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Abstract 

 

This dissertation examines the various ways in which Canadian historical researchers 

confronted the “Canada question,” namely the challenge of defining the basis of a unified 

national community. In doing so, it follows the scholarship and activities of a network of 

historians and intellectuals centred on the Canadian Historical Review, a quarterly 

publication founded in 1920. This study examines their scholarship with the aim of 

identifying not only the various solutions they posed to the problem, but also the 

philosophical undercurrents that informed their reasoning in the process. It also traces the 

rise of a rival network in the Revue d’histoire de l’Amérique française, a French-language 

historical publication founded in 1947 that by its very existence posed a significant 

challenge to the definition of the nation at the core of the Canadian Historical Review. 

This dissertation argues that the network bound together by the Review was engaged in a 

hegemonic project, one that sought to present a particular definition of Canada through a 

historical narrative that rested upon a liberal logic. Yet the greatest sustained challenge 

they faced in this endeavour emerged from Francophone historical scholars, who, 

although proposing vastly different Canadas to those imagined at the Canadian 

Historical Review, came under the sway of a number of liberal currents of thought as 

well. A detailed summary of the key traits of these liberal Canadas is found in the 

conclusion.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

In the preface to Colony to Nation, its author, the prolific historian and 

commentator Arthur Lower,1 described the magnitude of the task he had set out for 

himself in drafting this comprehensive history of Canada. First, he attempted to dispel the 

ingrained assumption that Canadian history was a dull and tedious subject by organizing 

the narrative around the great antitheses that defied any simple resolution and that 

therefore continued to hinder the formation of a unified national community. The legacy 

of struggles arising from first contact between European and Indigenous peoples, the 

clash between the old-world forces of economic exploitation and the life of the settler, the 

legacy of the Conquest, and the tension between history and geography were just a 

sample of the unequivocally Canadian conflicts that imbued the narrative with a distinct 

verve and vitality. Herein lay the overriding goal of the book, as Lower sought to provide 

Canadians with “some of that self-knowledge so necessary if they are to take their 

rightful place in the world, and still more, if they are to be a happy people, at peace with 

themselves.” Perhaps none were so qualified to do so as historians. Lower sensed the 

immense burden of this responsibility. For while “it may be performed by the statesman, 

by the novelist or the poet... certainly on no one is the duty of revealing to the people the 

reasons for the faith that is in them more directly laid than on the historian, for by its 

history a people lives.”2  

                                                
1 Arthur Lower was a well-known historian who penned such landmark studies as The North American 
Assault on the Canadian Forest and This Most Famous Stream. Educated at the University of Toronto and 
Harverd, where he obtained a PhD in history, he taught at Wesley College, Winnipeg, and from 1947 at 
Queen’s. Margaret E. McCallum, “Arthur Reginald Marsden Lower,” The Canadian Encyclopedia, 
accessed September 24, 2015, last modified December 16, 2013 
www.thecanadianencyclopedia.com/en/article/arthur-reginald-marsden-lower 
2 Arthur Lower, Colony to Nation: A History of Canada, 3rd ed. (Toronto: Longmans, Green, and Co., 
1957), xi-xii. 
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How, then, do Canadian historians understand Canada? How have historians 

shaped discussions of these various approaches to the nation and nationalism, given the 

assumed connection between their craft and the national history? Is Canada a unified 

nation-state, complete with its own cast of heroes, calendar of great events, and panoply 

of historically symbolic sites? Or is it comprised of two nations, each with its own unique 

identity, brought together in a Confederation assuring their mutual interests? Or is it an 

even more complex entity made up of a multitude of nations, some comprised of 

indigenous inhabitants, and others attached to a diversity of ethnic and cultural traditions? 

Or is it a collection of disparate regions welded together by economic and geographic 

forces? Or is Canada, in fact, a condominium, in which the powers of a typical sovereign 

state are divided between Ottawa and some foreign metropolis? This thesis, which 

focuses especially on the period between 1920 and 1967, explores the establishment, 

consolidation, and crisis of a historical community that posed the “Canadian Question” 

and sought to develop a unifying narrative upon which all inhabitants of the country 

could agree. In short, it examines the strivings of academic historians to write the 

definitive Canadian story.  

Both the Canadian Historical Review (CHR) and the Revue d’histoire de 

l’Amérique française (RHAF) serve as excellent vantage points from which to observe 

this struggle. On their pages, a genuine conversation unfolded within a community of 

individuals who were dedicated to historical scholarship that followed specific standards 

of research, analysis, and presentation. Contributors debated the merits of this endeavour, 

commented upon the proper techniques of historical scholarship, shared the fruits of their 

research, and critiqued the works of colleagues. But above all, the journals served as key 
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forums in which two distinct networks of scholars each worked out a particular vision of 

Canada and its past. Consequently, this dissertation considers the quest to define 

Canadian identity through a rigorous study of the contents of the CHR and the RHAF, 

referring to monographs from the era and archival sources as supplements to the contents 

of these journals. 

The inauguration of the CHR in 1920 proved to be a significant milestone in this 

conversation, as it served to create a network of researchers who sought to entrench a 

liberal interpretation of Canadian history, one that relied upon an idealistic philosophical 

framework to reveal a past in which exemplary individuals had triumphed over the 

constraints of geography to establish a British nation on North American soil. In this 

sense, the endeavour truly became a nation-building project, as its objective was to 

redefine the relationship between individual Canadians and the political community to 

which they belonged. Yet over time, the editorial leadership at the CHR struggled to 

forge a coherent line of interpretation and a unified community of historical scholars. The 

most enduring obstacle to these perennial goals was the inability to accommodate French-

Canadian authors. The English-language publication policy of the Review and its 

presentation of a national past that squared poorly with French-Canadian definitions of 

their identity and place in Canada both served to preclude any large-scale participation in 

the project by Francophone historical scholars. As a result, this alienated rump of the 

community formed its own publication, the RHAF, in which its contributors explored the 

past of an entity defined quite differently from that studied by the CHR. Their goal was to 

recover the spirit that had animated life in French America without necessarily 

considering the relevance of its history to the formation of a Canadian nation. Ultimately, 
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the conversation had evolved from a hegemonic attempt to provide the underpinnings of a 

Canadian national identity into a conflict between rival conceptual frameworks and 

currents of thought. Each network thus enshrined its own vision of the nation and the 

national past – one that reflected its own framework of beliefs, assumptions, and values – 

as the universal against which all others were to be measured.  

This introduction examines the methodological and theoretical questions relevant 

to the greater narratives in several sections. The first provides an overview of the 

developments in historical scholarship in Western Europe and the United States in the 

nineteenth century, as these methodological innovations informed the manner in which 

the study of history evolved in Canada. Next, the discussion turns to the elaboration of 

the key concepts of the dissertation, such as “network” and “hegemonic project,” and sets 

out the methodology upon which this study rests. The following section explores the 

existing literature regarding the historiographical traditions of the twentieth century in 

Anglophone and Francophone circles. This introduction then concludes with a detailed 

description of the chapters that follow, including a survey of the themes that appear in 

each.  

 

The European Origins of Canadian Historical Scholarship 

 Any consideration of the mindset that contributed to the formation of the CHR 

and RHAF as forums for the presentation of historical research, as well as the 

methodology its authors employed, must invariably turn to early nineteenth-century 

Germany. Here, a young historian by the name of Leopold von Ranke embarked on a 

methodological revolution in the crafting of studies dealing with the past. J. D. Braw of 
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University College London positions Ranke as the uncontested ground-breaker in the 

study of history precisely for the use of a method that focused on source criticism in the 

elaboration of accounts of the past.3  For German historian Jörn Rüsen, the major break 

that Ranke made with his predecessors came with his insistence upon investigating the 

veracity of the statements uttered by historical authors, leading him to construct his own 

studies through a thorough consultation of the documentary sources available and a 

critical reading of their contents.4 History was to become a “scientific” endeavour in 

which authors provided statements and conclusions that rested upon evidence drawn from 

documentary sources that could be verified by any who desired to challenge their 

veracity. Nonetheless, Ranke also emphasized the poetic and artistic nature of historical 

writing, as authors could not deny the necessity of their reliance upon literary devices in 

the composition of their narratives. Moreover, his own study of the past was motivated by 

an idealistic quest to identify the imprint of a divine order at play in the world, and 

although its presence was impossible to prove, he believed that one might illuminate it 

best through the artistic element in the narrative. It was this aesthetic and religious 

experience of the past that fed the imagination of the author, allowing one to visualize the 

events in question and therefore comprehend them more profoundly.5    

                                                
3 J. D. Braw, “Vision as Revision: Ranke and the Beginning of Modern History,” History and Theory 46, 
no. 4 (2007): 46; For a more expansive treatment of German idealism, see Frederick C. Beiser, German 
Idealism: The Struggle against Subjectivism, 1781-1801 (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University 
Press, 2002); G. A. Kelly, Idealism, Politics, and History (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1969); 
K. Ameriks, ed., The Cambridge Companion to German Idealism (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2001); and R. Pippin, Idealism as Modernism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997). 
4 Jörn Rüsen, “Rhetoric and Aesthetics of History: Leopold von Ranke,” History and Theory 29, no. 2 
(1990): 190-194. 
5 Braw, “Vision as Revision: Ranke and the Beginning of Modern History,” 46; and Rudolf Vierhaus, 
“Historiography Between Science and Art,” in Georg G. Iggers and James M. Powell, eds., Leopold von 
Ranke and the Shaping of the Historical Discipline (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 1990): 61-69. 
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 Ranke’s call to write history “wie es eigentlich gewesen war,” or as it had been, 

found appeal not only among historical writers in Germany, but also with those in other 

countries. The methodological innovations accompanied the transformation of the study 

of history into an academic pursuit. It became the domain of the university professor who 

engaged in research of primary sources according to the canons of a commonly accepted 

procedure. Such methodological skills were to be acquired through rigorous university 

training in the seminar and through an apprenticeship in which an aspiring historian 

engaged in the prolonged study of a well-defined question or set of events. Yet this 

process played out differently in each country to which the trend had spread. While Doris 

S. Goldstein observes the influence of German thought and practice on the development 

of the historical discipline at Oxbridge, she also concludes that even well into the 

twentieth century, these institutions never completely replicated the Continental practice 

of establishing formal credentials for historians or emphasizing the importance of 

graduate research projects in training future practitioners. Two figures proved influential 

in the process. The first was William Stubbs at Oxford, who, though influenced more by 

the German medievalists, shared with Ranke the conviction that history was a “science” 

that employed a methodology suitable to its particular mode of inquiry. While he 

believed that the task of the academic historian was to find the unique in the past, John 

Robert Seeley of Cambridge portrayed the study of history in “vaguely positivistic 

overtones.” History provided the bricks that political economists used in the construction 

of their generalized theories. Goldstein suggests that his position stemmed from a 

misreading of Ranke, who sought to understand the past rather than to employ it for 

directly practical purposes.6        
                                                
6 Doris S. Goldstein, “History in Oxford and Cambridge: Professionalization and the Influence of Ranke,” 
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 According to historian Peter Novick, the Americans who went to study in 

Germany in the second half of the nineteenth century also imbibed Ranke and 

misconstrued a number of his key concepts in translation. He notes that for many 

American historians of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the influence of 

German scholarship, and especially Ranke’s historical philosophy, reigned supreme. Yet 

in reading their master and imbibing the broader currents of historical research emanating 

from Germany, the Americans mistranslated the maxim of the guru himself, to write 

history “wie es eigentlich gewesen war.” American historians took this statement at face 

value. But for Ranke, as opposed to scholars later in the century, the term “eigentlich” 

was more ambiguous, meaning “essentially.” His ultimate desire was not to produce a 

perfect likeness of the past, but to open himself “to the flow of intuitive perception,” to 

discover historical “essences.” While Germans “saw Ranke as the antithesis of a non-

philosophical empiricism,” Americans “venerated him for being precisely what he was 

not.”7 In the United States, historians transformed the idealistic and romantic Ranke into 

the forefather of an empirical, scientific study of the past. 

 Another term dear to the conception of historical research as practiced by the 

Americans was wissenschaftliche Objectivität, which they construed as “scientific 

objectivity.” But as Novick remarks, the term “Wissenschaft” refers either to 

“scholarship” and “learning” in a broad sense, or alternatively, when paired with the 

indefinite article, to a particular body of knowledge. The term “Objectivität” also 

acquired ambiguous connotations when applied in English, eventually coming to mean a 

                                                                                                                                            
in Georg G. Iggers and James M. Powell, eds., Leopold von Ranke and the Shaping of the Historical 
Discipline (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 1990): 141-153. 
7 Peter Novick, That Noble Dream: The “Objectivity Question” and the American Historical Profession 
(New York: Cambridge U P, 1988), 28. 
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representation of actual facts. Other developments merely reinforced the mistranslation. 

With the apogee of the cult of science in the late nineteenth century came a parallel faith 

in the scientific method as a means of producing reliable, “objective” knowledge. 

American intellectuals at the turn of the century, and historians in particular, applied the 

maxims of the scientific method to their research. They believed that by concentrating 

upon a body of sources, applying a “rigidly factual and empirical” mindset to their 

research, precluding hypotheses, and focusing upon individual events and narratives 

without a concern for synthesis, historians were best poised to produce a comprehensive 

narrative that most closely resembled the past as it had existed.8  

 One distinguishing characteristic of this turn towards the study of history as an 

academic pursuit lay in the definition of the target audience of historical writing. Where 

authors once directed their histories to the general reader, they now increasingly geared 

their works primarily, though not exclusively, to other historians who practiced the 

discipline according to the new methodology.9 One distinctive medium that aided them in 

reaching this audience was the academic journal. Daniel Woolf traces the origin of the 

historical journal to the German tradition of scholarship, and more precisely to a former 

student of Ranke. In 1859, Heinrich von Sybel founded the Historische Zeitschrift (HZ), a 

venue in which academic historians submitted research articles that underwent a review 

process by peers that ensured the contents met the exigencies of a common set of 

scholarly standards. The format spread to other countries, with the foundation of the 

Revue historique (RH) in France in 1876, the English Historical Review (EHR) ten years 

later, and the American Historical Review (AHR) in 1895. In each of the cases, Woolf 

                                                
8 Novick, That Noble Dream, 24-25, 31-37. 
9 Novick, That Noble Dream, 52. 
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observes a pattern whereby the founders of these reviews practiced the new form of 

historical scholarship, widely perceived to be the vanguard of the time. But these 

innovators rapidly evolved into “insiders” who jealously guarded a body of knowledge 

and a methodology that became the orthodoxy for the production of “objective,” sound, 

reliable accounts of the past.10  

 As forums with multiple contributors from a community of researchers studying a 

given field, historical journals are a convenient and effective source for examining the 

nature and contents of their collective product of scholarship. The CHR and the RHAF 

were the fruits of a particular mode of thought that gave rise to this form of historical 

knowledge. In their pages, contributors often provided snippets of their larger projects. 

The journals contain a wide array of information and represent a variety of opinions 

condensed in one location, thereby rendering the task of assessing the collective output of 

this community much more simple and representative than if one were to sample a 

handful of prominent authors or landmark monographs. Moreover, the articles in 

particular appeared only after a peer review process in which fellow adherents to the 

predominant mode of historical scholarship had appraised their merits. Yet most 

importantly, these journals are the embodiment of a particular project, namely the 

construction of a national past, whether for Canada as a whole or for the French 

Canadians. As such, they provide a more complete picture of the interests, beliefs, 

ingrained assumptions, philosophical frameworks, and preoccupations that shaped the 

vision of the nation and its past as expressed by their contributors. In this sense, it helps 

to consider both the CHR and the RHAF as the products of two distinct networks 

championing discrete narratives of two nations defined through different criteria. 
                                                
10 Daniel Woolf, A Global History of History (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 374-375. 
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Rival Projects, Rival Nations: The CHR and RHAF as Distinct Networks 

 Charles Kadushin provides a clear and flexible definition of “network” that 

proves useful for the study of contributors to academic journals. Simply put, a network is 

a set of relationships between a set of objects, or “nodes.” These nodes are often people, 

but they may also come to designate such units as groups, nations, political parties, or 

corporations. Similarly, a given researcher may link the nodes together through any 

relationship deemed of value. Kadushin offers as illustration the presence of two 

individuals in the same room. If one defines the relationship as “being in the same room,” 

then individual A and individual B are therefore linked in the network.11 As Stanley 

Wasserman and Katherine Faust point out, the prime focus of such studies is the network 

and the relationships among its members.12 This definition of “network” is broad and thus 

allows for creativity and flexibility in its application. The demarcation between networks 

depends on the type of tie defined, and the choice of parameters can lead either to the 

definition of a closed network consisting of few relations with other entities or an open 

one in which the boundaries are hazy and demarcation proves difficult. 

 This study considers both the CHR and the RHAF as networks. More precisely, it 

defines these networks as two sets of individuals who played a concrete role in the 

production of these journals, either through contributing material to publish or engaging 

in editorial work. While those engaged in historical scholarship certainly maintained 

contact with one another in the period before the foundation of the CHR in 1920, the 

Review did much to unify this community, as the RHAF did for Francophone historical 

                                                
11 Charles Kadushin, Understanding Social Networks: Theories, Concepts, and Findings (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2012), 14. 
12 Stanley Wasserman and Katherine Faust, Social Network Analysis: Methods and Applications (New 
York: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 5. 
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scholars in the 1940s and beyond. They not only provided information on developments 

in the study of history, the discovery of new archival sources, or reviews of new 

publications, but the production of each issue drew contributors and Editors together 

more frequently both in meetings and in regular correspondence through mail. Both 

journals also served as venues for disseminating the latest research on historical 

questions. Membership in a network often has the effect of tightening the bonds between 

its members. Kadushin observes that new layers of relationships thus arise and give a 

firmer structure to the network.13 In the context of this dissertation, the editorial 

committees of the journals serve as influential gatekeepers of the network, for their 

decisions as to content, form, organization, and structure held the potential to alter their 

respective journal’s output.  

 Moreover, the contents of historical journals focus national narratives into a 

concise, relatively homogenous picture. It therefore stands to reason that the networks 

involved in their production wielded a potentially expansive amount of power in defining 

the nation over time. Friedrich Kittler explores this potential in his study of German 

literary discourse networks. Here, he noted that instruction books for German mothers in 

the early nineteenth century served as a means of standardizing the manner in which 

children acquired literacy skills. Not only did they have an effect on the ways that these 

children approached texts, but such books also came to suppress regional variations in 

pronunciation as they instructed both mother and child to sound letters and words 

according to a single standard.14           

                                                
13 Kadushin, Understanding Social Networks, 11. 
14 Friedrich A. Kittler, Discourse Networks: 1800/1900, trans. Michael Metteer and Chris Cullens 
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1990), 30-35. 
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 As Bruno Latour suggests, changes to the composition of a given network and the 

subsequent reconstruction of ties provide opportune moments in which to study the 

relationships that bind the network together.15 In this respect, the sociological work of 

Mark Granovetter is especially useful in contemplating the web of relationships among 

these networks and the manner in which it functioned. When a new set of actors enters 

the network, their ties to it are sometimes weaker than those between its well-established 

members. In this framework, the “weak” ties often – but not always – serve as “bridges” 

through which novel concepts and innovations enter and then travel rapidly through an 

established network.16 Sudden changes to the composition of the networks of the CHR 

and RHAF are therefore potential signals of an impending innovation in contents, 

methodology, or interpretation. An analysis of the basic biographical information of 

contributors to the sample editions therefore suggests some of the channels through 

which transformations in the historiography occurred.  

 To trace such shifts in the literature, this dissertation submits the contents of both 

journals to a statistical analysis. Articles were classified according to fields such as 

“political and diplomatic history,” “economic history,” “social history,” “historiography 

and methodology,” or “commentary and current affairs” to provide a sense of the form of 

historical scholarship in vogue at a given time. They received such classifications after a 

consideration of the themes covered in each article, a search for major thesis statements 

in the introduction and conclusion, and a consideration of the types of evidence cited in 

footnotes. As some articles overlapped such designations, they were tallied under more 

                                                
15 Bruno Latour, Reassembling the Social: An Introduction to Actor-Network Theory (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2005), 247. 
16 Mark Granovetter, “The Strength of Weak Ties,” American Journal of Sociology 78, no. 6 (1973): 1361-
1363, 1373; and Mark Granovetter, “The Strength of Weak Ties: A Network Theory Revisited,” in Peter 
Marsden and Nan Lin, eds., Social Structure and Network Analysis (Beverly Hills: Sage, 1982), 105-130.   
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than one category. Therefore, the sum of the number of articles in all categories in any 

given period yields a total greater than 100 percent. Furthermore, the contents of the 

journal were analyzed for mentions of noteworthy authors and monographs. To do so, the 

search engines of the University of Toronto Press and Érudit (the providers of the CHR 

and RHAF in PDF format, respectively) provided a list of matches to the names and key 

titles searched. This study also relies on a combing of the footnotes to every journal 

article and document study in both publications for the period in question, as a means of 

identifying the frequency with which scholars cited the major works of colleagues. In 

sum, these figures reveal patterns as to the weight of the influence that some within these 

networks wielded in shaping the narratives that emerged from these publications.  

 In analyzing these networks and their product, this dissertation also considers the 

basic biographical details of contributors to both journals in a methodical manner. It takes 

a sample issue from both the CHR and RHAF at five-year intervals. In the case of the 

CHR, this sampling begins at the March 1921 issue, continuing regularly until the March 

1966 edition. For the RHAF, it commences with the debut issue of June 1947 and ends 

with June 1967. Though a more frequent sampling might provide enhanced details as to 

the composition of the networks, it would also entail a greater diversion of time and 

resources from a study of the contents of each journal, which itself is the focus of the 

dissertation. This study then compiles basic information on each of the authors and 

editors with an eye to revealing their age, gender, location, educational background, 

highest level of education obtained, profession, and institutional location of academic 

historians working in universities. The information for the resulting profiles on each of 

the contributors comes from various sources such as obituaries, fonds listings for these 
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individuals provided by archives, encyclopedia references, and the journals themselves. 

In very few instances, it proved impossible to find such records on contributors and 

therefore there was no information available for analysis. In a number of others, this 

information was spotty and partial, for instance providing knowledge of date of birth, 

gender, and profession, but none on location in a given year sampled or the highest level 

of education obtained. Where an incomplete set of contributors is cited for a statistical 

analysis in terms of criteria such as educational background, this is acknowledged in the 

dissertation and the total of the revised set is provided. 

 While a consideration of the networks of the CHR and RHAF occupies a central 

place in this dissertation, the primary objective is to examine the narratives they produced 

and to uncover some of the philosophical and conceptual assumptions that informed 

them. Any study that examines the means by which a group of historical researchers 

crafted national identities through their scholarship must consider the centrality of the 

nation within the discipline. Tessa Morris-Suzuki notes the tendency of historians to take 

the nation-state as their basic unit of analysis, extending its parameters backward through 

time as if to identify its origins.17 For Prasenjit Duara as well, historical writing has 

contributed to the privileging of the nation-state as a unit of analysis. He situates this 

pattern within a broader struggle to comprehend the key dichotomies of modernity – 

empire/nation, tradition/modernity, centre/periphery. Historians contributed to this 

dynamic by combining these antitheses “in an epochal narrative of enlightenment and 

modernization and in doing so [they have] secured the transparency of the nation-state’s 

                                                
17 Tessa Morris-Suzuki, “The Frontiers of Japanese Identity,” in Stein Tønnesson and Hans Antilöv, eds., 
Asian Forms of the Nation (Surrey: Curzon, 1996), 42. 
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claim to historical subjecthood.”18 As Eckhardt Fuchs notes, historical writing, developed 

at a key period of modernization and industrialization in Europe, played a crucial 

function in legitimizing the nation. The main purpose of historical scholarship in this 

context was to define a scientifically authenticated version of the national past.19 James J. 

Sheehan asserts that the historical tradition in every country “reflects the political forces 

which define the boundaries of the nation.” He takes the German context to illustrate his 

point. For much of the nineteenth century, German intellectuals were searching for the 

elusive markers of identity for a people split among several small states in the middle of 

the continent. With unification in 1871 under the kleindeutsche model, there came for 

some a ready-made answer for defining Germanity and their national history 

subsequently became the story of how the Bismarckian Reich came into existence.20 

Historians therefore believed themselves to be engaged in the production of a national 

narrative, one that implicitly legitimized the existence of the nation in question and 

identified its markers of uniqueness while relying upon a “scientific” methodology that 

lent their findings an added layer of validity.  

