Creating Confederation meant dissolving the union of Lower and Upper Canada.
» Each colony had its own particular reasons for entertaining or rejecting Confederation.

» The attractions of Confederation were not evenly felt.

Attributions

Figure 1.5
Johnson’s New Brunswick by BotMultichill is in the public domain.
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1.6 Summary

Figure 1.6 What an ice-free port does not look like. Montreal
harbour, ca.1880.

Let’s consider one decade: 1863-1873. At the start, there were seven colonies in British North America (one of
them a combination of two very large colonies), and a massive commercial district in the West and North. At
the end, there were two colonies: Canada and Newfoundland. This represented a very significant administrative
reorganization. In roughly the same period, the population of the colonies rose from about 3.17 million to just
short of 3.7 million."

The fur trade across BNA was shrinking by the 1860s, but it was in crisis in the 1870s. Aboriginal peoples on
the Prairies were at war with one another and with the American cavalry in the 1860s, trying to decide who
had control over the remnants of the bison herds; by the 1870s they were facing famine. There were false starts
in other resource-extraction sectors, such as the gold rush in British Columbia’s Cariboo district, which peaked
around 1863, and then slipped into an irrevocable decline. The beginnings of a continent-wide environmental
transformation were also visible: pristine landscapes and watersheds — in Cape Breton, on Vancouver Island, on
the Cariboo Plateau, around Lake Superior, and throughout northeastern New Brunswick — were being denuded
of trees and subjected to the leeching of soils and heavy metals.

In the 1870s the Industrial Revolution in British North America got underway in earnest. The people of BNA,

1. Statistics Canada, "Estimated population of Canada, 1605 to present," accessed 22 April 2015, http://www.statcan.gc.ca/pub/98-187-x/
4151287-eng.htmf#ftablel.
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for whom Confederation was meant to create a particular kind of polity, were themselves being changed by new
economic and social relations. Confederation came along at a time when so many other elements of life in the
colonies were quickly changing. While it is tempting to think of 1 July 1867 as a turning point, the constitutional
changes that took place in the Victorian years (1837-1901) were less consequential than the social and economic
changes that began earlier, and were to continue into the post-Confederation years.

Key Terms

Act of Union: The third Canadian constitution since the Conquest in 1763. The Act of Union contained
measures for the management of French-Canadians, built on the premise (from Lord Durham’s 1839
Report on the Affairs of British North America) that assimilation of Fre