 The collective narrative that emerges from historical scholarship on the nation is a 

relatively – yet deceptively – neat, coherent product. Within conceptions of national 

identity, there exists little space for multiple and competing accounts of its roots and core 

values, even in the most “civic” or open of forums. As Michael Billig observes, “nations 

do not typically have a single history, but there are competing tales to be told,” each of 

                                                
18 Prasenjit Duara, “Historicizing National Identity, or Who Imagines What and When,” in Geoff Eley and 
Ronald G. Suny, eds., Becoming National – A Reader (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996), 172. 
19 Eckhardt Fuchs, “Introduction: Provincializing Europe,” in Eckhardt Fuchs and Benedikt Stuchtey, eds., 
Across Cultural Borders: Historiography in the Global Perspective (Lanham, Maryland: Rowman and 
Littlefield, 2002), 3-4. 
20 James J. Sheehan, “What Is German History? Reflections on the Role of the Nation in German History 
and Historiography,” Journal of Modern History 53, no. 1 (1981): 2. 
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which reflects “the struggles for hegemony.” This conflict stems from competition 

between various classes, religious groups, ethnic communities, regions, and genders, the 

purpose of which is to present their own account of the past as that of the entire nation. 

Benedict Anderson insightfully notes at the end of Imagined Communities that the 

national biography seizes upon “exemplary suicides, poignant martyrdoms, 

assassinations, executions, wars, and holocausts.”21 Such episodes are exemplary 

precisely because they reinforce the dominant values of the hegemonic power. The 

implicit goal is to entrench the particular core values and interests of the dominant group 

in the national identity, thereby making its own vision of the community the de facto one 

against which all others must measure themselves. This bestows a great deal of power 

upon the hegemonic group. Hence, drowned out by the mythic “voice of the nation” are 

the echoes of a series of factional struggles that play out continuously, reflecting the 

current hegemonic balances within a given national community.22  

 Those belonging to the network of the CHR were indeed engaged in a hegemonic 

project and the contents of the journal represent an attempt to define Canadian identity 

through history on terms coherent with the philosophical framework and worldviews of 

its authors. This dissertation situates these historical scholars within a broader process 

identified by Ian McKay. His “Liberal Order Framework” presents the Canadian past as a 

“historically specific project of rule,” the broader goal of which is to “extend across time 

and space a belief in the epistemological and ontological primacy of the category 

‘individual.’” It thereby seeks to consolidate its own power through a combination of 

coercion and consent, which it exercises on a daily basis. But this control, however, is 

                                                
21 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities, 2nd ed. (New York: Verso, 2006), 206 (emphasis added). 
22 Michael Billig, Banal Nationalism (London: Sage Publications, 1995), 71. 
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never complete or secure. Consequently, the dominant group or class must constantly 

defend its hegemonic position in society.23 

 In crafting the Liberal Order Framework, McKay relies upon the definition of 

liberalism that Fernande Roy presents in Progrès, harmonie, liberté, i.e. a totalizing 

philosophy that upholds the primacy of the individual and the rights necessary for this 

individual to operate in society. The most fundamental of these rights is to own property, 

since property becomes the basis upon which the identity of the individual is defined.24 

But as Michel Ducharme and Jean-François Constant note, the use of this particular 

definition of liberalism by McKay has perhaps created the most controversy regarding the 

Liberal Order Framework, particularly his ordering of the rights of the individual into a 

hierarchy, with the right to property at the apex. Critics claim that the focus on the right 

to property in practice tends toward the identification of liberalism with a relatively 

narrow, possessive individualism.25 However, the decision to place the right to property 

at the forefront of this set of rights is crucial to any definition of liberalism, since the 

basic assumption upon which liberalism itself rests is personal responsibility, or that the 

autonomous individual is capable of exercising the host of other rights that come with the 

conferral of such status.26 

 This debate regarding the Liberal Order Framework highlights a pivotal issue 

regarding discussions of liberalism: as there are multiple versions of the philosophy that 

                                                
23 Ian McKay, “The Liberal Order Framework: A Prospectus for a Reconnaissance of Canadian History,” 
Canadian Historical Review 81, no. 4 (2000): 621-626, 628.  
24 McKay, “The Liberal Order Framework,” 627; see also Fernande Roy, Progrès, harmonie, liberté: Le 
libéralisme des milieux d’affaires francophones à Montréal au tournant du siècle (Montreal: Boréal, 1988). 
25 Michel Ducharme and Jean-François Constant, Liberalism and Hegemony: Debating the Canadian 
Liberal Revolution (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2009), 6-9. 
26 McKay, “The Liberal Order Framework,” 623. 
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have cropped up over time, the question of its definition becomes intricately complex.27 

Alan Ryan, for instance, tends to place the concept of liberty at the core of his discussion 

of liberalism.28 Yet as Edmund Fawcett observes, this alone is an insufficient basis upon 

which to define liberalism, since not only have some of the most illiberal ideologies and 

regimes also claimed to safeguard or enhance liberty, but self-described liberals cannot 

themselves agree upon its definition nor its value. He identifies the origins of liberalism 

in the upheavals of war and revolution in Europe in the late eighteenth and early 

nineteenth centuries. The thinkers he studies sought to create a new order out of the chaos 

that was paradoxically dynamic rather than static, a novel creed for a modern age of 

constant transition. His model of liberalism is “a historical practice of politics” guided by 

an acceptance of conflict, resistance to power, a belief in progress, and mutual respect.29 

This definition, though a useful schematic, does not penetrate the fundamental 

assumptions upon which liberal values and liberal politics rest. 

 As Ducharme and Constant observe, one common thread that runs through all 

discussions of liberalism is “the individual” which forms the basis of the definition 

offered by McKay. Moreover, his treatment of this individual as an abstract concept 

rather than a real human being opens a multitude of possibilities for research. They assert 

that definitions of this individual in Canada from the mid-nineteenth to the mid-twentieth 

century were contingent upon considerations of class, race, and gender. Moreover, the 

individual-as-abstraction serves as a neat basis upon which to distinguish various strains 
                                                
27 For more studies that delve into the character of liberalism, see for example Alain Laurent, La 
philosophie libérale: Histoire et actualité d’une tradition intellectuelle (Paris: Les belles lettres, 2002); 
David Johnston, The Idea of Liberal Theory: A Critique and Reconstruction (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1994); Domenico Losurdo, Liberalism: A Counter-History, trans. Gregory Elliot (New 
York: Verso, 2011); Edmund Fawcett, Liberalism: The Life of an Idea (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 2014); and John Gray, Liberalism (Milton Keynes: Open University Press, 1986).  
28 Alan Ryan, The Making of Modern Liberalism (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2012).  
29 Fawcett, Liberalism: The Life of an Idea, 2-10. 
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of liberalism from other ideologies, which also grounded themselves upon fundamental 

concepts. In the case of socialism, for instance, this abstraction is “the society,” while in 

conservatism, it becomes “the social order.”30 Given both its flexibility and clarity, this 

dissertation relies upon the definition of liberalism as an all-encompassing philosophy 

that upholds the primacy of the abstract and autonomous individual and the creation of 

the ideal conditions in which this socially constructed entity may operate and develop to 

the fullest extent possible.      

Historical researchers at the CHR were taking part in a more extensive cultural 

project engaged in by Canadian intellectuals in this period, namely the definition of a 

Canadian nation according to the tenets of this liberal individualism. According to Ryan 

Edwardson, a national identity requires “extensive work in mediating and consolidating 

the correct myths, symbols, values, and other identifiers of a supposedly essentialized 

national design but which, in fact, reflect the interests and imaginings of its architects.”31	

The project of elucidating a national past for Canada simultaneously represented a quest 

to define Canadian identity by calling forth a set of events, personages, and symbols that 

embodied the predominant values and assumptions of its authors. 

 The network of the CHR, then, set out to entrench a liberal narrative of the past 

that primarily sought to explain the development of the Canadian state and summon a 

nascent nation into being. They attempted to enthrone a version of the national history 

that celebrated the liberal individual, emphasizing the agency of historical actors as they 

triumphed over the structural constraints that impeded the formation of the Canadian 

nation-state. Though these researchers examined the history of New France and French 

                                                
30 Ducharme and Constant, Liberalism and Hegemony: Debating the Canadian Liberal Revolution, 7. 
31 Ryan Edwardson, Canadian Content: Culture and the Quest for Nationhood (Toronto: University of 
Toronto Press, 2008), 28. 
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Canada to various extents over the years, contributors to the CHR also implied through 

their choice of subjects and their overarching line of interpretation that Anglophone 

Canadians represented the guiding force behind the narrative. This tendency, combined 

with their long-held editorial policy of publishing solely in English and an oft-frosty 

reception of Francophone historical scholarship within the CHR’s pages, meant they and 

their journal failed to accommodate French Canadians in their endeavour. As a result, 

Francophone scholars set up rival institutions to those of their Anglophone colleagues. In 

this respect, the RHAF represents a counter-hegemonic project in which its authors 

presented the history of a different nation altogether – that of French Canada – according 

to their own methodological apparatus and their own brand of liberalism, one more 

collectivist in its approach than that of the CHR.   

 

Historiography  

 Overall, there exist very few works that analyze Canadian historical scholars and 

their intellectual output. However, those who have embarked on such studies provide 

perceptive analyses that rigorously penetrate the thought of their historical subjects. In 

particular, they identify many of the motivations behind the choices that researchers 

made in their research and interpretation of the data, as well as some of the underlying 

assumptions and influences that shaped their view of Canada and its past. Still, this 

dissertation seeks to supplement and revise these insightful and exemplary analyses in a 

number of respects. 

 It is important to note that this study is not the first to examine the role of the 

CHR in the production of Canadian history. Marlene Shore provides a thorough 
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distillation of its contents, trends in scholarship, and key themes in the introduction to her 

collection of influential articles from the Review in The Contested Past: Reading 

Canada’s History. Her purpose in this book is to highlight what she identifies as the two 

main objectives of the journal: to promote quality historical research in line with the 

approaches and methodologies employed abroad, and to encourage the study of Canadian 

history. The picture that emerges from the book is one of divergent views, of Editors and 

contributors engaged in an ongoing discussion regarding the appropriate manner in which 

to describe and narrate the past.32 This thesis seeks to build upon the work of Shore by 

studying the philosophical frameworks that shaped the contents of the journal and by 

comparing it with French-language historical scholarship so as to gain greater insight into 

the ways that the broader narrative of the CHR was contested along national lines. 

 Another contribution of this dissertation to the literature is its consideration of the 

myriad ways in which the linguistic divide influenced the development of the 

historiography in particular and that of the Canadian community in general. With the 

partial exception of Alan Gordon,33 scholars tend to replicate this linguistic division by 

consciously limiting their scholarship to either Anglophone or Francophone historians, or 

English- or French-Canadian nationalism. Nonetheless, there exist a handful of notable 

studies on the subject. Michel Brunet, for instance, summarized the divide in his 

Canadians et Canadiens, arguing that while Anglophones believed that both linguistic 

                                                
32 Marlene Shore, ed., The Contested Past: Reading Canada’s History. Selections from the Canadian 
Historical Review (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2002). 
33 Gordon employs the figure of Jacques Cartier as a point of reference in determining the manner in which 
the two linguistic communities – and by extension two nations – tend to interpret the past. In particular, he 
considers how the portrayal of Cartier figured into the broader political and cultural currents of nation-
building, and how nationalism relates to the emergence of a modern mindset in Canada. Nevertheless, 
Gordon confines himself largely to a consideration of French-Canadian national identity, and the role of the 
nineteenth century amateur historian in shaping it. Alan Gordon, The Hero and the Historians: 
Historiography and the Uses of Jacques Cartier (Vancouver: University of British Columbia Press, 2010), 
6-9. 
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groups formed a single “nation canadienne” that was bilingual and bicultural, 

Francophones believed that two nations – one Anglophone and one Francophone – 

formed a united “peuple canadien.”34 H. V. Nelles revisits the three hundredth 

anniversary celebrations in 1908 of the founding of Quebec by Champlain. The purpose 

of his study is to explore the dynamics of nation-building and understand the importance 

of commemoration ceremonies in the process.35 José Igartua identifies a parallel Quiet 

Revolution that took place in English-Canadian identity through the 1960s, one in which 

Anglophones jettisoned the model of Canada as a British nation and instead came to 

accept a civic nationalism based upon bilingualism and multiculturalism.36  

Furthermore, while each of the authors in this sub-genre give varying 

consideration to the ideological and intellectual influences evident in the writings of their 

subjects, they tend to do so in conjunction with well-worn statements regarding the 

tendency of historical work to reflect the dominant ideological and intellectual milieux 

from which they emerge. Conversely, they fail to consider the role their historical 

subjects often played in reinforcing and redesigning these intellectual and ideological 

frameworks. For instance, while Gérard Bouchard disassembles the works of Abbé 

Groulx in an effort to reconstitute his system of thought, his study mostly considers the 

Chanoine in isolation. The reciprocal manner in which the works of Groulx both reflected 

the society in which he was embedded and influenced it in turn largely remains 

                                                
34 Michel Brunet, Canadians et Canadiens, 2nd ed., (Montreal: Fides, 1954), 12-13. 
35 He observes that public celebrations not only shape collective and private interpretations of the world, 
but often reinforce those that already exist as well. By packaging a particular collection of related images, 
narratives, and interpretations of past and present into a coherent parcel, they aid in setting the parameters 
within which the common community is imaginable. Particularly, the resumption of the divisive and 
quarrelsome relations between provinces and linguistic communities in the months and years after the 
festivities only served to underline their hollowness. H. V. Nelles, The Art of Nation-Building: Pageantry 
and Spectacle at Quebec’s Tercentenary (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1999), 12-13, 316. 
36 José Igartua, The Other Quiet Revolution: National Identities in English Canada, 1945-71 (Vancouver: 
University of British Columbia Press, 2006), 1-13. 
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unconsidered. Hence, this dissertation will engage the works of historians from the 

postwar era, not merely to understand them in and of themselves, but particularly to 

consider their collective power to alter or reinforce the greater social order of which they 

themselves were ultimately the products.  M. Brook Taylor, like Gordon, examines a 

group of historians from the nineteenth century by situating the authors and their works 

within their social context. In doing so, his purpose is to trace the particular strand of the 

historical memory of Canadians which narrates the development of the country. In 

particular, Taylor remarks that his authors wrote history for specifically present purposes, 

rather than out of any “self-conscious desire to publish historical works.” They ultimately 

framed their compositions with an eye to promoting their particular locality as a site for 

investment and development, to win concessions from the metropolis, and to justify the 

political stance of one faction or another. 37 Though an insightful study, Taylor’s 

Promoters, Patriots, and Partisans confines itself to an examination of the historians of 

the nineteenth century, employing the era of professionalization as a boundary of 

analysis.    

 The Writing of Canadian History by Carl Berger is a thorough and penetrating 

monograph, representing the first concrete attempt to provide a study of English-

Canadian historical thought throughout the twentieth century. His goal is to explain the 

attitudes of the historians about whom he writes in terms of the broader cultural climate 

in which they worked. Since history represents the “self-conscious effort to establish the 

meaning of experience for the present,” Berger inevitably considers this milieu on 

occasion. Yet he limits his study to a handful of historians “who broke the traditional 

                                                
37 M. Brook Taylor, Promoters, Patriots, and Partisans: Historiography in Nineteenth Century English 
Canada (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1989), 3-4, 6-7.   
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patterns of interpretation,” rather than focusing on groups or cohorts and the debates with 

which they were engaged.38 In doing so, Berger lends a more biographical tone to his 

work, in which each chapter examines the life and scholarship of a given historian. This 

tendency leads him to engage in a measure of psychologizing, especially in considering 

the effects of childhood experiences on the work of his historians.39 

 Berger justifies his decision to omit a consideration of French-Canadian historians 

by observing that generally both language communities “have been preoccupied with the 

backgrounds of two rather different ‘nations.’”40 The ambiguous use of quotation marks 

around “nation” invites different interpretations. Does Berger believe that the historians 

in question are describing two distinct nations, or that they are imagining the same nation 

from different perspectives? In a brief critique of Abbé Groulx and his perception of the 

past, Berger states that the Chanoine “was moved by a feeling for the mystery of the 

complex process by which a tiny people had sustained themselves in a wilderness, had 

become a ‘nation,’ and continued, after military conquest, to survive.”41 Here, the 

quotation marks serve as a mechanism by which he distances himself from any 

acknowledgment that French Canadians or Québécois actually did form a distinct nation, 

at the very least in the era of New France. The insertion of quotation marks even exudes a 

faint hint of sarcasm and deprecation. In fact, Ronald Rudin takes Berger to task for his 

hasty and simplistic dismissal of French-Canadian historiography in the mid-twentieth 

                                                
38 Carl Berger, The Writing of Canadian History: Aspects of English-Canadian Historical Writing: 1900-
1970 (Toronto: Oxford University Press, 1976), ix-x.  
39 For example, Berger speculates that the fixation Arthur Lower displayed with “the nation as a familial 
community – homogeneous, stable, and undivided – had something to do with rather bitter memories of his 
own home.” Yet gendered and familial metaphors were – and still are today – incredibly common devices 
that authors employ in considerations of the national community. Hence, the explanation that Berger 
provides for the appearance of these images in the works of Lower remains unconvincing. Berger, The 
Writing of Canadian History, 113. 
40 Berger, The Writing of Canadian History, x. 
41 Berger, The Writing of Canadian History, 182. 
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century, and particularly for his identification of the tradition solely with Abbé Groulx. 

He states that for Berger, “most Quebec historians were preoccupied with mythologizing 

their national experience,” leaving the more rigorous, scientific study of the past to 

English-Canadian historians like Donald Creighton and Harold Innis.42 Conversely, 

Berger failed to consider the manner in which English-Canadian histories, even of the 

more “serious,” “scientific” genre, frequently indulge in their own mythologizing of the 

national past. 

 While Berger searches for traces of broader cultural influences in the works of his 

historians, Donald Wright examines the effects of professionalization on historical 

scholarship. The new standards of rationality, scientific method, archival research, and 

professional credentials became the yardsticks against which the established practitioners 

measured contenders for the title of “historian.” Local historians with little or no 

university education, women, and even Jews were largely excluded from the professional 

study of history on the basis of their perceived inability to conform to the standards of the 

academy.43 While Wright sometimes considers how dominant social mores and 

prejudices informed the professionalization process, these are not the foci of his research. 

                                                
42 Donald Creighton received a B.A. from the University of Toronto and also studied at Oxford, where he 
was awarded a Master’s degree in 1931. The following year, he accepted a position in the History 
Department at the University of Toronto, where he taught until retirement in 1971. He is parhaps one of the 
most prominent historians in this dissertation, and his landmark works include The Empire of the St. 
Lawrence, Dominion of the North, and a two-volume biography of Sir John A. Macdonald. Harold Innis 
was at least as influential. He received a PhD from the University of Chicago and then became a lecturer in 
political economy at the University of Toronto. Some of his most famous works include The Fur Trade in 
Canada, The Cod Fisheries: The History of an International Economy, and Empire and Communications. 
Alexander Brady, “Harold Adams Innis, 1894-1952,” The Canadian Journal of  
Economics and Political Science 19, no. 1 (1953): 87-96; Ronald Rudin, Making History in Twentieth-
Century Quebec (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1997), 55; Donald Wright, “Creighton, Donald 
Grant,” Dictionary of Canadian Biography, accessed August 28th, 2015, last modified 2013 
http://www.biographi.ca/en/bio/creighton_donald_grant_20E.html .  
43 Donald Wright, The Professionalization of History in English Canada (Toronto: University of Toronto 
Press, 2005), 83, 95-99. 
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Instead, he favours an analysis of the more concrete effects of the professionalization 

process on the means and methodology with which historians engaged their subjects. 

 One particularly prominent effect of professionalization that Wright and others 

emphasize is the marginalization of women in the academy. Beverley Boutilier and 

Allison Prentice criticize the “old boys’ club” that once was the historical community. In 

particular, they note that the drive to transform historical writing into a profession 

ultimately privileged male experience, and that the shift to “scientific” history played a 

special role in the process. Since dominant conceptions of women at the time emphasized 

their alleged sentimentality and lack of a rigorous mind capable of rational, logical 

thought, some male historians assumed that female scholars were incapable of practicing 

the new “serious” history. As a result, women found themselves excluded from positions 

in the universities and relegated to part-time work in archives and museums. 

Consequently, the world of the amateur historian acquired associations with femininity, 

and women who dared to write academic history often found themselves derided by male 

colleagues as “antiquarians.”44 Other than the anthology compiled by Boutilier and 

Prentice, very few studies exist regarding the role of gender in the professionalization of 

history in Canada.45    

                                                
44 Beverly Boutilier and Alison Prentice, eds., Creating Historical Memory: English-Canadian Women and 
the Work of History (Vancouver: University of British Columbia Press, 1997), 4-6. 
45 Even less exists on the subject in the Francophone literature. Rudin only tackles the subject with the 
arrival of female historians and the study of women’s history in the 1970s, omitting a consideration of the 
gendered nature of the academic community in previous eras. Paul-André Linteau comments on the lack of 
women among his cohort in the profession as of 1983. Although he remarks that there were many female 
students in his classes at Université de Montréal in the 1960s, he refrains from attempting to explain their 
absence in the ranks of tenured professors, apart from suggesting that many of them opted instead to teach 
in secondary schools and CEGEPs. Paul-André Linteau, “La nouvelle histoire du Québec vue de 
l’intérieur,” Liberté 147 (1983): 36. For more on the subject in English, see Linda Kealey, “The Status of 
Women in the Historical Profession in Canada, 1989 Survey,” Canadian Historical Review 72, no. 3 
(1991): 370-388; Cecilia Morgan, “Remembering the War of 1812: Gender and Local History in Niagara,” 
Canadian Issues 34 (Fall 2012): 6-9; Colin Coates, Heroines and History: Representations of Madeleine de 
Verchères and Laura Secord (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2002); John Reid, Viola Florence 
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 In considering the sum of the consequences of professionalization, Wright 

concludes that the phenomenon did not necessarily result in the continuous improvement 

of the practice of history. Each new development, to various degrees, brought with it both 

positive and negative consequences. Hence, he insists on representing the progression of 

professional history in terms of “a flat line as opposed to a rising curve.”46 Ronald Rudin 

shares a similar opinion regarding the development of the profession in Quebec. In 

particular, he remains critical of what he perceives to be the persistence of a Whiggish 

strain in the study of Quebec history in the past twenty-five years. He notes that scholars 

there have prided themselves on their alleged ability to avoid the biases that had 

previously prevented the emergence of a truly “objective” view of past. The 

“revisionists,” as he terms them, broke from their predecessors in claiming that the 

historical experience of Quebec was largely no different from that of any other Western, 

industrialized society.47 They eschewed political commentary and relied upon the new 

social scientific methods in vogue in other fields as a means of lending their works a 

more definitive and objective tone. In his critique, Rudin sides with Peter Novick, 

observing that “scientific pretensions” alone do not purge historical works of their biases 

or the more subtle influences of the social milieu in which they emerge. This leads Rudin 

to break from the more conventional periodization of Quebec historiography. He instead 

                                                                                                                                            
Barnes, 1885-1979: A Historian’s Biography (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2005); and Donald 
Wright, “Gender and the Professionalization of History Before 1960,” Canadian Historical Review 81, no. 
1 (2000): 29-66.  
46 Wright, 172. 
47 Rudin observes that a consensus had emerged around the “revisionist” stance in the 1970s and 1980s. He 
notes that the social scientific bent in their work led them to consider the structural causes of the problems 
they researched. By conceiving of the world in such terms, historians in Quebec inevitably turned their 
attention to the broader processes of urbanization, secularization, and even immigration, or phenomena 
which marked other “normal” modern societies in the West. From here, they concluded that Quebec had 
embarked on the inevitable march towards modernity. Ronald Rudin, “Au delà du révisionnisme.” Bulletin 
d’histoire politique 4, no. 2 (1995): 57, 69. 
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separates the revisionists from all those who preceded them, lumping Groulx and his 

successors into one category based on their common tendency to make no effort to hide 

their political allegiances in their writing and their consensus regarding the exceptionality 

of the historical development of Quebec.48   

The greatest effect of this new temporal scheme is to emphasize the significance 

of Groulx and his innovations in the study of history upon successive generations. By 

“making Groulx into a ‘normal’ historian,” the goal is to present him as an accurate 

mirror of his profession and his society.49 For Rudin, the development of the profession 

in Quebec is impossible to comprehend without reintegrating its most influential founder 

into the narrative. In doing so, however, Rudin incurred the ire of a large number of his 

colleagues, given the conservative, even xenophobic and reactionary opinions that the 

Chanoine voiced over the years.50 Yet Rudin states that his goal is not to become an 

apologist for Groulx and his political values, but instead to emphasize his role in the 

development of the “scientific” and professional ethos in the study of history in Quebec.51 

Some have also criticized Rudin for his belief that the revisionists, in denying the 

specificity of the historical development of Quebec, were ultimately concealing the more 

conservative, Catholic, and even reactionary elements of their national past. Jean-Marie 

Fecteau concludes that the primary goal of Rudin is little more than to remind his 

colleagues that the history of their nation – as well as that of their profession – once 

harboured rather retrograde elements. Fecteau observes that the revisionists did not 

                                                
48 Rudin, Making History in Twentieth-Century Quebec, 5-7. 
49 Rudin, Making History in Twentieth-Century Quebec, 11. 
50 For a thorough treatment of the anti-Semitism of Groulx and other French-Canadian nationalist 
intellectuals, see Esther Delisle, The Traitor and the Jew: Anti-Semitism and the Delirium of Extremist 
Right-Wing Nationalism in French Canada from 1929-1939, trans. Madeleine Hébert, Claire Rothman, and 
Käthe Roth (Montreal and Toronto: Robert Davies, 1993).  
51 Rudin, Making History in Twentieth-Century Quebec, 18. 
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necessarily deny the specificity of their past, but rather they abandoned attempts to 

describe the evolution of Quebec society in terms of its unique experience. Here, he cites 

the shift to social scientific methodology as the main impetus for the change in 

explanatory frameworks – historians of the 1970s and 1980s turned their attention to 

broad social phenomena that they were able to describe and quantify. Stifled aspirations, 

surging frustrations, and xenophobic impulses are notoriously difficult to measure, and 

therefore fell to the wayside in historical scholarship.52      

 Like Rudin, Gérard Bouchard also remarks upon the enduring legacy of Groulx 

within French-Canadian historiography. He concludes that despite the ethnocentric, anti-

Semitic, and even quasi-fascistic statements of Groulx, it nevertheless remains possible to 

reintegrate the old master into the historiography of a society that prides itself on its 

inclusivity and democratic spirit. Bouchard urges his colleagues to keep Groulx, like 

other illustrious predecessors, in view, while simultaneously distancing his particular 

opinions from current scholarship.53 In attempting to conjure a coherent worldview out of 

the vast and diverse body of works by Groulx, Bouchard only uncovers a series of 

contradictions, and is unable even to identify a consistently applied definition of the term 

“nation.” On all themes and all subjects, Groulx expressed incoherent opinions, 

“affirmant à la fois le blanc et le noir.”54 Bouchard explores several of these opinions as a 

means of highlighting the complexity characteristic of Groulx and his work, without 

attempting to impose his own resolutions on their inner contradictions.  

                                                
52 Jean-Marie Fecteau, “La quête d’une histoire normale: réflexion sur les limites épistémologiques du 
‘révisionnisme’ au Québec,” in Éric Bédard, and Julien Goyette, eds., Parole d’historiens: Anthologie des 
réflexions sur l’histoire au Québec (Montreal: Les presses de l’Université de Montréal, 2006), 370-371.     
53 Gérard Bouchard, Les deux chanoines: contradiction et ambivalence dans la pensée de Lionel Groulx 
(Montreal: Boréal, 2003), 251. 
54 Bouchard, Les deux chanoines, 10. 
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 Michel Bock interrogates scholarship by Groulx in search of a coherent 

conception of the French-Canadian nation and its place in the world. He observes that the 

neo-nationalist scholars in the postwar period especially displeased Groulx by rejecting a 

role for Providence in the progression of history. Groulx believed that in their reduction 

of the history of the French-Canadian nation to a series of structural explanations, the 

new generation deviated from the proper path by rejecting a part of their cultural and 

religious heritage. Though still Catholic, the neo-nationalists feared that in conferring a 

measure of causality upon Providence or other forms of the supernatural, they would 

inevitably introduce an element of mysticism into their work and drain it of any 

pretensions to scientific objectivity. By omitting Providence as creative and organizing 

force, Groulx feared that historians deprived French Canadians of a link to their 

spirituality, the means by which they had previously overcome the particular obstacles 

they collectively faced. According to Pierre Tousignant, Groulx believed that the purpose 

of historical scholarship was to enlighten the nation regarding its collective past. This 

past had created the French-Canadian people and shaped its particular identity. As history 

made the nation, Groulx reasoned that the survival of the latter depended on a thorough 

knowledge of the former. For Groulx, as for François-Xavier Garneau, the historian had a 

responsibility to protect and edify the national community. In fact, Groulx took up this 

responsibility with missionary zeal. Marie-Pier Luneau examines the manner in which 

Groulx successfully cultivated this image of himself as the “shepherd” watching over his 

national flock. As a part of this strategy, Groulx constructed a network of intellectuals 

and publishers upon whom he could rely to assist him in popularizing and disseminating 

his scholarship. But most importantly, he adapted his message and his writing style to 
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appeal to the widest audience possible. He carried his classroom-honed ability to engage 

the public with his literary and historical works.55 

 Since Groulx was the first to institutionalize the historical profession in Quebec 

universities, his legacy receives a great deal of attention in the historiography. Yet it was 

in the years immediately following the Second World War that the study of history at 

both Université Laval and Université de Montréal began to flourish. Collectively, the 

professors of both universities sought to explain the persistence of the perceived political 

and economic inferiority of Francophones to Anglophones. The Montrealers, following 

Groulx, argued that French Canada had still failed to recover completely from the 

Conquest. In light of their continued exclusion from positions of wealth and power, 

especially within the institutions of the federal government, French Canadians, according 

to adherents to the Montreal School, required political autonomy, especially for the 

province of Quebec. The Laval School generally agreed that French Canadians lacked the 

political and economic power sufficient to improve the quality of their lives. Yet they 

parted with their colleagues in Montreal in apportioning blame. The adherents of the 

Laval School argued that the barriers to effective competition with English Canadians 

were all internal to Francophone society. In particular, they held the enduring power of 

the Catholic Church and its inherently conservative mentality responsible for the 

perceived tardiness of Quebec society in adapting to modernity and claiming its rightful 

share of power and wealth. Consequently, they concluded that the solution to the 

                                                
55 Michel Bock, Quand la nation débordait les frontières: les minorités françaises dans la pensée de Lionel 
Groulx (Montreal: Hurtubise, 2004), 413-414; Marie-Pier Luneau, Lionel Groulx: Le mythe du berger 
(Montreal: Leméac, 2003), 11, 207-208; Pierre Tousignant, “Groulx et l’histoire: interrogations sur le passé 
en vue d’une direction d’avenir,” Revue d’histoire de l’Amérique française 32, no. 3 (1978): 348, 354-355. 
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backwardness of Quebec lay in the implementation of social reforms rather than in any 

expansion of provincial autonomy for its own sake.56  

 Still, several similarities bound the Montreal and Laval Schools together. Scholars 

in both camps inherited from Groulx a concern for employing more scientific 

methodologies in their research and analyses. In this, French-Canadian historians 

resembled their Anglophone colleagues, who had also adopted the methodology of the 

social sciences, particularly in pursuit of the geographic and economic factors that shaped 

developments in the past. Furthermore, a series of common themes and historical 

flashpoints pervaded the works of historians from both schools. In particular, they 

debated the role of the Conquest in the development of French-Canadian society, the 

relationship of Francophones to Anglophones, the place of Quebec within the federation, 

and the relative importance of language and faith in defining their identity. A common 

thread runs through each of these topics and themes. Overall, they invariably betray an 

overriding concern with the nation, which became the basic building block of their 

studies, the focus of their research, and the ultimate framework within which they 

imagined the world.  

 Fernand Ouellet, in describing developments in Quebec historiography after 1960, 

notices a continuity linking the historical scholarship of the postwar generation with that 

of earlier authors. To him, historical writing maintained its “homogeneous and traditional 

character” until 1960 through its assignment of a fundamental role to politics and religion 

in explaining social development and through its focus on biography, key events, and 

social elites. Nevertheless, both he and Alfred Dubuc acknowledge that the intellectual 

currents that historians later embraced in the 1960s first appeared in Quebec during the 
                                                
56 Rudin, Making History in Twentieth-Century Quebec 93-95. 
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early postwar period. In particular, Dubuc traces the influence of the Annalistes to the 

1950s.57 As Peter Burke remarks, the Annales school does not refer to a single 

methodological approach, but rather a loose collection of historians writing for the 

journal Annales: Histoire, sciences sociales. Founded by Marc Bloch and Lucien Febvre 

in 1929, studies that appeared within its pages nonetheless shared a common goal: the 

construction of a new form of history. In doing so, its authors tended to substitute 

problem-oriented studies for historical narratives, considered the whole range of human 

activity in their research rather than merely the political realm, and relied on an 

interdisciplinary approach. The Annalistes were most influential in the years following 

the Second World War under the informal leadership of Fernand Braudel.58 Overall, the 

broader thrust of their scholarship implied a focus on collectives rather than individuals 

and therefore examined structural change through the use of social scientific methods. 

Such an approach lent itself to an explanation of the comparative inferiority of a 

collective such as French Canada.   

 Jean Lamarre and Serge Gagnon identify a division between idealism and 

materialism in the historical tradition, one which frequently overlaps another chasm 

between the old nationalist historiography and the socioeconomic scholarship of 

subsequent decades. Gagnon, for his part, laments what he perceives to be the sacrifice of 
                                                
57 The influence of the Annales School appears even earlier in the historiography in Quebec. Rudin 
observes that the scholarship of some of its authors, particularly that of Marc Bloch and Lucien Febvre, 
made a modest impression on studies by Groulx in the 1930s. Alfred Dubuc, “L’influence de l’école des 
Annales au Québec,” Revue d’histoire de l’Amérique Française 33, no. 3 (1979): 386; Fernand Ouellet, 
The Socialization of Quebec Historiography Since 1960 (Toronto: Robarts Centre for Canadian Studies, 
1988), 5, 7; Rudin, Making History in Twentieth-Century Quebec, 61-62. 
58 Peter Burke, The French Historical Revolution: The Annales School, 1929-2014, 2nd ed. (Cambridge: 
Polity, 2015), 1-3, 12. For more on the Annalistes, see André Burguière, The Annales School: An 
Intellectual History, trans. Jane Marie Todd (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2006); J. H. Hexter, 
“Fernand Braudel and the Monde Braudellien,” Journal of Modern History 44, no. 4 (1972): 480-539; 
Joseph Tendler, Opponents of the Annales School (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013); Robert Forster, 
“Achievements of the Annales School,” The Journal of Economic History 38, no. 1 (1978): 58-76; and 
Stuart Clark, ed., The Annales School: Critical Assessments, 4 vols. (New York: Routledge, 1999). 
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the history of ideas to that of socioeconomic structures. He explains this phenomenon in 

Quebec by suggesting that the almost universal embrace of a materialistic, Annaliste 

methodology represented a reaction against the idealist intellectual tradition of the 

Catholic clergy that historians in the 1970s had encountered as schoolchildren.59 Lamarre 

identifies traces of this same idealism in the clerical nationalist historiography that 

predominated before 1945. Its idyllic portrayal of the culture and habitants of New 

France, its exaltation of their virtues, and its preoccupation with founding heroes offered 

a compensatory image for the trials and tribulations of the present and a moral guide of 

behaviour in an urban, industrial, and secular world. Increasingly, however, this idealistic 

nationalism failed to meet the challenges posed by the advance of modernity. In response, 

the neo-nationalists of the Montreal School turned towards a more social scientific 

approach in their research and rejected the more spiritual nationalism of Groulx. This 

group of historians, who belonged to a new class of university-trained intellectuals in 

Quebec, favoured an urban, secular, democratic, and rational society. Ultimately, 

Lamarre believes that the greatest contribution of the Montreal School to the 

historiography was its ability in an age of anti-nationalism to redefine the meaning and 

future of French-Canadian society from a nationalist, yet modern perspective.60  

 In line with Lamarre and Rudin, Bouchard also identifies modernization as the 

predominant “paradigme” of this generation of historians, including those who remained 

aloof from the neo-nationalist perspective. Specifically, the modernization paradigm 

produced two effects in the historiography. First, it provided historians with a series of 
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new orientations and refined methodologies which allowed them to tackle contemporary 

social problems. Second, the studies that developed from these new perspectives fostered 

a renewal and extension of knowledge regarding the social realities of Quebec.61 Yet in 

considering the transformation of the profession in this period, Bouchard, like Ouellet, 

does not address the underlying reasons behind the shift in analytic scope towards a 

tightly Quebec-centric framework.  

 The new historical scholarship that emerged in Quebec during the 1960s 

possessed several distinctive traits. Gagnon, in his appraisal of the historiography of the 

period, notes that the new generation of historians tended to favour contemporary topics 

and themes. These academics largely abandoned studies of New France and the 

Conquest, in favour of those that focused on the period between 1850 and 1950. In line 

with other authors, he suggests that the adoption of the new methodology and themes of 

interest led to the swing in temporal concentration. Also, several new areas of research 

appeared, many of which favoured approaches that gave primacy to the study of power 

structures, socio-material conditions, and economic patterns. Labour history, the history 

of women, and regional history thus developed into significant sub-fields within the 

historiography.62 In many of these respects, historical scholarship in Quebec acquired a 

strong resemblance to that emerging in other parts of Canada. Dubuc and Ouellet 

                                                
61 Gérard Bouchard, “Sur les mutations de l’historiographie québécoise: les chemins de la maturité,” in 
Fernand Dumont, ed., La société québécoise après trente ans de changements: actes d’un Colloque 
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acknowledge that in turning to a social scientific methodology and taking up questions of 

class, gender, and region, historiography in Quebec increasingly paralleled that in the rest 

of Canada after 1960.63  

 Yet even before this period, historical research in both linguistic communities 

shared other, more subtle similarities. For instance, in their scholarship, Anglophone 

historians, much like that of their French-Canadian colleagues, also treated the nation as 

the bedrock of their profession and as their ultimate subject of study. The final product 

was frequently national in relevance, shape, and design. For several Anglophone 

historians of the postwar period, the study of history confirmed that Canadian history was 

the embodiment of and fulfilment of British liberal values. Even the exceptions proved 

the rule.64 Although historians of both linguistic groups framed their studies in national 

terms, the nations which each tended to describe were radically different from one 

another. While Anglophones presumed that Canada was one indivisible nation, 

Francophones such as Michel Brunet worked from the assumption that the country 

housed two.65 This conception of Canadian society – where two nations form a single 

people – is in some respects the reverse of that advanced by Arthur Lower, who insisted 

                                                
63 Dubuc, “L’influence de l’école des Annales au Québec,” 384; Ouellet, The Socialization of Quebec 
Historiography Since 1960, 10. 
64 W. L. Morton broke from casting his research purely in a national mould, departing from the pattern 
dominant in the profession at the time. He objected in particular to narratives that portrayed central Canada 
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Canadian identity in terms of diversity of experience and interests. Hence, his work exhibited a nuanced 
consideration of “nation” and “region,” including within his framework a great body of experiences and 
interests. Berger, The Writing of Canadian History, 241-242. 
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that in Canada, two “peoples” were on the verge of forming a common nation.66 Hence, 

the works of Anglophone historians tended more to span the entire country in their 

consideration, despite their emphasis on the leading role they assigned to central Canada 

in their narratives. In contrast, the works of Francophones revealed a greater 

preoccupation with historical developments in Quebec and New France, interpreting 

events in other parts of Canada and the world in terms of their relevance to a unique 

French-Canadian identity. 

 Overall, researchers in both linguistic communities were bound together by a 

certain number of similarities. Historical studies in English and French both eventually 

came to emphasize the value of extensive archival research, and works in both languages 

increasingly adopted the terminology and methods of the social sciences.67 Both 

Anglophone and Francophone historians engaged in research in order to identify the 

sources of particular social ills wrought by the rapid expansion of industry and 

urbanization, as well as the solutions to these challenges. They also hoped to convince 

their fellow Canadians to think of themselves in a new light, or to imbue them with a 

distinct national spirit, often tinged with the hues of a particular political affiliation.  

 Ironically, in crafting these new national narratives, Canadian historians of both 

linguistic groups followed methodological currents emanating from other countries. 

While the postwar generation in Quebec gradually fell under the sway of the Annalistes, 

the progressive historians of the United States profoundly influenced the scholarship of 

Anglophone academics in the 1930s. Richard Hofstadter remarks that the most pivotal 
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concept among the progressives was that of social conflict. They parted with previous 

trends in the historiography by asserting that political matters were merely a reflection of 

the deeper economic forces that were fundamental in shaping the development of the 

United States.68 In his own study of the progressives, Ernst A. Breisach revises the 

portrayal of the progressives as inherited from Hofstadter.69 Breisach considers his 

historians within the context of the social disruptions provoked by modernity.70 They 

attempted to devise a new historical methodology to “reconcile the universalizing 

tendencies of scientific culture with different national and cultural contexts.” Their 

scholarship represented a response to and acceptance of the accelerated pace of change in 

modern society, one which “found assurance in timeless rights and values” and exalted 

these as “spurs for change when history was perceived as their ever-fuller realization.”71  

 At the same time in Canada, intellectuals also responded to the challenges posed 

by modernity. Increasingly, they applied their skills to the formulation of a response, 

believing that a modern society with an industrial economy required an interventionist 
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Parrington (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1968): 437-441. 
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state whose experts possessed a specialized form of knowledge with which to run the 

country smoothly. In the pursuit of this specialized knowledge, they adopted many of the 

methods and frameworks of the natural sciences. Barry Ferguson and Doug Owram study 

this set of intellectuals and their work. While Owram concentrates on the relationship 

between this group and the state between 1900 and 1945, Ferguson approaches the topic 

by selecting four prominent thinkers and identifying the intellectual influences that 

shaped their distinct liberal democratic interpretation of state interventionism. Although 

Ferguson concludes that their variety of political economy led them to conceive of a 

“distinct economic and environmentalist interpretation of Canadian nationhood,” he 

concedes that revisionist scholarship emanating from Britain and the United States 

remained a core influence in their thought.72 For Shore, this impulse to frame social 

problems in a scientific manner actually grew in large measure out of English-Canadian 

intellectual traditions. In particular, the reformist impulses that propelled the social 

gospel movement in the late nineteenth century were channelled into institutional and 

scientific endeavours. With the rise in stature of science due to its importance in the 

prosecution of the First World War, reform-minded intellectuals conscripted its 

methodology in the belief that this approach would yield precise, efficient information 

upon which governments could intervene to remedy social ills.73    

Contributors to the CHR particularly conceived of their craft as both a science and 

a subject of the humanities. Yet some scholars expressed discomfort with a perceived 
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drive to sacrifice the latter to the former.74 Historians in the United States and other 

countries also debated the nature of their profession and its accumulated body of 

knowledge. Although historiographical works exist on the subject,75 they are only of 

partial significance to a study of the Canadian context. While such debates certainly 

influenced Canadian scholarship, historians north of the border engaged them in a 

number of different ways and in reaction to a host of concerns unique to this country. 

This dissertation will approach the subject by identifying these concerns and tracing their 

effects upon the composition of various national narratives.    

 Yet debates surrounding scientific and professional standards merely represent 

one piece of the puzzle. Despite claims to the contrary, the political views of historians 

affected their interpretation of the evidence, in particular by suggesting which events and 

actors were relevant to the narratives they spun. In sum, quarrels regarding the proper 

manner in which to frame the past reflected a broader struggle for hegemony both within 

the academy and the national community as a whole. The quest to redefine Canadian 

history was a manifestation of a broader struggle to redefine Canadian identity and 

values.  

 

The Plot of the Dissertation 

                                                
74 By 1959, Donald Creighton became especially wary of the increasing influence of the social sciences on 
the profession. Although he himself had displayed a great willingness to interpret the past through 
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 This thesis considers the rise of a liberal interpretation of Canadian history in two 

parts. The first traces its distillation in the 1920s, its evolution in response to various 

crises in the 1930s, and then its renovation during the Second World War. The second 

part examines its return, albeit in a modified guise, in the first decades of the Cold War 

and the persistent challenge its adherents faced from an organized and entrenched 

community of historical researchers in Quebec. In doing so, the chapters are organized in 

along a similar pattern. They begin with a consideration of the collection of scholars who 

contributed to the production of the CHR in the period in question, as well as a glimpse at 

the editorial process at the Review, highlighting significant departures from previous 

practice and changes to format. The discussion then moves to a consideration of the 

philosophical frameworks that became dominant within this network and the means 

through which these in turn shaped the historical studies that appeared in the journal. 

These sections are then followed by a consideration of some of the means by which 

contributors to the CHR and later the RHAF attempted to apply this knowledge to the 

controversies of the day and disseminate their vision of the Canadian past among the 

public. The final section of each chapter explores some of the challenges that the 

particular vision of Canadian history as enunciated in the CHR faced in triumphing over 

dissenting interpretations and political circumstances that potentially contradicted its 

implications. 

 Chapter one details the story of the foundation of the CHR, examines the leading 

figures behind its production, and traces the consolidation of a network of researchers 

committed to providing a “scientific” version of Canadian history that relied upon 

documentary sources as a means of buttressing its legitimacy. The narrative that emerged 
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from the pages of the Review in this decade was one that centred on constitutional 

milestones, tracing the gradual and organic evolution of the modern Canadian political 

system. Moreover, it plotted the unfolding of liberty on Canadian soil according to a 

British model in which the country formed part of a greater partnership known as the 

Commonwealth. This liberal form of self-government within a greater community was to 

this group of researchers the ideal formula for international co-operation in a world 

ravaged by war and simmering ethnic tensions. In entrenching this reading of Canadian 

history, contributors to the CHR faced a challenge from a dissenting group of 

Francophones, yet they were able to neutralize this threat to their dominance by 

marginalizing alternative interpretations based on the religious, ethnic, and professional 

status of their authors. In contrast to the findings of Wright, the concept of “objectivity” 

was indeed a frequent theme of discussion among contributors to the Review, particularly 

as a means of questioning the validity of narratives and approaches that called into 

question the main thrust of its general narrative.76    

 The second chapter traces the means by which the network of the CHR sought to 

consolidate both the status of its journal and the version of history it championed. These 

historians faced a number of sustained attacks. The Depression, the emergence of a vocal 

French-Canadian nationalist movement in Quebec, and the threat to international peace 

posed by bellicose fascist regimes shattered the assumptions that lay behind a 

historiography that emphasized the universality and inevitability of the liberal way of life 

as it had gradually evolved in Canada. In an effort to salvage this liberalism, a new 

generation of academic historians writing for the CHR attempted to grasp the social and 

economic forces that had influenced the development of the Canadian state and society.  
                                                
76 Wright, The Professionalization of History in English Canada, 7. 



 

 43 

 The third chapter then examines the apogee of what became known as 

“environmentalism” in the study of Canadian history and the reasons for its decline. It 

spans the period of the Second World War, a time in which contributors to the CHR faced 

the threat to the world order posed by the Axis powers by rallying around a defence of 

the liberal way of life. As the War progressed, they found themselves facing the decline 

of the British Empire as the dominant force in the world and the simultaneous rise of a 

confident, assertive United States. The pages of the CHR therefore became a venue for 

collective soul-searching by the network of its contributors, as they sought to 

comprehend the place of Canada in the emerging global framework. By the middle of the 

decade, they had come to frame the country as an integral member in a North Atlantic 

community of nations, one whose culture and traditions had evolved on the basis of a 

deeply ingrained liberalism. 

 Chapter four covers scholarship in the CHR in the latter part of the decade and the 

early 1950s, just as this framework began to take root. Once again, the collective 

narrative turned toward political history and celebrated the role of exemplary individuals 

in shaping the evolution of Canadian institutions. The decline of environmentalism 

paralleled the return of liberal individualism, largely reflecting the broader mood of the 

Cold War. Contributors to the CHR increasingly associated the greater thrust of its 

implications with a determinism that both squared poorly with a celebration of individual 

agency and held suspicious affinities with the brand of Marxism they associated with the 

Soviet Union. Yet just as this version of Canadian history was developing, it faced the 

emergence of a sustained challenge from a group of Francophone historical scholars that 

the network of the CHR had failed to absorb. The foundation of the RHAF meant the 
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establishment of a separate network whose members sought to trace the history of a 

completely different entity than that studied by contributors to the CHR. Their goal was 

to recover the fragments of a French civilization in North America, and while the 

majority of their research articles dealt with events that had occurred within the 

boundaries of modern Canada, the project as they had defined it represented an implicit 

rejection of the nation as defined in the CHR.  

 The fifth chapter traces the continued transformation of the historiography in the 

CHR as it increasingly reflected a philosophical framework that minimalized the potency 

of structural constraints on individual agency. Contributors to the Review criticized social 

scientific approaches and embraced an idealistic view of their craft, one that emphasized 

the autonomy of history from other disciplines and resulted in a concentration upon 

political and biographical research. While contributors to the CHR eschewed social 

science, a new group of academically trained historians at the RHAF embraced it in a 

quest to understand the enduring effects of the Conquest on the collective life of French 

Canada. The Montreal School openly challenged the version of history as enunciated in 

the CHR and sought in its own way to produce a “scientific” account of the past that 

would purge myth from the record and, they insisted, legitimize their interpretation. 

 The final chapter then examines the crisis that emerged in historical scholarship at 

the CHR, as articles came to revolve more tightly around political questions and vignettes 

in the lives of those Canadians and Britishers who were deemed to be the most significant 

shapers of events. Moreover, the liberal narrative as enunciated in the CHR had failed to 

provide an adequate explanation for the emerging crisis within the federal state, one in 

which Francophones began to assert their rights and to confront their political leaders 
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with an alternative reading of Canada. As the 1960s progressed, the younger generation 

of academically trained historians within the network began to challenge the assumptions 

beneath the liberal historiography and embarked upon a renovation of methodologies. In 

the process, they began to question the fixation on national history and instead turned 

their attention to underexplored fields such as regional, social, and labour history. While 

the Montreal School had done much to lay the groundwork for the resurgence of 

nationalism in Quebec, it also faced a sustained challenge of its own in the pages of the 

RHAF. A group of historians and social scientists at Laval who were influenced by the 

approach of the Annalistes confronted the Montreal School with its own thorough 

research that undermined cataclysmic narratives of the Conquest. By 1967, then, no 

group within the discipline had emerged as the dominant force behind scholarship, and 

the hegemonic project implicit in the pages of the CHR had foundered.  

 It is to the network that attempted to entrench a hegemonic vision of Canadian 

history that this dissertation now turns. In doing so, the first chapter begins with an 

examination of the leading men behind the formation of the CHR and the assumptions 

regarding the nation that propelled their particular liberal interpretation of the past.          
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Chapter 2: The CHR and the Internationalism of the Nationalist School 

The world of the academic historian in Canada brimmed with activity and 

anticipation in the 1920s. In the years immediately following the First World War, those 

historians who had served overseas trickled back to university campuses, trading in the 

khaki uniform for the university gown. New legions of young students joined them, and 

collectively their scholarship galloped along at an unprecedented pace. Lewis Thomas, 

the biographer of historian A. L. Burt of the University of Alberta, describes the decade 

as “an intoxicating time of continuous discoveries” for Canadian historians.1 These 

scholars made many of their promising finds as they combed the Public Archives in 

Ottawa, digging for the valuable nuggets of information they put to use in their quest to 

challenge or revise the narratives they inherited from their predecessors. An informal 

community materialized among those who made the annual pilgrimage. Such up-and-

coming dons of Canadian history as Frank Underhill2 and Arthur Lower frequently 

rubbed shoulders with more established academics, including Burt, Adam Shortt, and W. 

A. Mackintosh.3 In the reading rooms and over breaks, these historians not only provided 

                                                
1 Born November 28, 1888, Burt received a Bachelor’s degree from the University of Toronto in 1910 
before heading to Oxford on a Rhodes Scholarship. He graduated from that university with a Master’s 
degree in 1916. After serving in the First World War, Burt lectured at the University of Alberta until 1930, 
when he became professor of history at the University of Minnesota. “Alfred Burt,” University of Alberta 
Centenary, accessed September 25, 2015, last modified n.d. http://www.ualbertacentennial.ca/cgi-
bin/people/displaybio.php?bio_id=690 ; Lewis Thomas, The Renaissance of Canadian History: A 
Biography of A. L. Burt (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1975), 91. 
2 Frank Underhill studied at the University of Toronto and Oxford, and also served in the First World War 
before teaching history at the University of Saskatchewan. In 1927, he moved to the University of Toronto, 
where he remained until 1955. He was involved in a number of left-leaning social organizations, including 
the League for Social Reconstruction and the Co-operative Commonwealth Federation. Garth Stevenson, 
“Frank Hawkins Underhill,” The Canadian Encyclopedia, accessed July 20, 2015, last modified December 
16, 2013 http://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/frank-hawkins-underhill/ 
3 Adam Shortt was an economist and historian educated at Queen’s, Glasgow, and Edinburgh. An 
influential economic historian, Shortt was employed at the Dominion Archives from 1918 until his death in 
1931. W. A. Mackintosh was also engaged in the study of economics and had studied at Queen’s. He 
received a PhD at Harvard and upon his return to Canada, taught at his alma mater until the Second World 
War. Doug Owram, “William Archibald Mackintosh,” The Canadian Encyclopedia,  
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one another with much-craved encouragement and companionship when far from home, 

but they also served as a sharp and astute sounding board against which each pitched 

ideas regarding their research projects and the direction that historical scholarship in 

Canada should take. 

 In studying the past in accordance with the new standards of the emerging 

profession and revising the scholarship of previous generations with archival research, 

the historians of the 1920s were accommodating the old order to the particular challenges 

posed to it by rapid social transformation. They explained how a set of inherited 

traditions, customs, and political values remained relevant to an understanding of 

contemporary issues and suggested solutions to the pressing problems at hand. 

Ultimately, these historians were building a nation – but which nation, and from what?  

 This was the moment in which a liberal hegemony took shape. Its particular 

contours informed the interpretation of Canadian history. Quintessentially, theirs was not 

a history of Canada per se, but rather of a British North America. They sought to grasp 

Canada’s place in the transforming international order by plotting the fluctuating currents 

of world politics. From the outset, national history was thoroughly transnational, for not 

only did these historians imagine Canada within a broader world order, but much of the 

institutional and methodological apparatus they had adopted was comprised of 

innovations from Europe and the United States. This interpretation envisioned Canada 

arising from the geo-historical realities of the British Empire, rather than from the 

Canadian people themselves. The contributors to the CHR – an array of university 

                                                                                                                                            
accessed September 24, 2015, last modified December 14, 2013 www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en 
/article/william-archibald-mackintosh Stanley Gordon, “Adam Shortt,” The Canadian Encyclopedia, 
accessed August 10, 2016, last modified April 16, 2014 http://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article 
/adam-shortt/ . 
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historians and others whose work followed these imported academic mores of historical 

scholarship – presented the country as the archetypal case of a gradually developing 

political system. Canada, it seemed, had evolved naturally and organically. And its liberal 

system provided the framework for the unfolding of individual liberty and the 

development of human creativity while epitomizing the quintessential British values of 

individual freedom, tolerance, and fair play. In this respect, the British constitutional 

order as developed in the Canadian setting became a prized possession and the focal point 

of the narrative, precisely because it reflected the very “racial genius” of the people. But 

many scholars also believed that Canadian history could serve as an example to a war-

ravaged world of how to live in harmony according to a particular set of universal 

principles. Though they encountered resistance from some sections of the community – 

most notably a French-Canadian nationalist contingent – the vast majority of writers who 

published in the CHR envisaged a nation whose spirit and character were thoroughly 

British. This chapter analyzes various elements of the particular frameworks with which 

these historical researchers approached their subject, and then explores the manner in 

which these frameworks manifested themselves in their historical work. 

 

The Place of the CHR within the Burgeoning Historical Community 

  As this nascent community congealed, a new intellectual and professional 

infrastructure rapidly formed which both supported it and the research that emerged as 

the result of their collective efforts. Out of the annual meeting of the Historic Landmarks 

Association in 1922 came the decision to reform the entity into the Canadian Historical 
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Association (CHA). This development was the result of an effort by Lawrence Burpee,4 a 

career civil servant, who wanted to transform the body into an organization along the 

lines of the American Historical Association (AHA). According to Donald Wright, the 

more immediate impetus for doing so was the decision of the federal government to 

create an official Historic Sites and Monuments Board in 1919, thus leaving the Historic 

Landmarks Association without a raison d’être.5 The new organization embraced a much 

broader, more ambitious mission than that of its predecessor, aiming now to promote 

historical research into fields of interest to Canada and to stimulate public interest in the 

history of the country.6 Its annual meetings were vital venues in which university 

historians and interested members of the public discussed ideas and co-ordinated efforts 

to promote historical research, and they proved to be much more formal and 

choreographed than fleeting encounters at the Public Archives in Ottawa.  

Another landmark development in the historical community was the publication 

of the first issue of the Canadian Historical Review by the University of Toronto in 1920. 

This journal in particular was a product of the drive to write history in a more accurate, 

rigorous, professional manner, and rapidly became one of the primary forums in which 

those who studied the past schooled one another in the means by which to do so. Its 

immediate purpose was to replace the Review of Historical Publications Relating to 

Canada as a venue for illuminating exemplary research in Canadian history. The new 

                                                
4 Lawrence Burpee was born in Halifax in 1873, and was educated at home, as well as in public and private 
schools. He served as the Canadian Secretary of the International Joint Commission, whose purpose was to 
resolve boundary disputes on bodies of water between Canada and the United States, from 1912 until his 
death in 1946. “Lawrence Johnstone Burpee Fonds,” E. J. Pratt Library, accessed September 24,  
2015, last modified n.d. www.library.vicu.utoronto.ca/collections/special_collections/f4_lawrence_ 
johnstone_burpee . 
5 Donald Wright, The Canadian Historical Association: A History, Canadian Historical Association 
Historical Booklet (Ottawa: The Canadian Historical Association, 2003), 4-5. 
6 Thomas, The Renaissance of Canadian History: A Biography of A. L. Burt, 68. 
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review was also to serve as a forum for cataloguing and critiquing the ever-expanding 

volume of published material relating to the country and its past. In its quarterly issues, 

historians and history aficionados alike presented the fruits of their research, reproduced 

copies of primary sources, reviewed books, and wrote letters critiquing the scholarship of 

their peers. The CHR, then, became the centre of a discursive network through which a 

group of historically minded intellectuals engaged with the research of one another and 

traded ideas regarding the nature of the work they were undertaking and its broader social 

purpose. Wright observes that the CHR served as an indispensable medium for historical 

scholars in the period, as it shrank vast distances for a community of intellectuals 

scattered across a large and sparsely populated country. It also fostered a sense of unity 

among its readership, for the CHR was the embodiment of their greater project: the 

formulation of a national history for Canada.7 

Wright also points out that the criteria for consideration as a “historian” in this 

period had not yet ossified into the rigid norms of subsequent decades. A tally of 

contributors from a sample of issues in the 1920s proves the assertion true. Out of the 18 

who had a hand in the production of the first issue of the second volume in 1921, only 

two held positions in a history department at a university. This number rose in the first 

issue of 1926; though even here, only seven out of 24 contributors held such a position. 

Many of the authors for the CHR in its early years possessed no special university 

training in historical methods or theory. Nonetheless, they tended to be members of 

another profession and possessed a high level of education, and were therefore almost 

entirely from a middle-class background. They adhered to the standards of scholarship, 

and the Board of Editors readily accepted their submissions. Prominent members of the 
                                                
7 Wright, The Professionalization of History in English Canada, 65. 
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community who fell in this category include William R. Riddell,8 who sat as a justice on 

the Supreme Court of Ontario, and former Prime Minister Robert Borden. Such eminent 

figures lent the CHR and the academic historians at large an added air of legitimacy and 

raised their profile as a means of attracting greater respect and resources for their craft.9 

In the two sample issues chosen for the 1920s, political scientists, librarians, archivists, 

bureaucrats, lawyers, and judges had participated in their publication, either by 

submitting a piece or by serving in an editorial role. The issue from 1921 even included 

contributions from an artist, a politician, and a British engineering officer. 

Apart from the professional designation of the contributors, there exists rather 

little diversity in the network that collaborated in the production of the CHR in its first 

decade. In the two issues sampled – March 1921 and March 1926 – not a single woman 

had submitted a piece or aided in the publication of the Review. The average age of 

collaborators in 1921 was 53, though this figure dropped to 49 in 1926. The figures also 

reveal the dominance of Torontonians in its publication. In the 1921 issue, exactly two-

thirds, or 12 of the contributors came from this city, while in 1926, this fraction did not 

change at all, with 16 of the 24 contributors hailing from Toronto. Of these contributors, 

two of the 12 in 1921 were employed in the Toronto History Department; four of the 16 

were so employed in 1926. Thus, many of these contributors were not historians at the 

university. The sample from 1921 also contained one French professor, one from the 

English Department, and two from political economy, while that of 1926 comprised one 

                                                
8 W. R. Riddell earned his Bachelor’s degrees in arts and in science, as well as his law degree, from 
Victoria College, Toronto. In 1906, he was appointed the bench of the Supreme Court of Ontario, where he 
served until his death in 1945. He is known for his scholarship in legal, constitutional, medical, and social 
history, and his biographies of William Kirby and John Graves Simcoe. “William Renwick Riddell,” The 
Canadian Encyclopedia, accessed September 23, 2015, last updated December 16, 2013 
www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/william-renwick-riddell  
9 Wright, The Professionalization of History in English Canada, 68. 



 

 

52 

law professor and three employed in the Political Economy Department. There also 

existed a diversity of professions from the middle class in both samples. Among 

contributors from the 1921 issue were three archivists, two librarians, a headmaster, one 

military officer, one retired clergyman, one lawyer, one judge, and one civil servant. In 

1926, there were two librarians, an archivist, a lawyer, a museum curator, a headmaster, 

an economist, a geologist, a journalist, a university administrator, and two government 

employees. Such figures suggest that the managers of the fledgling publication relied on 

personal connections as an expedient means of finding contributors qualified to write a 

given piece or review a book in a specialized field. Moreover, the lengthy back-and-forth 

of submitting research articles, sending feedback from peers, and re-submitting became 

even longer when considering the speed of communication via mail in the period. This 

process could take several weeks longer in the case of an author based in Vancouver or 

Halifax than it might for one living in Toronto.     

 Thus, the CHR faced considerable logistical impediments that prevented it from 

becoming a widely read national journal. It was, from its creation to the mid-1960s, very 

much the creature of academics at the University of Toronto, although they did not 

always dominate its Board of Editors. On the occasion of the twenty-fifth anniversary of 

the Review, the Oxford-educated University of Toronto librarian W. S. Wallace 

reminisced about its foundation.10 Briefly after returning from a stint as a commanding 

officer of the Khaki College in Britain, he suggested to George Wrong, Editor of the 

Review of Historical Publications Relating to Canada and head of the Department of 

                                                
10 Not only did he serve as the first Editor of the CHR, but he also worked in that capacity for the 
Champlain Society from 1923 to 1943, and the Royal Society of Canada from 1937 to 1945. Yet he was 
also an author in his own right, publishing more than 30 books and hundreds of articles as well. “William 
Stewart Wallace, 1970,” The Globe and Mail, accessed December 20, 2015, last modified March 17, 2007 
http://search.proquest.com.proxy.queensu.ca/docview/383446808/abstract?accountid=6180. 
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History at Toronto, that they should transform the annual publication into a quarterly 

journal.11  

 Wallace found that the existing Review could no longer cover adequately the 

material published relating to Canadian history, and he believed that the moment had 

come for the creation of a venue in which those researching the national past could 

present their findings. In doing so, he cited the influence of the EHR and the AHR. Yet 

there was to be a significant difference from these models. Most importantly, these 

journals accepted submissions dealing with all branches of history. But given the lack of 

a journal devoted solely to Canadian history, Wallace felt it necessary to limit their 

mandate to those works that pertained to the development of modern Canada.12 As the 

comparisons with the EHR and AHR demonstrate, the model for this new mode of 

communication among historical researchers originated abroad. According to Margaret F. 

Stieg, the periodical historical journal developed from the need of historians for a 

specialized venue in which to present the results of their research within an expanding 

base of knowledge and a mechanism through which peers could evaluate its quality. 

Existing publications could not serve this purpose, since the specialized subject matter of 

their studies was frequently of limited interest beyond the narrow audience of 

historians.13 In responding to their own perceived needs in Canada, Wallace and the other 

participants in the CHR consciously borrowed from the solutions devised to the same 

predicaments encountered by historical researchers in other countries.   

                                                
11 “Notes and Comments,” Canadian Historical Review 26, no. 1 (1945): 101-102; “William Stewart 
Wallace, 1970,” The Globe and Mail. 
12 “Notes and Comments,” Canadian Historical Review 1, no. 4 (1920): 343-346; “Notes and Comments,” 
Canadian Historical Review 26, no. 1 (1945): 101-102; Wright, The Professionalization of History in 
English Canada, 32. 
13 Margaret F. Stieg, The Origin and Development of Scholarly Historical Periodicals (Tuscaloosa: 
University of Alabama Press, 1986), 3, 39-40. 
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 Perhaps no single person was better positioned to found such a journal than 

George M. Wrong, who was born in 1860 in Grovesend, Ontario – at the time called 

“Canada West.”14 In fact, Wallace credited him in 1948 as the first professor to introduce 

Canadian history as a subject in a Dominion university. His educational background, 

however, was far different from that which one might associate with an academic 

historian. Wrong had studied theology at Wycliffe College and enrolled in the arts course 

at Victoria College before becoming ordained as an Anglican minister. Instead of leading 

a parish, he instead taught ecclesiastical history and apologetics at Wycliffe. Wrong 

received his appointment to the first chair in Canadian history at the University of 

Toronto in 1894 and became the driving force behind the construction of a department 

comprised of talented figures in the field. In this position, he championed a version of 

historical scholarship that emphasized the centrality of documentary sources in 

reconstructions of the past. While this stance suggests the influence of German and 

American intellectual currents on his thought, both Wallace and Wright identify the 

Oxbridge tradition as the inspiration for the educational program that Wrong established 

at Toronto. Undergraduates received training according to the Oxford tutorial method of 

instruction, where he had studied courses in the summer months between academic terms. 

The tutorial session ensured that students frequently gained the opportunity to discuss 

historical questions with faculty in an intimate atmosphere.15 It also encouraged the 

student to form their own opinions about the material presented by challenging both the 

authors of the works and the tutor leading the sessions.   

                                                
14 Berger, The Writing of Canadian History, 8; Wright, The Professionalization of History in English 
Canada, 29. 
15 W. S. Wallace, “The Life and Work of George M. Wrong,” Canadian Historical Review 29, no. 3 
(1948): 229-239; Wright, The Professionalization of History in English Canada, 30-31, 37. 
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 Attempts at persuasion by Wallace proved effective, as Wrong then broached the 

subject at a meeting of the Studies Committee that published the Review at the University 

of Toronto in October 1919. From there, developments proceeded rapidly. By January 

1920, they had named a Board of Editors for the new journal and secured an annual 

budget of $2,000. Out of these funds, they allotted $400 for a nominal salary for the 

Managing Editor and budgeted editorial costs of $5 per page, thereby capping the length 

of each issue at approximately one hundred pages. The editorial staff even budgeted for a 

modest payment to contributors, setting the maximum rate at $1 per page. Only two and a 

half months after this planning session, the Canadian Historical Review made its debut. 

The Board of Editors consisted of Wrong and Wallace, R. M. MacIver, head of the 

Department of Political Economy at Toronto, H. H. Langton, the university librarian, A. 

H. U. Colquhoun, the Deputy Minister of Education for Ontario, and W. L. Grant, an 

Oxford-educated headmaster of a local school.16 Though all Torontonians, only two were 

faculty of the History Department. Two-thirds of the board were staff at the University of 

Toronto. While the inclusion of non-academic historians and others on the Board of 

Editors proved an expedient means of acquiring knowledgeable contributors of material, 

                                                
16 R. M. MacIver was a Scottish sociologist and political scientist who was educated at the University of 
Edinburgh, where he received a D.Phil. in 1905, as well as Oxford. He arrived at the University of Toronto 
in 1915, and became head of the Political Economy Department four years later. H. H. Langton studied at 
the University of Toronto, where he later served as librarian. After retirement in 1923, he translated for the 
Champlain Society and continued to edit and write biographies. A. H. U. Colquhoun, however, studied 
English literature and history at McGill and embarked on a career in journalism. In his spare time, he 
contributed articles on Canadian and imperial history to the CHR and other journals. Finally, W. L. Grant 
was educated at both Queen’s and Balliol, receiving a B.A. from the latter in 1898. From 1904-1910, he 
served as the Beit Lecturer in colonial history. Upon return to Canada, he served as the headmaster of 
Upper Canada College in Toronto. “Hugh Hornby Langton,” The Canadian Encyclopedia, accessed 
September 23, 2015, last modified December 15, 2013 www.thecanadianencyclopedia.com/en/article/hugh-
hornby-langton ; “Notes and Comments,” Canadian Historical Review 26, no. 1 (1945): 101-102; “Notes 
and Comments,” Canadian Historical Review 17, no. 1 (1936): 89-95; “Robert Morrison MacIver,” 
American Sociological Association, accessed September 23, 2015, last modified n.d. 
www.asanet.org/about/presidents/Robert_MacIver.cfm ; “William Lawson Grant Fonds,” Queen's 
University Archives, accessed September 23, 2015, last modified n.d. www.db1.archives.queensu.ca/ica-
atom/index.php/william-lawson-grant-fonds;rad 
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another explanation for this pattern becomes apparent when considering the mission of 

the new journal.   

The Board of Editors of the CHR, as well as those who contributed material for 

publication, perceived themselves to be playing a vital role in the development of an 

informed Canadian community. Wallace, the Managing Editor in the first decade of the 

Review, outlined the particular goals that the publication hoped to achieve in the 

introduction to the earliest issue. Its mandate extended not merely to scholarship of a 

historical nature, but also to geography, politics, economics, and current affairs.17 In fact, 

in the second issue of 1921 alone, five out of nine of the publications reviewed for the 

journal dealt to varying extents with current themes, thus implying a particular 

preoccupation with the relevance of their research to the broader community. The editors 

of the journal thought the past played a much more direct role in influencing the matters 

of the day than did historians of later generations. But more importantly, they appreciated 

the importance of assimilating knowledge from a wide variety of fields in arriving at a 

clear understanding of the past.  

Another ambitious task that the directors of the CHR set for themselves was the 

bridging of the gap between scholarship in English and French. In particular, they aimed 

to make Anglophone students of history more aware of Francophone scholarship and 

opinion, especially through reviews of works in the French language. In the first year 

alone, 20 percent of the 96 works examined in the review section of the journal were 

published in French, though this number declined as the decade wore on, plummeting to a 

paltry seven percent by 1928. Even more telling, contributions from French-Canadian 

contributors were remarkable for their almost complete absence. Despite the occasional 
                                                
17 “Notes and Comments,” Canadian Historical Review 1, no. 1 (1920): 1-2. 
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appearance of publications by prominent Francophone historians such as Gustave 

Lanctot, head of the French section of the Public Archives,18 the CHR remained almost 

entirely an Anglophone forum for disseminating scholarship. In fact, among all the 

contributors to the two issues chosen as a sample for this decade, only one French-

Canadian name appears: that of Public Archives employee F.-J. Audet.19 Nevertheless, 

the journal had made modest headway in making Anglophone historical scholars better 

acquainted with the research of their Francophone counterparts. Yet in its quest to foster 

a “connecting link” between both linguistic communities in the discipline, the CHR faced 

challenges. Most notably, the refusal by its Board of Editors to print contributions in 

French discouraged Francophones from considering it a venue in which to publish.20  

Judging by some of the comments in the journal, contributors to the CHR 

perceived a number of other challenges that hindered them from constructing a balanced 

and informed account of Canadian history. In at least three places, commentators 

lamented the apparent fact that apart from Abyssinia and Siam, Canada was the only 

country in the world without a national library.21 Moreover, no exhaustive list existed 

                                                
18 Gustave Lanctot studied at the Université de Montréal, Oxford, and the Sorbonne before joining the 
Dominion Archives in 1912. He became the Dominion Archivist in 1937, a position he held until 
retirement in 1948. His main works include a study of François-Xavier Garneau and a series on Canadian 
history entitled Histoire du Canada. Pierre Trépanier, “Gustave Lanctot,” The Canadian Encyclopedia, 
accessed September 25, 2015, last modified July 24, 2015 www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/ 
gustave-lanctot 
19 Wright makes a similar observation regarding participation at the annual meetings of the CHA. While 
French-Canadian participation was routine between the world wars, it was consistently the same “three or 
four” individuals who represented that contingent. He names Audet, Gustave Lanctot, and Arthur Maheux 
as three regular participants at the meetings. F.-J. Audet was head of Information Services at the Dominion 
Archives until his retirement in 1939. His is also known as a founding member of the Société des dix, to 
which he regularly contributed historical studies. “Fonds Francis-Joseph Audet,” Héritage, accessed 
August 2, 2016, last modified 2016. http://heritage.canadiana.ca/view/oocihm.lac_mikan_99001 ; Wright, 
The Professionalization of History in English Canada, 70-71.  
20 In fact, Rudin cites the strict adherence to the English-language policy as the main factor that alienated 
Francophones. Rudin, Making History in Twentieth-Century Quebec, 78. 
21 Lawrence Burpee, “A Plea for a Canadian National Library,” Canadian Historical Review 1, no. 2 
(1920): 191-194; “Notes and Comments,” Canadian Historical Review 2, no. 1 (1921): 3; W. S. Wallace, 
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which collected and classified all the published works relating to Canada. In such 

respects, the development of the intellectual infrastructure of the nation remained in “the 

pioneer stage.”22 In “Some Problems of Canadian Historical Scholarship,” Queen’s 

historian Duncan McArthur23 also remarked upon the lack of co-ordination of projects 

among academic researchers and of the publication of their monographs. After 

preliminary consultation with a committee formed by himself, Burt, D. C. Harvey, A. S. 

Morton, and William Smith24 during a research trip to Ottawa in the summer of 1926, 

McArthur provided a list of priorities which the academic community must address. Each 

of these involved the classification and organization either of research projects or the 

materials fundamental to their completion. For instance, one of their collective 

recommendations was to identify and catalogue records pertaining to Canada in archives 

in the United States, the former British colonies, and the United Kingdom itself, as well 

as to take steps to search for and salvage the records of private businesses insofar as they 

                                                                                                                                            
“Review of Henry Bartlett van Hoesen’s Bibliography, Practical, Enumerative, Historical: An Introductory 
Manual,” Canadian Historical Review 9, no. 3 (1928): 253-254. 
22 Wallace, “Review of Henry Bartlett van Hoesen’s Bibliography, Practical, Enumerative, Historical: An 
Introductory Manual,” 253. 
23 McArthur earned a Master’s degree from Queen’s in 1908 and then a law degree from Osgoode Hall. He 
held the Douglas Chair in Canadian and Colonial History at Queen’s in 1922, after which he became the 
head of the History Department. In 1940, he entered Ontario provincial politics for the Liberals, winning a 
seat in Simcoe and becoming the Minister of Education. “Hon. D. McArthur Dies Suddenly, 58,” Montreal 
Gazette, July 21, 1943; “McArthur, Duncan (1885-1943),” Queen's Encyclopedia, accessed September 24,  
2015, last modified n.d. www.queensu.ca/encyclopedia/m/mcathurduncan.html 
24 D. C. Harvey received a B.A. from Dalhousie in 1910, and studied at Oxford with a Rhodes Scholarship, 
where he received a Master’s degree in 1917. Working first in the History Department at Wesley College, 
then at the University of Manitoba, and later at the University of British Columbia, Harvey became the 
archivist for Nova Scotia in 1931. Much of his work centred on the relationship of that province to the 
British Empire. A. S. Morton received an MA from the University of Edinburgh and became a historian at 
the University of Saskatchewan, where he studied the history of Western Canada until his retirement in 
1940. William Smith received his education at the University of Toronto and was an employee of the 
Public Archives of Canada. Mark Vajcner, “Morton, Arthur Silver (1870-1945),” The Encyclopedia of  
Saskatchewan, accessed September 25, 2015, last modified n.d. www.esask.uregina.ca/entry 
/morton_arthur_silver_1870-1945.html ; “Notes and Comments,” Canadian Historical Review 47, no. 4 
(1966): 399-400;“William Smith fonds [textual record],” Library and Archives Canada, accessed August 2, 
2016, last modified August 2, 2016 http://collectionscanada.gc.ca/pam_archives/index.php?fuseaction= 
genitem.displayItem&lang=eng&rec_nbr=102287&rec_nbr_list=102287,101142,99744,99547,98349,3221
250,3221769,191551,105486,100551 . 
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pertained to Canadian subjects.25 Though the implementation of such recommendations 

would have entailed a substantial expense of labour and capital, McArthur failed to 

provide any estimates of the cost of such projects, nor any suggestions as to where 

potential organizers might procure the required resources. 

A survey of the progress made in the development of a national archive, however, 

provided little reason for despair. As Ian Wilson notes, the Laurier government increased 

the budget for the Dominion Archives more than twofold in 1907 from the $20,000 

previously allocated. By 1932, this figure had mushroomed to $139,000. In addition, the 

Archives had received a new home on Sussex Street in 1906. Even with an expansion of 

the facilities twenty years later, it was exceeding its storage capacity by 1933.26 

Reflecting such developments, the pages of the CHR often radiate a palpable excitement 

regarding the wealth of sources now at the disposal of the researcher and their usefulness 

in constructing a historiography worthy of international acclaim. Wallace, in the 

introduction to the second issue of the first volume, anticipated a “radical” revision of the 

accepted facts of Canadian history, as the “insecure” foundation upon which the existing 

narrative rested ultimately began to crack in the face of new discoveries.27  

 

The Philosophical Foundations of the New Scientific History in Canada 

 If those tied to the CHR were indeed engaged in a nation-building project, then to 

do so effectively they required a standard, organized body of knowledge from which to 

make observations and devise theories. Fundamental to the scholarship of this generation 

                                                
25 Duncan McArthur, “Some Problems of Canadian Historical Scholarship,” Canadian Historical Review 8, 
no. 1 (1927): 5-8.  
26 Ian E. Wilson, “Shortt and Doughty: The Cultural Role of the Public Archives of Canada, 1904-1935,” 
Canadian Archivist 2, no. 4 (1973): 14-16.  
27 “Notes and Comments,” Canadian Historical Review 1, no. 2 (1920): 134-135. 
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of contributors was the quest to devise a more rigorous, scientific, analytical history 

grounded in the study of archival materials. Authors for the CHR shared the prevailing 

conviction that the application of scientific principles to their work would ultimately 

yield a more accurate and functional version of history, depicting the past exactly as it 

had once existed. Moreover, those who made a living as academic historians in 

universities endeavoured to transform the study of history into a profession, one whose 

technical, specialized body of knowledge would successfully reshape the world. 

Crucially, both the methodological apparatus they adopted and their philosophical 

approach to the study of history were thoroughly infused with liberal assumptions.  

Much like in other countries in which the study of history had been transformed, 

practitioners in Canada adopted several facets of an empirical approach to scholarship. 

Theirs was a quest to uncover the truth about the past, and they believed that the ideal 

means to do so was to rely on the documents that historical actors had left behind. In 

reconstructing the past, academic historians called upon a set of methods for analyzing 

the veracity of statements in documents, and then cited these sources in their studies as an 

invitation to sceptics to examine the evidence for themselves. William Wood,28 a military 

man who published historical pieces in the CHR, believed that this form of scholarship 

was inherently better than alternatives, as the archival source provided the most reliable 

evidence as to the manner in which events in the past had unfolded.29 Commentary in the 

CHR in this decade frequently revolved around matters pertaining to archival collections 

                                                
28 William Wood was born at Quebec in 1864 and received primary and secondary education in England 
and Germany. From 1921 to 1936, he served as the Assistant Archivist for the Quebec Provincial Archives. 
“Wood, William Charles Henry (1864-1947),” Morrin Cultural Centre, accessed September 25, 2015, last 
modified 2015, www.morrin.org/en/prisonniers-eleves-et-penseurs-william-wood .  
29 William Wood, “The New Provincial Archives of Quebec,” Canadian Historical Review 2, no. 2 (1921): 
136-137. 
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or the use of documentary sources. In fact, nearly every edition of the Notes and 

Comments section contained material pertaining to such topics. For instance, this section 

in the third issue of the first volume informs the audience of the means by which to 

obtain materials from the Public Archives without visiting Ottawa, detailing the variety 

of services available to historical scholars lacking the resources to make the journey. 

Adopting the tone of one advertising for the Archives, the author then declared that 

“there is no one in Canada, no matter how remote the place in which his lines may be 

cast, who may not carry on historical investigations of an original character.”30 

Just as natural scientists possessed a methodology and apparatus for the study of 

their own questions, scholars of the CHR claimed a proper procedure and guidelines for 

research partly as a means of preventing bias from tainting the outcome of their studies. 

The bibliography and the footnote in particular were to serve as proof that historians had 

examined the archival sources available with due diligence, serving as verification of 

their conclusions as fact. If a colleague doubted the manner in which an author 

interpreted the source – and they often did – the footnote served as an invitation to 

challengers to consult the record for themselves. According to historian Anthony Grafton, 

the footnote serves to confer authority on its author.31 In practice, the historical 

community of the 1920s employed footnotes for a variety of reasons, and often cited 

sources incompletely and in an eccentric manner. The problem was so ubiquitous that the 

editorial staff of the CHR complained about the hours of time they spent merely 

correcting citations. An ill-tempered remark in the Notes and Comments section in 1927 

reminded contributors that they were only to use footnotes as a means of showing the 

                                                
30 “Notes and Comments,” Canadian Historical Review 1, no. 3 (1920): 238. 
31 Anthony Grafton, The Footnote: A Storied History (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1997), 8. 
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source of a particular piece of information.32 This practice in particular encouraged 

authors to focus on the production of accurate citations and reflected the standardization 

of historical scholarship, an important hallmark of a verifiable body of knowledge and 

one of the cornerstones upon which to confirm the objectivity of a given study. In 

addition, the footnote was emblematic of a key liberal tenet, namely the freedom of the 

individual to challenge the interpretation of the evidence provided even by the most 

eminent in the field. It was an active encouragement to question authority and to arrive at 

independent conclusions. This system could not function properly without a standardized 

system for the citation of documentary evidence.            

 The adoption of the footnote and other hallmarks of the discipline reflected an 

intellectual milieu in which more rational, scientific approaches became the predominant 

form in which studies of social problems and proposals for their solutions appeared. The 

social sciences gained ground in the early twentieth century because intellectuals 

perceived the new forms of knowledge to be more useful to a government increasingly 

called upon to intervene in an ever more complex, industrialized economy and society.33 

According to Thomas, Burt thought that historians were contributing “to public 

enlightenment by relating current ideas to their earlier manifestations and to their 

implications for contemporary society.” In this line of thought, he greatly resembled the 

other intellectuals of his time. As Doug Owram observes, the trend towards secularism 

and the simultaneous rise of scientific modes of thought in the late nineteenth century 

challenged the traditional focus of university education; relevant no longer were 

                                                
32 “Notes and Comments,” Canadian Historical Review 8, no. 3 (1927): 188. 
33 For more on the development of the social sciences in Canada and their intricate relationship with the 
federal government, see Owram, The Government Generation: Canadian Intellectuals and the State, 1900-
1945; and Ferguson, Remaking Liberalism: The Intellectual Legacy of Adam Shortt, O. D. Skelton, W. C. 
Clark, and W. A. Mackintosh. 
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clergymen preaching “on esoteric points of doctrine” or the “ivory tower” academic. 

Instead, the problems that emerged as a result of rapid urbanization and industrialization 

led some in intellectual circles to take on an activist role and employ their skills in the 

quest to find solutions to emerging challenges.34 Knowledge was to be both practical and 

practicable. Consequently, many within this cohort of historical scholars wrote with 

substantial consideration for both the public interest and for relevance to contemporary 

dilemmas. 

In this light, the production of historical knowledge of a scientific nature acquired 

industrial overtones. Citing D. C. Harvey, Wright discerns a hierarchy that emerged 

within the historical community as it gradually developed the traits of a profession. Atop 

its apex sat those professionals in universities who studied “national” history – the 

amateurs concerned themselves instead with local matters. Wright calls attention to the 

practical division of labour that this hierarchical scheme entailed.35 In his interpretation 

of Harvey, local historians were the unskilled labourers, or the proletarians of the 

profession, while those in the universities were the technicians and managers who 

designed the broad contours of the final product and directed the production process. The 

locals assembled their own raw archival materials into narratives relating historical 

episodes of particular interest, as well as biographies of intriguing figures long since 

deceased. Their factual works then became components of the greater synthetic narratives 

of the academic historians.36 Yet the same article by Harvey offers other possibilities of 

interpretation. While Wright concludes that “local” and “general” meant “amateur” and 

“professional,” Harvey likely saw himself, as well as other Canadianists, as the “locals,” 

                                                
34 Owram, The Government Generation: Canadian Intellectuals and the State, 1900-1945, x-xi. 
35 Wright, The Professionalization of History in English Canada, 92. 
36 Wright, The Professionalization of History in English Canada, 93. 
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given his reading at the time of more general models of historical change emanating from 

international scholarship. His conception of “global history” integrated the “local” into 

broader narratives about human progress and development, incorporating both Nova 

Scotia and Canada into a greater framework that included the British Empire and Western 

civilization.37 After all, Harvey, like the historians at the University of Toronto, possessed 

an Oxford degree and studied the past according to the norms of the discipline. Hence, 

his vision of the emerging profession was much more egalitarian and co-operative. Yet 

even in this more democratic conception of the profession, there still exists a rational 

organization of tasks into specialized functions, ultimately leading to the more efficient 

production of a standardized knowledge.  

Unsurprisingly, given its mandate to compile and catalogue all publications 

relating to Canada, the CHR frequently included reviews of books directed at a broad 

reading public and therefore of a less scholarly nature. Even in 1928 after the journal had 

found its footing, approximately a third of the 85 studies in the review section were of a 

non-academic nature, including popular histories, monographs on art and literature, and 

even picture books and tourist guides. In reviewing C. H. J. Snider’s The Glorious 

“Shannon’s” Old Blue Duster, Wood commended the author for his attempt “to bring 

authentic history home to the general public.” He critiqued the work from the point of 

view of a professional and ultimately deemed it of use to researchers of a more academic 

                                                
37 Even the Editorial Board of the CHR portrayed Canadian history in this light. When re-iterating the 
purpose of the Review, which was ostensibly a journal that examined “national” history, they referred to 
their endeavour as a local enterprise. D. C. Harvey, “The Importance of Local History in the Writing of 
General History,” Canadian Historical Review 13, no. 3 (1932): 244-251; “Notes and Comments,” 
Canadian Historical Review 6, no. 1 (1925): 1-3; Wright, The Professionalization of History in English 
Canada, 209. 
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persuasion.38 The presence of such reviews in the CHR, as well as of pieces by those 

lacking a university degree in history, suggests that the line dividing the professionals 

from the amateurs – though certainly present in the 1920s – was also rather porous. The 

example above implies that the line dividing the “academic” from the “amateur” was one 

of methodology rather than credentials, since the academic historians had yet to devise a 

solid and universally acceptable training infrastructure for producing the “professional.” 

Moreover, the CHR played host to a number of contributors such as Harold Innis and R. 

MacGregor Dawson,39 who, though not historians, were academics in other fields such as 

political economy.  

 Although such “scientific” hallmarks of the trade as archival research and peer 

review became staples of scholarship, opposition materialized to the shift in source 

criticism. Not all within the discipline appeared eager to embrace the changes in their 

entirety, and this hesitation appeared on occasion in the CHR. Wrong, whom Carl Berger 

positions as the archetypal conservative of this cohort,40 insisted that although “history 

uses science and philosophy,” it “is itself an art.”41 According to Wright, Wrong believed 

                                                
38 William Wood, “Review of C. H. J. Snider’s The Glorious ‘Shannon’s’ Old Blue Duster and Other 
Faded Flags of Fadeless Fame,” Canadian Historical Review 5, no. 1 (1924): 65-66. 
39 R. MacGregor Dawson was educated at Dalhousie, Harvard, and the London School of Economics 
before returning to his Canadian alma mater to teach political science. In 1937, he moved to Toronto to 
take up a position at the university there. In 1951, he left this position to pen the official biography of 
Mackenzie King, to complete only the first volume before his death in 1958. H. Blair Neatby, “Robert 
MacGregor Dawson,” The Canadian Encyclopedia, accessed September 24, 2015, last modified July 24, 
2015. http://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/robert-macgregor-dawson/ 
40 In the first chapter of The Writing of Canadian History, he juxtaposes Wrong with Shortt, who then 
appears as the main force behind the move towards a more scientific history. Berger, The Writing of 
Canadian History, 13. 
41 Though the authors of The Writing of History believe the goal of historical research to be the creation of 
a “truthful narrative” from a documentary source base, they also expound extensively on the aesthetics of 
writing. While acknowledging that historical scholarship contains the elements of a science, “it is an art of 
a very special sort which needs, in order to be adequately practiced, a scientific mind.” Nevertheless, they, 
like Wrong, express anxiety about many of the new developments in the field. William Abbott in particular 
believes that the focus on methodology to the detriment of writing technique makes for dull reading. Jean 
Jusselrand, William Abbott, Charles Colby, and John Bassett, The Writing of History (New York: Charles 
Scribner’s Sons, 1926), 3-4, 6-8, 32, 38-39; George Wrong, “Review of Jean Jusselrand, William Abbott, 
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that history could never be a true science. Though he emphasized the necessity of 

employing sound facts in the construction of historical studies, Wrong also insisted upon 

the use of imagination and literary skill in the production of an accessible and engaging 

account of the past.42 In “Some Vices of Clio,” Wallace agreed with many of these 

sentiments. He lamented the move to a more scientific history that entailed a perceived 

sacrifice of both literary appeal and philosophical content. He lashed out at many of the 

staples of the new discipline, including the PhD program and dissertation. To Wallace, 

the focus on methodology in these programs and the narrowness of the dissertation topics 

led to a substantial decline in the quality of the theses. The trend toward scientific 

research and specialization of subjects proved especially detrimental to historical 

scholarship because it entailed by necessity a neglect of reading in “the broad fields,” 

presumably consisting of other disciplines and subsections of history.43 Such hand 

wringing over the shift towards a more rational methodology reflected a fear of the 

perceived dehumanization of historical scholarship. 

 Despite the emergence of scientific practices in historical research, several 

vestiges of a romanticism from an earlier era survived in the style of historical authors. 

The use of literary techniques was common to academics in both linguistic communities 

and was a deep-rooted practice among historical writers. Contributors to the CHR 

therefore unsurprisingly displayed veneration in places for a Macaulay or a Gibbon. Yet 

historical researchers reserved most of their reverence for the man they identified as the 

first modern historian of Canada. References to Parkman or his work appear 18 times in 

                                                                                                                                            
Charles Colby, and John Bassett’s The Writing of History,” Canadian Historical Review 8, no. 1 (1927): 
56-60.  
42 Wright, The Professionalization of History in English Canada, 45-46. 
43 W. S. Wallace, “Some Vices of Clio,” Canadian Historical Review 7, no. 3 (1926): 200-203. 
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the CHR during the 1920s. Befitting of his wariness of the newer trends in historical 

scholarship, Wrong was honoured to pay tribute to Parkman in the CHR on the one 

hundredth anniversary of the great historian’s birth. In the article, he consumed a great 

deal of space commenting on matters related to literary style, while also noting the 

commitment by Parkman to producing works based on a reading of original documentary 

sources. Nevertheless, Wrong strategically distanced himself from the master towards the 

conclusion of the essay, not merely in interest, style, and technique, but in opinion as 

well, for Parkman was an elitist who displayed a particular disdain for modern 

technology and a marked mistrust of democracy. 44 Parkman exhibited all the traits of an 

anti-modern whose anxiety over the rapid transformation of the world around him was 

complemented by an ardent love of nature. 

 The adoption of certain elements of scientific inquiry caused tension within the 

network of contributors to the CHR given their philosophical orientation. Yet they 

resolved the conundrum with reference to an earlier generation of liberal philosophers, 

notably Edward Caird and the Scottish-Canadian John Watson, former Chair of Logic, 

Metaphysics, and Ethics at Queen’s University. Their scholarship attempted to restore 

confidence in spiritual and moral absolutes – especially those that asserted the notion of 

individual responsibility – which had begun to erode in the face of Darwinian sociology 

and higher criticism. Caird in particular attempted to preserve spiritual idealism by 

providing it with a more rational arrangement. The result was a conception of society in 

organic terms, whereby “individual freedom and duty to the collectivity were reconciled 

                                                
44 George Wrong, “Francis Parkman,” Canadian Historical Review 4, no. 4 (1923): 290-292, 296-297, 302. 
For a detailed study of Parkman produced by a prominent figure of this dissertation, see Mason Wade, 
Francis Parkman: Heroic Historian (New York: Viking Press, 1942). See also Otis A. Pease, Parkman’s 
History: The Historian as Literary Artist (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1953); and Wilbur R. Jacobs, 
Francis Parkman, Historian as Hero: The Formative Years (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1991).  
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in the necessity of coming to know and act in accord with the eternal spirit of reason.” 

History was therefore the story of how human beings, through the application of reason 

to common problems, realized their individual potential and expanded the realm of 

freedom.45 Both Caird and Watson constructed their philosophical framework within the 

milieu of nineteenth-century British idealism, one informed by not only the broader 

currents of thought prevalent in that country, but also with the introduction of a number 

of German innovations. Most notably, Caird and Watson ascribed to the ontologically 

Hegelian notion of history as the process of passing through successive progressions of 

understanding that led to the unfolding of a consciousness of universal Spirit. They, like 

so many other British intellectuals that informed English-Canadian thought at the time, 

were heavily influenced by the German idealist tradition.46 On this reading, the objective 

and careful study of history ultimately uncovered the natural order that guided the 

universe.    

In reconciling this modified universal idealism with the new forms of knowledge, 

Anglophone intellectuals in the early twentieth century conscripted critical analysis for 

their own ends. According to Barry Ferguson, the Queen’s intellectuals he studies were 

engaged in an attempt to comprehend the shift toward industrialization and urbanization 

                                                
45 In fact, there are direct connections between Watson on the one hand, and Canadian historians of this 
decade on the other. Adam Shortt, Professor of Political Economy at Queen’s University, had studied under 
both Victorian philosophers. As a result, Shortt “considered man ‘a spiritual being’ who was linked to the 
Absolute through his reason and a ‘brotherhood with nature.’ Men were essentially social creatures whose 
collective moral progress was the basis of the historical process.” A. B. McKillop, A Disciplined 
Intelligence: Critical Inquiry and Canadian Thought in the Victorian Era (Montreal and Kingston: McGill-
Queen’s University Press, 2001), 229-230; S. E. D. Shortt, The Search for an Ideal: Six Canadian 
Intellectuals and their Convictions in an Age of Transition, 1890-1930 (Toronto: University of Toronto 
Press, 1976), 4, 141-142. 
46 Yet as Sandra Den Otter points out, English philosophers of the nineteenth century held a particular 
distaste for German philosophy in general and tended to reject notions that their own thought emerged from 
that tradition. Nevertheless, she identifies it as a significant influence upon their philosophy. McKillop, A 
Disciplined Intelligence, 172-178; Sandra Den Otter, British Idealism and Social Explanation: A Study in 
Late Victorian Thought (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996), 10-14; and S. E. D. Shortt, The Search 
for an Ideal, 7.  
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in Canada. They sought to identify an approach to addressing the social problems that 

emerged from the transformation. Yet in doing so, academics such as Adam Shortt, O. D. 

Skelton,47 and Mackintosh adopted a piecemeal approach, reflecting their belief that 

some elements of the political and social structure lay beyond the reach of voluntary 

human choice.48 They merely sought to adjust the social system in an attempt to render its 

outcomes more equitable.  

 The result of this blending of various foreign currents of thought was a form of 

liberal empiricism, one that while denying the existence of historical laws, acknowledged 

a broader pattern of human development spurred by moral imperatives that were 

discoverable through the application of reason to a study of the past. Such academic 

historians in Canada betrayed the assumption that history consisted of one unified set of 

events that collectively displayed an inherent coherence and were linked chronologically 

with one another on a continuum spanning from the past to the present. In doing so, their 

thought betrayed traces of an ontological idealism. Chester Martin,49 who succeeded 

Wrong as the head of the History Department at Toronto in 1929, juxtaposed the task of 

the historian with that of the operator of an optical prism in the introduction to his 

landmark study Empire and Commonwealth. While the latter attempted to break white 

light into its composite colours, the historian merely destroyed the unity and orderly 

development of the past when doing the same. “Canadian history is highly complex,” 

                                                
47 O. D. Skelton completed a Master’s degree at Queen’s, after which he studied political science and 
economics at Chicago, where he came under the influence of Thorstein Veblen. Upon his return to Queen’s  
he taught both political science and economics, before moving to Ottawa in 1924 to become 
Undersecretary of State. W. A. Mackintosh, “Obituaries: O. D. Skelton, 1878-1941,” Canadian Journal of 
Economics and Political Science 7, no. 2 (1941): 270-278. 
48 Ferguson, Remaking Liberalism: The Intellectual Legacy of Adam Shortt, O. D. Skelton, W. C. Clark, 
and W. A. Mackintosh, 1890-1925, 4, 235. 
49 Chester Martin served as the head of the department from his appointment in 1929 until 1951. Originally 
a student at the University of New Brunswick, he became a Rhodes Scholar and earned his M.A. from 
Oxford in 1907. “Notes and Comments,” Canadian Historical Review 39, no. 3 (1958): 263-266.  
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Martin argued, “and in truth it is only by focusing broken lights and by fusing all the 

cardinal colours that it is ever likely to be reconstructed in its entirety.”50 Abbé Lionel 

Groulx, for his part, believed that the task of the historian was to assemble from factual 

debris an account of the past that re-infused it with its ancient life. This debris consisted 

of great names and celebrated events, which then became the basis upon which the 

historian reconstructed the psychology and spirit of the age.51 Both the beam of white 

light and the reanimated body imply that these historians believed in the existence of a 

past whose essence lay “out there,” lying in wait for discovery much like the secrets of 

the natural world that the scientists of the day attempted to reveal. In their search for 

broader patterns among events long passed, the sources acquired a fundamental 

importance in the process. This belief in a coherent past with definable contours and 

patterns encouraged scholars of Canadian history to approach their sources with a 

scientific mindset. Hence the perceived need for fairness and objectivity in interpreting 

evidence: just as biases threatened to cloud the judgment of natural scientists and skewed 

the conclusions they drew from their research, so too did “preconceived philosophies” 

and political agendas for the academic historian – even those that they did not explicitly 

identify.  

The organic metaphors that appear in historical scholarship from the 1920s reveal 

a number of assumptions regarding both the role of the historian and the social scientist 

in society, and the purpose of their research. In “Nationalism and Self-Determination,” 

                                                
50 Chester Martin, Empire and Commonwealth: Studies in Governance and Self-Government in Canada 
(Oxford: Clarendon, 1929), xiii. 
51 Lionel Groulx, Lendemains de conquête (Ottawa: Alain Stanké, 1977), 8. 
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University of Toronto professor W. P. M. Kennedy52 mused on many of the social 

conflicts of the day, comparing the political scientist to a medical doctor in the process. 

This political physician methodically and painstakingly examined the “diseased body 

politic” to determine the root cause of its ills in a great laboratory. On the basis of 

inquiries of a highly technical and experimental nature, the doctor then prescribed a 

medicine that attacked the problem and gradually cured the patient.53 The political 

scientist was the doctor, or authority in this instance, whose specialized knowledge, 

though highly theoretical and technical, was far superior to that of the political quack in 

providing a remedy to social problems. By erecting a firm barrier along the lines of the 

profession between those who possessed the expertise and ability to comment on social 

issues and those who did not, Kennedy thereby privileged social scientists and presented 

their expertise as a special commodity.54  

This trend actually extends far back into the nineteenth century and has 

connections with the social evolutionary thought of Herbert Spencer in particular. David 

Wiltshire analyzes the organic social philosophy of Spencer, remarking in particular upon 

his theory of historical change. Spencer, a champion of individual freedom and laissez-

faire, famously compared societies to organisms in an attempt to construct general laws 

regarding their nature and development. Just as organisms grew according to forces and 
                                                
52 W. P. M. Kennedy was born in Ireland in 1879. He received his education in Paris, Vienna, Berlin, and 
Trinity College, Dublin, where he majored in modern history, jurisprudence, and constitutional law. In 
1915, he became a lecturer in the History Department at Toronto, building a reputation for his scholarship 
on Canadian constitutional law. “William Paul McClure Kennedy,” The Canadian Encyclopedia, accessed 
September 23, 2015, last updated December 16, 2013 www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/ 
william-paul-mcclure-kennedy . 
53 W. P. M. Kennedy, “Nationalism and Self-Determination,” Canadian Historical Review 2, no. 1 (1921): 
6-7.  
54 For more theoretical works regarding the role that professionalization plays in creating hierarchies of 
knowledge and privileging professional discourses over others, see Magali Sarfatti Larson, The Rise of 
Professionalism: A Sociological Analysis (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1977); and Eliot 
Friedson, “Are Professions Necessary?” in Thomas Haskell, ed., The Authority of Experts: Studies in 
History and Theory (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1984).  
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natural laws, so too did societies, beginning as small communities with simple social 

relations and ultimately evolving into great conglomerations organized into ever more 

complex webs and hierarchies of specialized and interconnected relationships.55  

Crucially, these organic narrative structures often framed assumptions regarding 

the nature of historical change, the development of the British Empire, and the 

flourishing of a Canadian nation. Although Canada’s connection with the Empire was of 

a political and even sentimental nature, the imperial bond that authors for the CHR 

perceived actually possessed a profound and hidden depth. Empire and Commonwealth, 

one of the most emblematic historical studies of this decade, is the quintessential product 

of such thinking. In its pages, Martin worked from the assumption that political and 

social systems took shape according to certain primordial forces at work in the world. He 

presented the gradual transformation of the British Empire into the Commonwealth of 

Nations as unfolding according to a natural process, following a pre-determined path or 

destiny. For instance, in his treatment of the American Revolution, Martin remarked that 

the Thirteen Colonies “seemed a part, as Burke said, of ‘the natural operation of things 

which left to themselves generally fall into their proper order.’”56 In addition, he treated 

the subsequent transformation of the mercantile system into a laissez-faire economy as a 

beneficial development that set the Empire in greater harmony with the natural order. 

                                                
55 Unlike most of the researchers that appear in this chapter, Spencer believed that any intervention in the 
development of this social organism by government was not only undesirable, but detrimental to its health 
as well. Yet the determinism implicit in this model of social change contradicted his laissez-faire 
conviction in the supremacy of the individual and of free will. He ultimately attempted to reconcile the free 
will and autonomy of the individual with the determinism of the organic evolution of the state by invoking 
mechanical metaphors to describe how society functioned. Specifically, he differentiated between the 
“outer” organs of the body which managed defence and external relations – which the brain (or 
government) controlled – and the “inner” organs in charge of production and distribution – over which the 
nervous system had no ability to interfere. David Wiltshire, The Social and Political Thought of Herbert 
Spencer (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1978), 235-242. 
56 Martin, Empire and Commonwealth, 2. 
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Mercantilism was an “artificial” system that interfered with the “natural course of trade.” 

He concluded that “for economic as well as for bodily health the subversion of nature is a 

costly process.”57  

The evolution of the Empire into the Commonwealth also represented the 

transformation of the social system into a purer form, truer to “nature,” bearing great 

affinities with the classical liberal model as well as with Hegelian idealism. This 

presentation of laissez-faire economics as “natural” allowed Martin to erase from the 

record any consideration of the extensive government intervention that made the “hands-

off” system function in the first place, as well as the intellectual theories that had led to 

its invention and elaboration. Conversely, deviation from these laws of nature ultimately 

jeopardized the health of the body politic. While this model of historical development 

revolved around the gradual expansion of freedom, it nonetheless deprived individuals of 

any significant amount of agency, since this broader process determined the boundaries 

of legitimate activity. Most crucially, this classical liberal mindset, even with its 

organicist overtones, held implications for the manner in which the vast majority of 

commentators in the CHR conceived of the nation and its proper relationship to the state. 

  

The Challenge of Defining “Nation” in the Canadian Setting 

 The ways in which this network defined the concept of “nation” reflected a 

number of the same impulses identified above. The most significant influences upon their 

thought on the subject came from Britain. Furthermore, the ideas they adopted were 

thoroughly liberal in inspiration, with due attention to the notion of individual freedom 

and the equation of the ideal state with a pluralistic body politic. In fact, those who 
                                                
57 Martin, Empire and Commonwealth, 6, 9. 
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commented on the subject were nearly unanimous in their unease with defining the 

foundational principle of a given state on the basis of a collective such as “the nation,” 

out of fear that doing so would open the door to abuses of power by the government and 

the overt suppression of individuality. Some of the concepts adopted also bore traces of 

Hegelian idealism by linking the concept of nationality to that of innate spirit. In doing 

so, they effectively rendered the given traits of a national identity into fixed, immutable 

qualities set by a natural order.  

The greatest influence upon the manner in which contributors to the CHR 

interpreted the phenomenon of nationalism was the English Catholic philosopher Lord 

Acton. In fact, his name is cited seven times in the journal through the interwar period. 

For him, nationality was an essential element, though hardly the most important, in 

organizing the state.58 Crucially, Acton also distinguished between a “political” and a 

racial nationalism, with the former being the proper and legitimate type to which the 

individual owed any ethical duty. The racial form rested on the foundations of the 

“perpetual supremacy of the collective will, of which the unity of the nation is the 

necessary condition, to which every other influence must defer.” The state, in the name of 

this “fictitious unity,” thus succeeded in sacrificing civil liberties since the survival of the 

collective became the overriding end. In fact, he disagreed with many fellow members of 

the Liberal Party by declaring that “the co-existence of several nations under the same 

State is a test, as well as the best security of its freedom.” He named the multi-national 

state as “one of the chief instruments of civilization; and as such it is in the natural and 

providential order, and indicates a state of greater advancement than the national unity 
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which is the ideal of modern liberalism.”59 Acton believed that the model of liberalism 

that arose from the French Revolution was inimical to freedom. The institutional 

developments between state and society that ultimately gave rise to liberty had evolved 

organically over centuries. By sapping the power of such autonomous social forces as the 

aristocracy and the church and concentrating it in the state, continental liberals had 

destroyed the foundations of liberty, and no declaration of rights would be sufficient to 

protect it against a government doing the bidding of the majority in the name of a fickle 

national will.60 

 This conception of the place of the nation in the political community finds voice 

in a number of works through the 1920s. In fact, the CHR concerned itself from the very 

beginning with such themes and its contributors steadily attempted to clarify definitions 

of “nation” and “nationalism” while also determining the relevance of such terms to the 

political sphere in general and the Canadian case in particular. In the Notes and 

Comments from the second issue, Wallace considered the elevation of Canada to 

“national status” in the League of Nations within the context of a broader discussion of 

nationalism as a political phenomenon. He believed that the sudden rise of stature of 

Canada in the eyes of the international community necessitated a study of nationalism so 

as to define it properly and consider how it related to the country in particular.61 The 

series of rapid changes to the place of Canada in the Empire, especially as a result of the 

prominent role its government played in the First World War and subsequent peace 

negotiations, impressed upon many Canadian intellectuals a sense of urgency in defining 
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“nationality” and the relationship of the Dominion with the wider world. This urgency 

emanates from the pages of the CHR in many places. 

 In the first issue of 1921, Kennedy attempted to settle upon a definition of 

nationalism. He denied that the phenomenon required a connection to a given racial or 

ethnic identity, as such was not present in every existing form of national identity. 

Instead, nationalism consisted of a “common spirit” among the members of a “common 

patria,” forming such an intense, emotional bond that it proved capable of evoking great 

sacrifices in its name.62 For him, it was possible for nationalism to emerge among both 

ethnic and political communities.63 But he believed that nationalism alone was an 

insufficient basis upon which to legitimize the state, and that a more just, fruitful form of 

government united several nations under one political entity. Such an arrangement forced 

the constituent nations to compromise, in the process protecting the rights of the 

individual. The opposite – a mono-national state – tended towards homogeneity. 

Moreover, such a homogenizing ideal of unity provided nationalists with the justification 

for shaping the individual according to a given image, inhibiting liberty in the process. 

When national unification emerged in tandem with compromise and tolerance, as in 

South Africa and the formation of the United States in 1789, it could indeed prove a 

constructive force; yet when accompanied by an uncompromising attitude as in the 

American Revolution, the German case, or the modern Sinn Fein movement, national 

unification led to jingoism, the repression of minorities, and even militant imperialism.64  
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Reflecting the Actonian view, J. L. Morison65 of Queen’s University concluded that 

federations, as the most “advanced” form of government, were the ideal mechanisms for 

organizing multi-national states. A given country ultimately became “freer and better 

governed through complexity and readjustment.” Unsurprisingly, he concluded that the 

Canadian system of government provided the ideal solution in this respect. The historical 

actors who paved the way for Confederation “found what must be called a perfect 

solution of the nationalist question.”66 Canada, then, represented the most refined 

evolution of the liberal model of government.  

 Kennedy approached the question from a liberal perspective, albeit with a 

pointedly conservative overtone. R. C. B. Risk concludes that his scholarship on the 

development of the English nation in the Tudor period, which envisioned that process as 

a progressive evolution, ultimately influenced his research on Canadian history after his 

arrival at the department in Toronto. His ideas on the evolution of the organic community 

of the Commonwealth also bore affinity with those of a set of historians and political 

theorists named the “pluralists” – Harold Laski, J. N. Figgis, G. D. H. Cole – whose main 

objective was to uphold freedom against the totalitarian tendencies of the modern state. 

As a result, Kennedy found the traditional theory of sovereignty limited, as it denied an 

alternative between independence and subordination. The relative autonomy of the 

Dominions provided the conditions for effective liberty and the maintenance of imperial 
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unity. The Commonwealth therefore provided an example to a world seeking order after 

it had witnessed a titanic clash of inflexible sovereignties.67     

 A name that frequently arose in debates regarding definitions of nationalism in the 

1920s, in the CHR and elsewhere, was Alfred Zimmern.68 Nine references to this Oxford 

professor in classics, history, and political science appeared in the journal in the interwar 

period. Both Wallace and Kennedy cite his views favourably in their attempts to arrive at 

an acceptable definition of nationality for their audience in the CHR.69 Zimmern 

expended a great deal of energy on the study of international relations, particularly during 

the First World War and the years immediately thereafter. In taking his cue from Acton, 

Zimmern defined nationality as “a form of corporate sentiment,” one almost spiritual in 

nature and capable of providing the source of personality. A nation, then, is “a body of 

people united by a corporate sentiment of peculiar intensity, intimacy and dignity, related 

to a definite home-country.”70 As a spiritual source of personality, nationality provided “a 

safeguard of self-respect against the insidious onslaughts of a materialistic 

cosmopolitanism.”71 The nation here possesses a very subjective, primordial, and even 

sentimental quality. It was this “spirit,” or set of common personality traits, that 

intellectuals were attempting to identify in a Canadian context.  

 Despite his fervent efforts to justify the existence of the Commonwealth, 

Zimmern remained an unlikely defender of British imperialism. According to G. K. 

                                                
67 R. C. B. Risk, “The Many Minds of W. P. M. Kennedy,” The University of Toronto Law Journal 48, no. 
3 (1998): 353-386. 
68 For instance, see Kennedy, “Nationalism and Self-Determination,” 12-13; and “Notes and Comments,” 
Canadian Historical Review 1, no 2 (1920): 133. 
69 Kennedy, “Nationalism and Self-Determination,” 6-18; W. S. Wallace, “The Growth of Canadian 
National Feeling,” Canadian Historical Review 1, no. 2 (1920): 136-165. 
70 Alfred Zimmern, Nationality and Government (New York: Robert M. McBride and Company, 1918), 53-
54. (Emphasis in original.) 
71 Zimmern, Nationality and Government, 53. 



 

 

79 

Peatling, Zimmern displayed a radical bent, associating himself first with the Liberal 

Party, and then later with Labour.72 Yet as Jeanne Morefield observes, the brand of 

liberalism espoused by Zimmern was common to the reformist tradition of his generation 

at Oxford, heavily influenced by Hegelian idealism. These intellectuals sought a 

transformative, spiritual, and selfless approach to resolving the emerging crisis in liberal 

thought. In the process of wedding individualistic laissez-faire with a sense of moral 

responsibility, they and other idealist liberals embraced organicism. The existence of an 

alternative and self-regulating social organism beyond the state allowed them to conceive 

of a moral community that obviated the necessity of greater government intervention in 

public life.73     

 This organicism informed debates regarding self-determination, as this doctrine 

implied the shattering of communities that were centuries in the making and their 

replacement with nations engineered by the state, whose sole legitimacy in turn sprang 

from a vague national will. In the pages of the CHR, at least three contributions on the 

theme echo the same divide in opinion that Zimmern identified between liberals 

embracing nationalism as a legitimating force behind the state, and those seeing in the 

principle of national self-determination a pernicious force threatening individual liberty. 

Not only were they grappling with the problem of defining a Canadian national identity 

out of the regional and linguistic cleavages in the population, but they were also reacting 

to the challenge posed by the Wilsonian doctrine of self-determination. Reflecting on the 

situation in Europe, where a smattering of nation-states emerged from the ruins of 
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crumbled empires, Kennedy feared the consequences of identifying the nation with the 

state. In doing so, the Wilsonians risked substituting nationalism for “those universal 

principles of justice and humanity” upon which the ideal state was founded. 74 Yet there 

were other causes for their rejection of Wilsonian self-determination. A central plank of 

his vision of national self-determination was the right of the members of each nation to 

determine the state under which they chose to live. It certainly lies within the realm of 

possibility that authors for the CHR feared the consequences of an application of this 

maxim to Canada and the British Empire as a whole. Erez Manela points out that the 

Wilsonian doctrine of self-determination not only influenced the peoples of Europe, but 

also many in the colonies of Asia from Palestine to Korea. Groups from these territories 

formed delegations, drafted memoranda, and mobilized to direct international public 

opinion and influence the peace negotiations at Paris in 1919.75    

 Both out of fear of the consequences of embracing Wilsonian self-determination 

and on the basis of their Actonian philosophy, many commentators in the CHR tended to 

favour a flexible framework that allowed for the recognition of multiple identities. In 

fact, some contributions in the 1920s conceived of their relationships with broader ethnic, 

religious, linguistic, and national communities in terms of a hierarchy. For instance, 

Anglophones of British origin were at the same time Canadians and members of the 

greater Empire. Each collective identity supported the others and fit together in a 

harmonious whole. “Nationalism and Self-Determination” by Kennedy proved 

representative in this respect. In the article, he expressed his belief in the existence of 
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“supernationalisms” comprised of a collection of national identities that merged together 

without purging the individual components of their own uniqueness.76 Wallace wrote of a 

Canadian nationality containing two “subordinate” nationalisms: the British and the 

French.77  

 Such views bore affinities with those held by other Canadian intellectuals at the 

turn of the century. Edward Kohn employs the concept of “concentric circles” as a means 

of describing the overlapping identities of Anglophone Canadians in his own study of 

Anglo-Saxonism in that period. For his subjects, Canadian nationalism, British 

imperialism, and Anglo-Saxonism were not mutually exclusive concepts, but rather a set 

of identities that reinforced one another and aided Canadians in comprehending their 

complex relationships with the Empire and the United States.78 Robert Vipond identifies 

the provincial unit as a crucial part of the identity of turn-of-the-century Canadians. 

While he connects the defence of provincial rights with a commitment to liberal 

individualism,79 the commentators of the CHR in the 1920s identified the complex 

functioning of the entire imperial structure as the framework in which individual freedom 

expanded to its maximum extent.   

 The philosophical underpinnings of the manner in which they defined the nation 

led these “nationalist” authors for the CHR to adopt a fundamentally internationalist and 

cosmopolitan outlook. Their scholarship framed Canada and its constituent peoples as 

members of a broader, more encompassing society that embraced all of humanity. Not 
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only were Canadians members of the British Commonwealth, but they also formed part 

of the broader international community. Such views reflected their rejection of the 

Austinian conception of sovereignty in favour of an Actonian belief that co-operation and 

tolerance were the safeguards of liberty. Canada, they suggested, was to serve as an 

example to the rest of world, one that was ravaged by war and had subsequently rejected 

Victorian liberal values. Their country was the embodiment of same spirit that had given 

rise to the League of Nations, of which it was a founding member. For the new 

experiment to work, the member states had to abide by the principle of “tolerance,” the 

hallmark of Canadian history as well as that of the British Commonwealth.80 Canadian 

history therefore contained the blueprint for the new international order and held valuable 

lessons for those who sought to preserve the peace so dearly longed for by a war-wary 

world. Yet those lessons were based on a set of philosophies that emanated from one 

particular culture and reflected many of its dominant mores. As an analysis of historical 

research and commentary in the CHR indicates, there developed a tension between the 

alleged universality of a benevolent British liberalism and portrayals of French Canadians 

as the backward and passive followers of their Anglophone counterparts.  

 

The Long Reach of Lord Acton: Canadian Historians Devise a Master Narrative of the 

Past 

 Based upon this principle of tolerance, most contributors to the Review tended not 

to perceive any great tension in frameworks that defined Canadian identity within a 

hierarchy of allegiances. One might simultaneously be a Scotsman residing in Quebec, a 

Canadian, and a British subject without any portion of this identity necessarily conflicting 
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with the others. In fact, this hierarchy became the structure upon which they elaborated 

their version of the national narrative. The global picture that emerges from a reading of 

the CHR in this decade is of a multi-ethnic Canada that is firmly and historically 

enmeshed in the international community. In this respect, the journal represented a 

concrete attempt to grasp the place of Canada within a larger world order in which it was 

an integral member, with an eye to defining the special international role it was to play. 

Such views suggest the profundity of the belief on the part of contributors to the CHR in 

the universality of the core values they perceived within the imperial project. Given the 

overwhelming sway of organic and idealist liberalism among this cohort, the history of 

Canada in the hands of the Nationalist School became the story of ever-expanding 

freedom.  

By framing Canadian history in this teleological manner, the national narrative 

thereby became an offshoot of that of Britain. This was an important strategy on the part 

of historical researchers and other intellectuals grappling with the “Canada question,” for 

a common trait of all nationalisms is to present the nation as a timeless entity.81 As Peter 

Price astutely observes, the meaning of the entity created by Confederation in 1867 was 

far from obvious to the generation that came of age immediately afterward, given their 

strong provincial sentiments and loyalty to the Empire. It was only through the efforts of 

a group of public intellectuals of what he terms the “Confederation generation” that 

“Canada” became infused with a logic of its own and developed into the natural basis of 

political affiliation.82 Anglophone historical researchers contributed to the pattern by 

portraying the history of Canada as a gradual evolution, one in which their forebears 
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earned national autonomy without severing ties to mother country or betraying their 

British spirit. 

 An analysis of the contents of the CHR provides a suggestive overview of the 

character of historical research engaged in by this network as well as its broader 

academic interests. Its articles and documents cover a variety of subjects: constitutional 

law, politics, exploration by Europeans, diplomacy and trade, landmark treaties, military 

and war, imperial politics, and a smattering of cultural history. An article by President R. 

A. Falconer83 of the University of Toronto on liberal education in Canada appeared 

alongside L. Spell’s “Music in New France in the Seventeenth Century.”84 R. MacGregor 

Dawson wrote about the Canadian civil service before Confederation, while Judge F. W. 

Howay85 contributed a piece on the early days of the fur trade in the Pacific northwest.86 

This thematic diversity fits well with the mandate of the Review as stated by Wallace in 

its debut issue, though on closer analysis, the subject matter of many articles suggests that 

the network of the CHR was on a quest to discover the origins of Canada and its 

fundamental institutions. Studies frequently revolved around the foundation of an 
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industry, government, or cultural practice, as well as pivotal points in their elaboration 

and development.   

 Other evidence exists in favour of this interpretation. Of all the contents produced 

in the field of historical scholarship in Canada at the time, the era of the French regime 

and the period of British rule to end of the War of 1812 loom largest, with the Index of 

the CHR listing 118 and 95 entries devoted to these respective realms of inquiry. In 

comparison, those considering the short span of the rebellions of 1837 also weigh 

substantially, accounting for 37 entries, while the periods from the Union of the Canadas 

to Confederation and from 1867 to the First World War yield only 26 and 60 

respectively. On the surface, these figures suggest that members of the CHR network 

were searching for the roots of modern Canada in an attempt to narrate its foundational 

moments. Yet a closer look at the contents of the 123 historical documents and articles 

published tells a different story – a mere five percent of these deal exclusively with the 

history of New France. Although the members of the network revolving around the CHR 

displayed a keen interest in learning about New France, most of them could not operate 

comfortably in French. So they could not investigate the French regime in a thorough 

manner, let alone accord it status as the founding moment of Canadian history. It also 

suggests that given their fixation upon the evolution of a constitutional framework 

inherited from Britain, they merely concluded that they had little to learn from a social 

and political order supplanted by that of the conqueror, and that the remnants of 

institutions from New France had not fundamentally contributed to the elaboration of the 

modern political system.  
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 Another key area of interest for researchers contributing to the CHR, then, was 

British diplomacy and politics, especially given their intense interest in tracing the 

foreign origins of the Canadian state. Despite their exploration of a variety of fields of 

history, a whopping 114 entries appear under this subject in the Index for the 1920s. 

Another topic that received sustained attention is constitutional law. This is to be 

expected, as the Nationalist School of this generation framed their overarching narrative 

in terms of the rise of Canadian autonomy and the achievement of national status within 

the Empire. Out of the articles and documents that the CHR published in the 1920s, 46 

dealt with some aspect of the Canadian constitution or formative moments and 

personalities in its elaboration. Still, this concern with constitutional law in particular did 

not merely reflect their interpretation of past, but was instead a manifestation of their 

attempt to frame contemporary developments within the pattern of the narrative they had 

constructed. It also reflected the historiography emanating from Britain, where this 

network of scholars drew much of their inspiration. Michael Bentley notes that 

constitutional history was predominant in the curriculum at Oxford until the 1960s.87 At 

least five of the 18 contributors to the CHR in March 1921 had attended Oxford and one 

had attended Cambridge. Furthermore, given the fact that both Wallace and Wrong had 

studied at Oxford, it stands to reason that the emphasis on constitutional history in the 

journal reflected the educational backgrounds of its two leading figures.88  

 In the first half of the decade, the CHR contained a great deal of commentary on 

the First World War, its prosecution by both sides, and the constitutional developments 
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arrived at pragmatically within the British Empire as a result. In fact, the Index of the 

CHR gives 71 entries for the period between 1914 and 1919, a figure rivalling that of the 

periods of New France and the early decades of the British regime. The challenge for 

these authors was not merely to make sense of the apparently rapid grant of autonomy in 

international affairs to the Dominions, but also to square it with a national history that 

emphasized slow, organic constitutional development. They displayed a keen interest in 

examining the prosecution of the war both on the battlefield and at home, yet they 

reserved the bulk of their commentary on the subject for constitutional developments that 

arose since the outbreak of the conflict, suggesting that they were positioning it as a key 

point in the formation of a Canadian nation. Jean Martin summarizes the collective stance 

of these academics, noting that they framed the First World War merely as the emergence 

of a nation rather than a birth; to them, the yardstick of nationhood was international 

recognition of national status.89 In some instances, scholarship that evaluated the legacy 

of the war became a narrow and polemical battle to determine the definitive memory of 

the conflict for Canadians, largely revolving around its significance as a foundational 

moment on the path to nationhood. Publications by Robert Borden in particular exhibited 

this tendency.90 

 Furthermore, academics were far from agreement as to the ramifications of the 

constitutional changes. The abbreviated form of the accepted narrative emphasized the 

great contribution of ammunition, food, supplies, and troops to the mother country by the 
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Dominions. In return for their sincere displays of loyalty and enthusiasm, Canada and the 

other autonomous members of the Empire won from Britain the recognition of their right 

to what was termed an “adequate voice” in the delineation of foreign policy in 1917. Yet 

as of October 1921, Borden insisted that there had been no progress in determining the 

proper mechanism through which India and the Dominions would exercise this voice.91 

On the other hand, Wallace insisted that the sacrifices of the Canadian people at home 

and on the battlefield had directly resulted not only in the awakening of a national 

consciousness, but also in international recognition of nationhood by their accession to 

the League of Nations.92 But even then, he took great care to emphasize that this new 

expression of national sentiment was the culmination of an evolutionary process that had 

taken well over a century to develop. Such caution was emblematic of this cohort of the 

CHR network, who portrayed the grant of autonomy and accession to the League of 

Nations as just one more step on the footpath to national development, notably defined as 

full and equal partnership in the international community. 

 In dissecting the new relationships taking shape within the Commonwealth, the 

literature of the day frequently turned to the concepts of “tolerance,” mutual respect, “fair 

play,” and “freedom” as a means of describing this spiritual bond that united the imperial 

whole, in spite of the centrifugal forces many perceived as drawing the Dominions 

towards complete autonomy. For others, however, the source of imperial unity was more 

organic, rooted in the institutional inheritance from the Mother Country. In considering 

the revisions to the concept of empire at the time, historian Alexander Brady93 expressed 
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a certain hesitation at the thought of reaching a formal agreement regarding the 

relationship between the Dominions and Britain. He surmised that “it is probable that the 

real basis of a vital association cannot be defined any more than it is possible to reduce to 

legal clarity the bonds of friendship.” Instead, adherence to the tradition of leaving 

constitutional matters unwritten allowed for a diplomatic flexibility.94 A. Gordon 

Dewey,95 a Canadian legal academic at Columbia University, wrote that nationalist 

opposition to schemes for imperial unity in the first years of the century reflected the 

spirit through which the original British constitution had developed. By rejecting 

incremental change in favour of a clearly defined relationship between the Dominions, 

those advocating imperial union had devised a federation that ran against nature.96 

Implicit in this passage as well as in much of the writing that appeared in the CHR was an 

aversion to the theory of the social contract and to an elaborate and explicit definition of 

the rights and responsibilities entailed in Canada’s broader relationship with the mother 

country. 

 It comes as no wonder, then, that the concepts of “tolerance” and “flexibility” 

became integral definers of Canadian identity and found expression at crucial turning 

points in the historical narrative. Tolerance and flexibility in the face of changing 

circumstances were prerequisite attributes for the discovery of those solutions to common 

problems that fostered the expansion of human freedom as plotted by Caird. Borden, in 
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providing his views of the American Revolution, concluded that the attitude in London 

and its representatives in the colonies contained “a curious and persistent adherence to 

doctrinaire theory without reasonable regard to actual conditions or the lessons of 

experience.” Only by renouncing centralizing policies and opting instead to devolve 

legislative powers to the colonies on domestic issues did London avert another revolution 

in British North America. In granting the colonies their liberty and autonomy, London 

provided the basis for a co-operative relationship between the component parts based on 

a unity of spirit.97 Responsible Government, then, was a compromise that arose from the 

renunciation of “doctrinaire” theory on empire and governance in favour of a settlement 

more in tune with the circumstances at hand. This turning point in Canadian history and 

constitutional precedent in the Empire thus embodied the core British virtues of 

tolerance, fair play, and flexibility. 

 In this respect, the achievement of Responsible Government in the British North 

American colonies becomes the pivotal point in the narrative. Authors in the CHR 

portrayed this development as a Canadian invention that had no parallels in the history of 

humankind. Staying true to the themes of pragmatism and compromise, they emphasized 

the contingent nature of the achievement, noting that it was a response to the particular 

dilemmas faced by colonial governments at the time. University of Iowa historian W. 

Ross Livingston98 portrayed the achievement of Responsible Government in Nova Scotia 
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as a crucial moment in the evolution of colonial constitutions and self-government.99 This 

episode therefore represented one of the most iconic contributions of Canada to the world 

in terms of political practice and thought. Most significantly, the spirit that lay behind it 

was emblematic of the very people who groped their way to its elaboration. For Paul 

Knaplund,100 another American academic, constitutional developments in the 1840s were 

emblematic of the British “genius,” one that mistrusted “abstract theories” in favour of 

practical solutions and empirical observation.101   

 As the comments by Knaplund demonstrate, the British peoples themselves were 

the key protagonists of the master narrative. In his treatment of the American Revolution 

in Empire and Commonwealth, Martin commented upon the fervent desire for the 

expansion of political freedoms in the colonies, attributing this to their British “instincts.” 

To him, the colonists were merely giving voice to their “spirit,” particularly that of “a 

free people.” Citing Colonial Office civil servant and imperial historian Sir Charles 

Lucas, he noted that the ability of the colonists to develop a complex society in an 

organic manner from a pragmatic “day to day opportunism” was emblematic of the 

“genius of their race.”102 Hence, the “nature” and racial “genius” or “instincts” of the 

British people were the formative influence on the Commonwealth system of 

government.  
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Such opinions deviate sharply from those of Acton, whose musings on 

nationalism and government strongly influenced this generation of authors for the CHR. 

The references to the “racial genius” or the “nature” of a given people all contain strong 

undercurrents of an ethnic, primordial nationalism. Though for them the political system 

of the Commonwealth was the very embodiment of human liberty and other grand, 

universal values, many CHR historians thought it rested upon a solidly exclusive base of 

British values and ethnic traits. By implication, Canadians of British stock were therefore 

the most successful at channelling the universal spirit that guided the world. As such 

observations confirm, and not withstanding the influence of Lord Acton, the concept of 

“race” crops up frequently in this school, and it therefore receives expanded treatment in 

the following chapters.  

 A comparison of these depictions of British subjects with the inhabitants of New 

France yields a telling contrast. Though the network of the CHR engaged in relatively 

little primary research of its own into that epoch of Canadian history, they nonetheless 

possessed a host of assumptions about the culture and government of the French colony 

on the banks of the St. Lawrence. Wrong noted that the “real genius of the French 

Canadians” lay not in any commercial or constitutional skill, but instead in their dogged 

and brawny ability to clear land and occupy it so effectively as to crowd out all others.103 

Remarks by Kennedy in The Constitution of Canada were typical in this respect. He 

portrayed the habitants as “an apathetic and simple people” content to leave their 

government to a clique of their betters who ruled over them in a paternalistic and 

authoritarian manner. In his version of the narrative – one that contained unmistakable 

Actonian overtones – the British were “kindly step-fathers” who, through restraint, 
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compromise, and tolerance, guided their new subjects towards the acceptance of an alien 

political system.104 Given the lack of weight attributed to the period of New France in his 

study, Kennedy clearly assumed that the British peoples provided the motor of the 

narrative and that the history of Canada therefore represented the elaboration of their 

system of government in a new environment.    

 These assumptions allowed racial and ethnic biases to lurk within an apparently 

raceless, civic form of nationalism. Contributors to the CHR occasionally let slip a 

number of these in casual comments. In his review of Viscount James Bryce’s Modern 

Democracies, a comparative study of six democratic states, Wrong declared that “in 

Canada there is one great and menacing problem – the antagonism in race and religion 

between the French and the English. No other English-speaking country is haunted by a 

similar problem.”105 While acknowledging a bi-national or bi-ethnic framework in the 

first sentence, Wrong implicitly denied it in the second. Here, he rendered Canada an 

“English” country in which those of British origin were the natural leaders. Evidence of 

this marginalization of “the French” as a minority, and even as a mere annoyance, 

appears in the overall pattern of articles dealing with Francophone Canada in the CHR in 

the 1920s. Only 41 items appear in the Index under the heading “French Canadians.” The 

diversity of themes these cover – including folklore, traditions, culture, ethnography, and 

politics – indicate a rather superficial attempt to discover the historical underpinnings of 

the forces animating French-Canadian society. Tellingly, no parallel “English Canadians” 

entry exists in the Index. This gaze, which treats French Canadians almost as a species 

apart, implies that despite the bonne ententisme and declarations of goodwill on the part 
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of the Anglophones, those writing for the CHR did not see their Francophone brethren as 

equal members, let alone co-founders, of the emerging Canadian nation. 

 Globally, the definitive traits of the dominant narrative suggest that those actively 

engaged with the CHR viewed the Canadian past as the story of the orderly and 

progressive unfolding of British liberty. They saw in Canada the laboratory in which 

colonial subjects and the leaders in the mother country collectively groped their way 

through pragmatic trial and error to a more elaborate definition of a constitutional system 

that allowed individual freedom to flourish. This saga contained a number of definitive 

landmarks, all of which served as catalysts in the elaboration of liberty: the conquest of 

New France by Britain, the American Revolution, Responsible Government, 

Confederation, the First World War. Moreover, these landmarks are indicative of their 

conception of a Canada formed in transnational networks and defined by its relationships 

with neighbours and imperial powers. Although they believed constitutional 

developments reflected a set of liberal values of reputedly universal applicability, a 

number of casual comments contradict this position. Occasional references to the 

“genius” of the British peoples by Martin and others106 actually hint at the existence of a 

cultural element in their conception of national identity. Given their portrayals of French-

Canadian society as paternalistic, authoritarian, and ultramontane, such historians’ 

analyses in the CHR and elsewhere implied that this community did not possess the 

cultural traits required to take full advantage of liberal freedom and thereby participate in 

national life as the equals of the Anglophone majority. As cultural identity was 

purportedly a matter of the innate spirit, and consequently nearly impossible to change, 
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the tacit message of national history was that the Anglophones were the natural leaders of 

Canada, its movers and innovators. While providing a notional space for French 

Canadians as partners in the federation, those of British stock provided the dynamic force 

in the story. 

 

Historians Take their Message to the Public 

 Contributors to the CHR in the 1920s perceived the educational function of their 

work to be indispensable, as an identification of the self with the national community was 

hardly an automatic reflex. As Canadian society modernized and became more complex 

in the industrial age, it was important that Canadians en masse be educated in their 

history and national identity.107 Yet such a goal was impossible to attain if an uneducated 

citizenry failed to understand the tasks at hand or the subtle complexities of the dilemmas 

that a modern industrial society must often confront. Mass participation in a democratic 

society necessitates mass education, as liberal individuals require a solid base of 

knowledge regarding the manner in which their political system functions if they are to 

exercise their rights within it effectively. Historical researchers therefore saw it as their 

mission to inform Canadians about the workings of their political system and their 

particular place and role within the entire framework. 

 This broad project arose in tandem with other developments in the reform of 

education programs and curriculum at the time, one in which the currents of North 

American Progressivism ran strong. Educators sought to devise a program that prepared 

children for life in a society that was transforming itself rapidly as a result of urbanization 
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and industrialization. William J. Reese defines “progressive education” in broad 

brushstrokes, since recent scholarship emphasizes the heterogeneity of the views held by 

those generally associated with the movement.108 For him, the term encompasses all those 

who sought to employ schools as “a vehicle for social reform and individual 

improvement.” The progressive movement in education became linked to debates 

regarding the nature and role of schools in a democratic society, which in turn sparked 

discussions encompassing the selection of subjects for instruction.109 Canadians also 

engaged with such scholastic currents. Ted Christou identifies significant traces of 

progressive thought in the educational discourse in all provinces by the 1930s, leading 

him to conclude that the movement flourished across the country in the interwar 

period.110 

 Though contributors to the CHR often wrote directly for an erudite audience of 

academics, the indirect and ultimate target of their research was the public. Broadly, they 

sought to provide Canadians with the necessary information for navigating their way in a 

modern, democratic nation-state. In many contributions to the Review, the authors 

commented upon the state of historical knowledge among the masses. In fact, entries in 

the Index that examine education, with respect to both historical studies and commentary 

on contemporary instruction, number 62 in total. Wallace, for instance, displayed a 

fascination with the tenacity of popular myth. Yet he emphasized the unpopularity of the 
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task of pointing out that “Wolfe did not recite the lines from Gray’s Elegy as he floated 

down the Foulon” on the eve of his reckoning with Montcalm.111 

 There existed a subtle connection in the CHR between this concern for providing 

the public with a factual education and notions of citizenship. One of the most striking 

features of historical scholarship in the CHR through the 1920s is its persistent and 

anxious appraisal of democracy as a system of government. Contributors occasionally 

commented upon its newness, describing the system as a recent invention. For instance, 

Borden remarked in Canadian Constitutional Studies that democracy “has held the stage 

but for a moment in the long drama of human affairs.” As it represented “the highest 

conception of government hitherto attained,” the survival of democracy as a political 

system is “highly probable,” though certainly not assured.112 Some pieces in the CHR 

echoed this uncertainty about the future of democracy. In his aforementioned review of 

Modern Democracies, Wrong injected a melancholic tone of uncertainty and despair for 

the future. In contrast with Borden’s praise for democracy, Wrong was eager to 

underscore the deleterious consequences of rule by the majority. Paraphrasing Bryce, he 

challenged the merits of such a system by remarking that to date no theorist had proven 

that there was any inherent virtue in majority rule.113 The elitist undercurrents of his 

thought bubbled to the surface in the conclusion, in which he regretted that men of wealth 

and leisure remained aloof from politics. Into their place rushed those “of coarser type” 

whose self-aggrandizing natures blinded them to the interests of the community.114 For 

Wrong there were no assurances that democratic government delivered sage leadership, 
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as the concept of “majority rule” contained within it potential threats to liberty, stability, 

and wise governance.  

 But for all democracy’s shortcomings, Wrong believed that the extension of the 

franchise engendered a greater sense of self-reliance and self-respect among those who 

received the right, as by sharing in the power of the state they now came to identify with 

the interests of the community as a whole. Democracy not only granted the people a 

public space within which to air their grievances, but also fostered recognition of their 

right to do so and emphasized personal responsibility. The democratic spirit also 

encouraged the expansion of education. Knowledge itself became democratized, as the 

masses now consumed the same books and newspapers as political and social elites.115 

Hence the necessity for quality scholarship, for active and engaged citizens required a 

steady diet of edifying literature about public affairs so as to exercise their democratic 

rights in a wise, informed, and responsible manner. 

 The network of the CHR possessed a number of means of reaching the public with 

their research. Many gave public lectures at universities. Both Borden and Groulx had 

done so on many occasions in the early part of the decade.116 Through participation in the 

activities of the Canadian Historical Association, academic historians rubbed shoulders 

with members of the public who engaged in scholarly research as well as those for whom 

history was merely a hobby. Some even aided in the formation of historical societies for 

members of the public. The Notes and Comments section of the CHR in 1924 remarked 

upon the effort by Public Archivist Arthur Doughty to organize the British and French 

                                                
115 Wrong, “Democracy in Canada,” 331-332. 
116 For instance, see Borden, Canadian Constitutional Studies, and Lionel Groulx, Lendemains de conquête. 
The former was a collection of lectures given on behalf of the Marfleet Foundation at the University of 
Toronto in 1921, while the latter was a compilation arising from a series of five speeches presented at the 
Université de Montréal.  



 

 

99 

descendants of influential figures in Canadian history into historical societies of their 

own.117 Yet this venture was no selfless act in the quest to spread knowledge. Doughty 

employed the connections he made in the drawing rooms and parlours of Britain and 

France as a means of acquiring a number of personal papers of immeasurable value to the 

Public Archives at home, including those of Lord Durham, Murray, Monckton, and 

Townshend.118   

 Authors in the CHR viewed grade schools as especially important venues for the 

inculcation of knowledge regarding the national past. According to Wilson, Doughty was 

dismayed at the drab and unimaginative manner in which schoolteachers taught Canadian 

history. The overwhelming portion of the curriculum treated imperial history while 

paying scant attention to the Canadian past. Wright also remarks upon the exasperation of 

such illustrative figures as Wrong and Morison when appraising the quality of education 

material. In one attempt to remedy the situation, Doughty collected a number of paintings 

of Canadian scenes and prominent historical figures, while also encouraging artist C. W. 

Jefferys to provide sketches of key events as a means of sparking an interest in the 

national past among both children and the general public.119 As a manifestation of their 

self-imposed mandate to educate the public, historians writing in the CHR occasionally 

touched upon the production of pedagogical aids for history teachers in grade school. For 

instance, the introduction to the first issue in 1925 covered a plan by Burpee and the 
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CHA to prepare a series of high school lecture outlines dealing with various topics in 

Canadian history, complete with a set of lantern slides containing pictures and maps. The 

same section also commented upon the necessity of creating a dictionary of Canadian 

history suitable for both the public and advanced students as a work of reference, while 

noting the need for a historical atlas of the country, brimming with portraits, pictures, and 

maps. These works would not merely serve as pedagogical aids to high school teachers 

and professors, but also as a means of ensuring that their lesson plans reflected the true 

and accurate version of a past discovered through scientific scholarship. But as Wright 

notes, the members of the CHA, many of whom were already overburdened with the 

responsibilities that come with the life of an academic historian, made little headway on 

such projects and they were gradually and quietly abandoned.120  

 In a handful of entries in the CHR, authors mentioned a debate that frequently 

erupted on the topic in the United States, specifically between those who sought to 

employ history as a means of instilling patriotism in students and those who sought a 

more rigorous curriculum based on the “scientific” historical scholarship emanating from 

universities. Proponents of patriotic education objected in particular to the possibility that 

the more academic curriculum might debunk cherished myths and portray national heroes 

in an imperfect light. Such material thus threatened to undermine the very affective ties to 

the nation that the academics hoped to sustain.121 In his review of Public Opinion on the 

Teaching of History in the United States by Bessie Louise Pierce, Wrong sided with the 
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academics, emphasizing the necessity of “impartiality” and “fairness” in any historical 

curriculum. Yet this statement is pregnant with several implications. Most importantly, 

Wrong observed that the Canadian community, like the American, fractured along a 

multitude of regional, ethnic, and religious divides that made the selection of a common 

textbook with a narrative suitable to the entire population all but impossible.122 

Nevertheless, this was exactly the aim of the network centred on the CHR. While 

recognizing the impossibility of pleasing everyone with their version of the master 

narrative, they had embarked on a quest to identify a number of acceptable 

commonalities in the Canadian experience that would provide the framework for their 

hegemonic project. They were, in short, trying to conjure up Canada. 

 Hence the imperative of reaching the younger generation with their scholarship: 

despite their commitment to providing a rigorously factual account of Canadian history, 

some academics openly acknowledged the patriotic element of their work. In fact, 

Wallace, in a review of a children’s book on New France for the CHR, noted that the 

strength of the national spirit was intimately tied with knowledge of its past. By fostering 

an interest in national history among youth, academics were “planting the deep roots of 

patriotism. It is from this cause that the love of country tends to be deeper in the old 

world than it is in the new, for in the old world long traditions create the ties that bind.”123 

Since Canada was barely fifty years old, contributors to the CHR believed that there was 

little in terms of an existing national sentiment. Their varied attempts to engage the 

public with their research – no matter how fleeting – reflected their sense of duty to the 
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nation, to provide it with the bedrock upon which an emergent national identity might 

develop. 

 

Barriers to the Construction of a National History pour tous 

 Not all historians shared this commitment to the formulation of a common 

narrative, purged of all explicit biases and political goals. But the Canadian community 

also faced a number of other specific challenges as the result of its unique social, 

political, and geographical circumstances. First, Canada was still a very young political 

entity. The colonies of Canada, Nova Scotia, and New Brunswick had only united in 

1867, meaning that the country was only fifty-two years old on the eve of the first 

publication of the CHR. Canada had not reached its sesquicentennial in tranquility. The 

Conscription Crisis of 1917 unearthed the vicious animosities between linguistic 

communities that had always simmered beneath the veneer of gentility with which the 

elite conducted most of its political affairs. 

 Even if there existed a general consensus regarding the pattern in which the past 

unfolded, there was also opposition to the interpretation of the narrative, as well as 

challenges to the details of and implications arising from certain historical episodes or 

facts. In a letter to the Editor of the CHR in 1926, Dominion land surveyor J. N. 

Wallace124 criticized much of the review policy of the journal. Yet most troubling to him 

was the lack of coverage of authors, topics, and publications from Western Canada. 

Correspondingly, he perceived a bias towards eastern writers, evident more generally in 
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their perspective on Canadian history in particular.125 His letter betrayed a sense of 

alienation from and frustration with other historical researchers and by extension with the 

broader nation which they perceived themselves to be nurturing. W.S. Wallace responded 

to the letter by agreeing with Wallace and citing the practical reasons for this 

shortcoming of the Review. In particular, the Editor cited limitations of distance in their 

failure to review more works from the west. The time involved in sending out copies of 

monographs to reviewers, receiving drafts of reviews in Toronto, then sending and 

receiving revised versions ultimately proved prohibitive.126 Yet this was only part of the 

story. Of the 88 monographs reviewed in the CHR in 1926, 19 focused on individuals or 

events in Quebec and Ontario. In comparison, only four surveyed the east, and six dealt 

with western themes. Though technology had solved many of the practical problems of 

historical work, the CHR historians’ vision of Canadian history continued to revolve 

around the centre of the country. While the statistics from the sample editions from the 

1920s show a Toronto-centric network, the preponderance of contributors from this city 

squared poorly with the demographics of the country.  

 The most significant challenge to the account of history as it appeared in the CHR 

arose from one particular section of the Francophone historical researchers, notably those 

around Groulx and his French-Canadian band of nationalists. Lionel Groulx was born at 

Vaudreuil, Quebec in 1878 and ordained as a Catholic priest in 1903. His career in 

education began immediately thereafter. Though he had initially taught Latin and 

literature at the collège classique in Valleyfield, he became the first academic hire in 

Canadian history at a Quebec university in 1915 when he accepted a part-time lectureship 
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at the Montreal branch of the Université Laval. Despite his rapid rise to distinction in the 

field, Groulx possessed little formal training in historical research apart from a summer 

course at the University of Freibourg. Instead, he was somewhat of an autodidact in 

historical method.127   

 For Groulx, history represented a link that provided continuity over the 

generations, connecting contemporaries with the accumulated virtues of the nation. Thus, 

history was a repository of the fundamental essence of the national character they were 

attempting to revive.128 Their search for solutions to modern dilemmas using rational 

techniques of scholarship, as well as the drive to disseminate the results effectively 

among the public, suggests a certain affinity with the purpose and methods of research in 

the CHR.  Yet unlike the contributors to the Review, who believed both in the importance 

and possibility of writing “impartial” history, he openly acknowledged the overtly 

political nature of his program.   

 Despite the numerous discrepancies between the linguistic communities in their 

narration of the past, the definitions of “nation” and “nationalism” that circulated among 

Francophone nationalist intellectuals bore a surprising number of commonalities with 

those of the Anglophone community. Like the Anglophones at the CHR and their 

Francophone fellow-travellers, Groulx recognized that French Canadians possessed a 

multitude of overlapping loyalties. Unlike the Anglophones – or even those 

Francophones who expressed a certain admiration and affection for the Empire, for that 

matter – he remarked upon the fundamental incompatibility of these identities and the 

manner in which they occasionally made contradictory demands upon the individual. 
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Ultimately, Groulx identified the multitude of loyalties among French Canadians – to the 

Empire, to the federation, to the province, and to the race – as a weakness that impaired 

patriotism and obscured national identity.129 

 Other remarkable affinities exist between the conception of nation as conceived of 

by Groulx and that of the contributors to the CHR. For Groulx, the law became one of the 

greatest products of the “génie ethnique” of a people. He wrote that “un peuple s’attache 

à ses lois, non seulement parce qu’il y découvre une sauvegarde de ses biens, la solide 

armature de son ordre social, mais encore une expression de son âme.”130 No other 

cultural element – save the faith – was more important in preserving national identity. 

Such thinking entailed important implications for those who sought drastic reforms to the 

social order. Comments by both Groulx and those at the CHR implied that if one made 

radical changes to the law and the social system, then these presumably ran the risk of 

contradicting the nature or the genius of a given people, leading them to abandon their 

historical mission and fall into ruin. Furthermore, the racial and spiritual language of the 

“génie ethnique” and the “âme française” paralleled that of many of the Anglophone 

academic historians in their own studies of the past and its relation to national identity. 

This particular view emanates the common perception of nationalism evoked in 

nineteeth-century liberalism. Moreover, his position bears affinities with that of Wilson, 

whose doctrine of national self-determination implied the unique mindset and character 

of different nations, placing Groulx more in the mainstream of contemporary thought on 

the subject than once believed.  

                                                
129 Groulx, Dix ans d’action française, 224. 
130 Groulx, Lendemains de conquête, 103. 



 

 

106 

 On the basis of such opinions, it stands to reason that Groulx rejected the 

Actonian vision of the relation of nation to state altogether. He opted instead for a more 

ethnic, primordial definition of nation, describing it as “le groupe… qui relie l’identité de 

sang, de tempérament, de caractère, de langage.”131 In fact, Groulx believed the 

connection between nationality and ethnicity to be so fundamental that he often employed 

the terms “nation” and “groupe ethnique” interchangeably in his scholarship. 

Nevertheless, he also displayed an awareness of the distinction between a political and a 

purely ethnic sense of “nation.”132 For Groulx, the ultimate source of national identity 

was the ethnic “essence” of a particular group. He wrote that “l’État, de sa nature, fait 

besogne politique plus que nationale. Il fait de l’ordre plus qu’il ne développe une vie 

particulière.” Once again equating ethnicity and nationality, he added that the struggle of 

the ethnic group-nation to preserve itself was a historical reality. In the process, the state 

was a potential aid at best, a stumbling block in most instances, and an opponent at 

worst.133 Groulx gave the further impression that the state could even pose a greater 

stumbling block to national rejuvenation if left in the hands of a majority belonging to a 

different nation altogether. Gérard Bouchard identifies an unresolved ambiguity in 

Groulx regarding the possibility of Quebec remaining within a multi-national state. 

Sovereigntist sentiment crops up in his scholarship throughout his career, though he 

envisioned Canada as containing two distinct nations too strong to merge while 
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simultaneously too weak to survive independently. Instead, Groulx believed that the 

Canadian structure would at an indeterminate point in the future crumble under the 

tensions, at which time separation would become a legitimate option. Such a stance leads 

Bouchard to conclude that Groulx was “ni indépendentiste ni fédéraliste; au contraire.”134 

This contrast in approaches to scholarship inevitably provoked discord. While 

lauding his literary talent and capacity for research, the contributors to the CHR 

consistently derided Abbé Groulx for adopting a biased view of the past and rejecting all 

pretensions to impartiality. The series of reviews by Lanctot are especially illuminating in 

this respect. In his review of Lendemains de conquête, he concluded that this collection of 

Groulx’s university lectures “will probably be found splendid by the Quebec majority, 

sectional by outsiders, and unconvincing by scholars.” Though he believed it to be a well-

written monograph containing a great deal of useful information, Lanctot condemned 

Groulx for his unwillingness to conceal his biases, which the latter then used in sifting the 

collection of information at his disposal and constructing his argument. The habit of 

interpreting eighteenth-century sources and events with a twentieth-century mentality 

was improper for a historian according to Lanctot. It jeopardized the objectivity 

necessary for reconstructing the past.135 

For deflating attacks from those who dissented from the accepted narrative, the 

methodological apparatus of the profession served as a convenient tool. By noting the 

sloppy and scattered nature of citations in a given work, one could cast doubt on its 

loyalty as a whole to the records cited and dismiss the validity of the entire argument. 

This was exactly the tack that Lanctot took with Groulx. In further comment on 

                                                
134 Bouchard, Les deux chanoines, 119-132. 
135 Gustave Lanctot, “Review of Lionel Groulx’s Lendemains de conquête,” Canadian Historical Review 1, 
no. 4 (1920): 397.  
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Lendemains de conquête, Lanctot concluded that “space is lacking to analyse Mr. 

Groulx’s historical methods. To say the least, they are unscientific.” Not only did Groulx 

imprecisely cite sources in his footnotes, but Lanctot also claimed that the Abbé 

committed the grave sin of mutilating a text by Murray so as to misconstrue its original 

meaning. The result was a portrayal of the Governor that challenged the predominant 

image of him as a friend and defender of the French Canadians.136 By pointing to such 

unscrupulous practices, Lanctot was able to cast doubt on the validity of the broader 

message that Groulx attempted to convey and therefore felt safe to ignore its more 

troubling implications.   

 Such critiques exuded an unwavering faith in the ability of the historian to write a 

completely detached, objective account of the past. Ronald Rudin concludes that Lanctot 

developed such convictions while completing his PhD at the Université de Paris. His 

thesis, entitled L’administration de la Nouvelle-France,137 employed a scientific 

approach to the topic that fit his reputation as a researcher who plumbed the sources in a 

solidly critical manner.138 In particular, the historical methods of Charles Langlois and 

Charles Seignobos still held sway at the time. They argued, in an attempt to define a more 

rigorous and scientific approach to historical scholarship, that a careful and disinterested 

reading of documentary sources ultimately yielded an account of the past exactly as it had 

                                                
136 Lanctot, “Review of Lionel Groulx’s Lendemains de conquête,” 400-401. 
137 There is uncertainty regarding the year in which Lanctot received his PhD. The most reliable source is 
Pierre Savard, who, though noting the difficulty in tracing the education of Lanctot, cites a newspaper from 
1929 to state that the Public Archives employee received his PhD in that year. Rudin claims that Lanctot 
received his doctorate in 1919, though does not provide a source for this assertion in his footnotes. Rudin, 
Making History in Twentieth-Century Quebec, 40; Pierre Savard, “Gustave Lanctot et la Société Royale du 
Canada,” Les cahiers des dix 48 (1993): 227. 
138 Alain Duschesneau, “La vérité avant tout: Gustave Lanctot et l’histoire,” Cap-aux-Diamants: La revue 
d’histoire du Québec 5, no. 2 (1989): 63. 
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been.139 As the facts were assumed to speak for themselves, historical researchers deemed 

it of the utmost importance to approach their sources with a lack of preconceptions. Yet 

as the scholarship of those at the CHR in this decade demonstrates, a lack of self-criticism 

allowed for certain fundamental assumptions to sneak into the narrative. In the case of 

Lanctot, Pierre Savard identifies him as a turn-of-the-century Laurier Liberal and bonne-

ententiste who incessantly criticized the narrowness of spirit he perceived in his 

Francophone brethren, especially those who refused to take part in the Canadian 

project.140 Given the association between reliance on the documentary source and the 

discovery of truth, Lanctot likely believed that a scientific account of the past would 

reveal the hollowness and prejudice that sustained parochial nationalisms and 

subsequently set the stage for a collaborative relationship between Francophones and 

Anglophones. 

Despite the appraisals of his scholarship by his detractors, Groulx still claimed to 

make an effort at producing a well-balanced study that considered all points of view 

seriously, distinguishing between impartiality and neutrality in the process. Considering 

the Conquest, he remarked that although abiding by scholarly norms was a difficult 

challenge for the French-Canadian historian, students must approach their sources with a 

sense of justice and refrain from indulging in spite or ill will. Yet this approach did not 

deny that history itself was “un acte morale, non affranchi par conséquent des finalités 

suprêmes. Notre ambition et notre droit sont de l’écrire et de l’enseigner comme doivent 
                                                
139 Rudin notes that Langlois and Seignobos were staunch secularists and republicans. Although they 
claimed that they effectively prevented their political views from tainting their academic work, they “hardly 
concealed their interest in disseminating ‘facts’ that might generate sympathy for the secular republic.” He 
adds that the pair even played a role in presenting the case for declaring Bastille Day a national holiday. 
Despite their claims to present a pure, neutral representation of the past as it had been, they consistently 
placed their scholarship at the service of patriotic causes. Rudin, Making History in Twentieth-Century 
Quebec, 28-29, 40-41. 
140 Savard, “Gustave Lanctot et la Société Royale du Canada,” 232. 
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le faire un catholique et un Canadien français.”141 When Wallace critiqued Groulx 

regarding these very lines in a review of Vers l’émancipation for the CHR, he remarked 

that such blatant sectarian partisanship was unacceptable in an academic historian, and 

that although the Abbé was honest enough to present all the relevant facts to his 

argument, his “preconceived philosophy of Canadian history” influenced their 

interpretation.142 To Wallace, the sins committed by Groulx were no different from those 

of a hypothetical Scotsman who chose to write Canadian history from the perspective of a 

Scottish Presbyterian.143 Wallace was blind to the manner in which his own conception of 

the nation led him to fail to recognize the legitimacy of that of Groulx. As a result, he 

concluded that Groulx was therefore biased and used the charge as means of challenging 

the veracity of his narrative. 

 Above all, Anglophones and Francophones who wrote academic history tellingly 

failed to agree upon the proper perspective from which to synthesize accounts of the past. 

On occasion, contributors to the CHR even tended to stereotype historical scholarship 

along linguistic lines. In one review, University of Toronto academic A. H. Young144 

remarked that French-Canadian historians, unlike their Anglophone counterparts, revelled 

in writing “petite histoire,” or works which treated specific regions, individuals, or 

episodes of history. English Canadians, however, “are too much inclined to want to 

attempt some great thing or to do nothing at all.” Yet in adopting such a broad 

                                                
141 Lionel Groulx, Vers l’émancipation: Cours d’histoire du Canada à l’Université de Montréal, 1920-1921 
(Montreal: Bibliothèque de l’Action française, 1921), 7-8. 
142 W. S. Wallace, “Review of Lionel Groulx’s Vers l’émancipation,” Canadian Historical Review 2, no. 3 
(1921): 279.  
143 Wallace, “Review of Lionel Groulx’s Vers l’émancipation,” 279. 
144 A. H. Young graduated from the University of Toronto in 1882 with an honours degree in modern 
languages. From 1910, he served as the elected president of the modern languages branch of the Ontario 
Educational Association. He also served as a president of the Ontario Historical Society. “A. H. Young 
Fonds,” Archeion, accessed September 24, 2015, last modified n.d., www.archeion.ca/h-young-fonds . 
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perspective, they tended to generalize and commit errors, neither of which were problems 

endemic to the scholarship of their Francophone counterparts. He continued by paying 

homage to Pierre-Georges Roy,145 the first archivist of the province of Quebec, 

commending his cultivation of “the garden plots” comprising la petite histoire, which 

collectively contributed to the formation of the broader whole.146 Although Young 

acknowledged the vital role that Francophone historians played in constructing la Grande 

Histoire, he nonetheless placed them on the lower rungs of the hierarchy compared with 

Anglophone historical writers.  

 The reviews in the CHR are especially fruitful and enlightening sources for 

discovering Anglophone attitudes regarding the scholarship of their Francophone 

counterparts. Many of these often display a frustration with the perspective from which 

French-Canadian historians narrated. In one instance in 1923, J. Bartlet Brebner,147 later 

to acquire acclaim in the field for his scholarship on the relationship of Canada to the 

Atlantic world, reviewed the fourth volume of the Cours d’histoire by Thomas Chapais148 

                                                
145 Pierre-Georges Roy studied at the Collège de Lévis and the Séminaire de Québec. Apart from his 
position as archivist, he is known for his work as the Editor of the Bulletin de recherches historiques and 
the Rapports de l’archiviste de Québec, which detailed the contents of the collection available at the 
Archives de la Province de Québec. Vicky Lapointe, “Pierre-Georges Roy, la passion des archives du 
Québec (1870-1953),” Patrimoine, histoire et multimédia, accessed September 25, 2015, last modified 
April 19, 2010 www.tolkien2008.wordpress.com/2010/04/19/pierre-georges-roy-la-passion-des-archives-
du-quebec-1870-1953 .   
146 A. H. Young, “Review of Antoine Roy’s L’Oeuvre historique de Pierre-Georges Roy: Bibliographie 
analytique,” Canadian Historical Review 10, no. 3 (1929): 275-276. 
147 J. Bartlet Brebner obtained a B. Litt at Oxford before becoming an instructor in history at Columbia, 
where he eventually pursued his PhD and was named Professor in 1942. His scholarship focused on the 
colonial history of the Maritimes as well as imperial history. Some of his major titles include The Neutral 
Yankees of Nova Scotia and New England’s Outpost: Acadia before the Conquest of Canada. “Notes and 
Comments,” Canadian Historical Review 39, no. 2 (1958): 182-184.  
148 Thomas Chapais studied at Université Laval where he received a PhD in 1898, Originally admitted to 
the Quebec Bar in 1879, he nonetheless worked in journalism before entering politics. He was named to the 
federal Senate in 1919. Yet arguably his greatest legacy is in the field of historical scholarship. Chapais was 
a prolific author, who wrote works such as Jean Talon, intendant de la Nouvelle-France and an eight-
volume Cours d’histoire du Canada. “Thomas Chapais,” Assemblée nationale du Québec, accessed August 
10, 2016, last modified April 2012 http://www.assnat.qc.ca/fr/patrimoine/anciens-parlementaires/chapais-
thomas-97.html . 



 

 

112 

with a great admiration for the talents of its author and sympathy for the French-Canadian 

perspective regarding the Union of the Canadas in 1841. Nevertheless, his review still 

betrays an Anglocentric bias by chastising Chapais for deciding to focus on the history of 

Lower Canada. To him, “the point of view is French-Canadian throughout,” adding that 

while English-speaking scholars naturally “approach Canadian constitutional history with 

an eye on the foundation of constitutions,” French Canadians, in their “absorption in the 

native problem… forget the larger issue.”149 Such critiques of narrowness occasionally 

crossed the linguistic divide. Audet praised Abbé Louis-Adélard Desrosiers and Camille 

Bertrand150 for writing a synthetic work in French that did not equate Canadian history 

with the history of French Canada alone.151 The perceived tendency by Francophone 

historians to write about the past from a more local perspective tended to draw the ire of 

the contributors to the CHR. They believed that in myopically focusing on French Canada 

to the detriment of other sections of the population, Francophone historians lost sight of 

the fundamental purpose of historical scholarship, namely the synthesis of a greater 

national narrative, founded upon “objective” research, capable of unifying the country.  

 

 The country that contributors to the CHR identified had developed among a web 

of transnational ties. A significant number of its defining moments were the result of 
                                                
149 J. Bartlet Brebner, “Review of Thomas Chapais’ Cours d’histoire du Canada, vol. 4,” Canadian 
Historical Review 4, no. 4 (1923): 347-348. 
150 Louis-Adélard Desrosiers was the Principal of l’École normale Jacques Cartier. Nonetheless, he wrote 
several works on Canadian history, including La race française en Amérique and Histoire de la musique de 
l’antiquité à nos jours. Camille Bertrand was an archivist who worked at the Archives judiciaires de 
Montréal and the Dominion Archives. He also published a study entitled Histoire de Montréal. “Bertrand, 
Camille,” Division de la gestion de documents et des archives, Université de Montréal, accessed August 
10, 2016, last modified February 11, 1998 http://www.archiv.umontreal.ca/P0000/P0131.html ; “Histoire 
de la littérature canadienne-française – histoire,” Quebec History – Marianopolis College, accessed August 
10, 2016, last modified 2007 http://faculty.marianopolis.edu/c.belanger/quebechistory/encyclopedia/ 
Histoiredelalitteraturequebecoise-lhistoireetlhistoriographie.html . 
151 Francis Audet, “Review of Abbé Adélard Desrosiers and Camille Bertrand’s Histoire du Canada,” 
Canadian Historical Review 1, no. 3 (1920): 304-305. 
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interactions with other nations and countries, most notably among them the enduring 

relationship with the British Empire, which played a crucial role in determining the 

evolution of the Canadian political system. Yet the salience of this international 

dimension in Canadian life was hardly a phenomenon of the past. In narrating history in 

terms of constitutional development, historians were effectively attempting to make sense 

of the place of Canada in a rapidly transforming international order. The international 

angle also lent added significance to the more fascinating plot they purported to discover 

deep in the past: that of the orderly unfolding of the Story of Liberty.  

For them, Canadian history was the repository of a set of lessons applicable to an 

unstable world that sought the means by which to live in peace, harmony, and freedom. 

The inspiration behind this narrative was a British variant of Hegelian idealism, one that 

defined history as the search for the universal spirit that served as the dynamic force 

propelling historical change. Philosophers such as Caird and Watson, as well as 

prominent authors for the CHR like Martin, identified this spirit at work beneath the 

evolution of the liberal British constitution. Through the application of such values as 

tolerance, fair play, and pragmatism to the daunting challenges of governing a multi-

ethnic state, Canadians had worked out the ideal constitutional system, one purported to 

be universal in applicability. But as the Anglophones were the first to grasp the spirit 

from which these principles flowed, it follows that the ideal Canadian was of British 

stock, Protestant, and cherished values that upheld the liberal way of life. Their culture 

positioned them as the natural leaders of the nation-building project; others, principally 

French Canadians, did not possess the background necessary for becoming active 

partners in Confederation.     
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Chapter 3: Variations on a Theme, or Continuity in Change 

 By 1930, the contributors to the CHR had amassed a wealth of information 

regarding the past garnered from countless hours of original research of documentary 

evidence. Along with the CHA, the journal had become an indispensable tool for relaying 

the findings of these inquiries and as such helped to guide all the varied efforts of 

academics towards the outlines of an acceptable narrative framework. This outline 

emphasized the British nature of the Canadian constitutional system and therefore 

focused on political events and personages. Beneath this story ran the telltale current of a 

liberal stream of philosophy that carried with it an inherently organic and historicist logic 

of its own. Hence the plot of Canadian history revolved around the gradual expansion of 

liberal freedom. It meant the application of those inherently British values of pragmatism, 

compromise, and tolerance to the problems of governing a state composed of a diverse 

populace. In keeping with the internationalist framework in which they embedded 

Canadian history, authors for the CHR often remarked upon the variety of influences on 

the development of Canada stemming from its multifaceted relationships with the United 

States, France, and Britain in particular. Canadian history, then, became the story of ever-

expanding liberty and the development of the human soul, both organically linked to the 

logic of this broader historical process. 

 But as the 1930s progressed, the assumptions that supported this narrative 

encountered a number of contradictions that historians found impossible to evade. Most 

importantly, the economic and social havoc wrought by the Great Depression challenged 

the dominant individualist paradigm. The tenets of economic liberalism no longer 

appeared sufficient to provide economic growth and stability in a country whose 
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resource-extraction economy placed it at the mercy of the boom-and-bust cycle of 

international capitalism. The diplomatic sphere also faced significant strain as a result of 

the economic crisis. The unravelling of the settlement at Versailles disappointed many 

and forced a re-evaluation of inherited assumptions. Right-wing authoritarian regimes in 

Europe and Japan threatened not only global stability, but also the dominance of the 

British Empire and the efforts to cement the League of Nations as a forum for the pacific 

resolution of international conflict. New challenges also emerged from Quebec, in this 

instance from a more assertive nationalist movement. Figures such as Groulx reacted to 

the crisis in capitalism by embracing a corporatist scheme of social organization based on 

the thought of Thomas Aquinas and the encyclical Rerum novarum. His embrace of 

corporatism ultimately placed him in the mainstream of much social thought of the time, 

rather than on its fringes.   

 In reckoning with these challenges to the hegemonic framework they had 

constructed, a new generation of contributors to the CHR in the 1930s explored the set of 

geographic and economic forces they perceived to have influenced the landmark events 

in Canada’s political history. The collective output of the journal therefore portrayed the 

evolutionary development of Canada as an ongoing process in which environmental and 

spiritual forces acted upon one another to produce a society of increasing complexity and 

interdependence. This modification to the philosophical framework of the project inspired 

the rise of a more diverse body of historical literature. Yet, instead of fostering a radical 

break with the Nationalist School of the 1920s as suggested in the analysis offered by 

Berger, research articles treating political episodes sat comfortably alongside those that 

explored the history of trade or the economic and geographic factors that influenced the 
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outcome of landmark developments in the Canadian constitutional system. In sum, there 

developed no great swing to materialism. Historical scholarship in the 1930s came largely 

to supplement and qualify – rather than to overturn – the conclusions of those such as 

Kennedy or Martin. Common to both sets of scholars was the search for those hidden 

forces or dynamics that had spurred the growth of Canada in a progressive direction. This 

chapter explores the means by which the network of contributors to the CHR sought to 

shore up a besieged liberal account of Canadian history.       

 

A Historical Project Entrenched: The CHR Matures into the 1930s 

 The Canadian Historical Review entered the 1930s having successfully 

surmounted many of the challenges that new publications encounter in their first years. 

One practical means of facing these trials was the decision to limit membership on the 

Board of Editors to a small clique of academics and intellectuals in Toronto, primarily so 

that its members could have the advantage of frequent and uncomplicated communication 

in the early years as they set out to consolidate the Review. But in the final issue of the 

tenth volume, Managing Editor W. S. Wallace announced his retirement. George W. 

Brown,1 the Associate Editor, was to replace him. In addition, Wallace announced that 

the new Board of Editors was to contain members from across Canada who would meet 

annually at the conferences of the CHA to discuss general issues regarding the direction 

of the journal.2 Although the new Board contained members from each province except 

                                                
1 George W. Brown obtained his PhD in history from the University of Chicago in 1924, and in the 
following year, he accepted a position in the History Department at Toronto, where he remained until his 
death in 1963. His published works included Readings in Canadian History, Building the Canadian Nation, 
and Canada. “Inventory of the George Williams Brown Fonds,” York University Archives and Special 
Collections, accessed September 23, 2015, last modified April 15, 2003 www.archivesta.library.yorku.ca/ 
fonds/ON00370-f0000271.htm . 
2 “Notes and Comments,” Canadian Historical Review 10, no. 4 (1929): 289-293. 
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Manitoba and Prince Edward Island, six of the 16 Editors lived in Toronto, and nine in 

total lived in Ontario.3 Despite the journal’s overtures to inclusiveness, the Ontarians 

remained the dominant force on the new Board of Editors. In any case, their influence on 

the direction of the journal was limited. Brown admitted in 1938 that the Board “is not 

very active but I feel that it serves a useful purpose in indicating that the Review is trying 

to do a job for historical scholarship throughout the Dominion.”4 Such a statement 

ultimately conveyed the message that the appointment of the nine non-University of 

Toronto Board members was merely a token gesture, giving the Review a veneer of 

inclusiveness. 

 In other respects, the network of contributors to the CHR changed little in this 

decade. Once again, the cast of characters was overwhelmingly male and Anglophone. 

Only two of the 45 known contributors to the sample edition from 1931 were female, 

while only two of 33 were women five years later. Pierre-Georges Roy, librarian 

Aegidius Fauteux,5 and Lanctot were the sole Francophone contributors to these two 

issues. While the number of Torontonians continued to be large, their proportion in the 

sample editions declined modestly. In March 1931, 20 contributors lived in this city, and 

among the historians with positions at universities, three of the 14 worked in the 

department at Toronto. In 1936, nine contributors lived there, while five of the 13 held 

positions at the University. The other contributors were scattered in a band stretching 

                                                
3 “Notes and Comments,” Canadian Historical Review 11, no. 1 (1930): 1. 
4 George W. Brown to Arthur Lower, March 26, 1938, Queen’s University Archives, Arthur Lower Fonds, 
5072 box 1, file 10. 
5 Aegidius Fautuex studied theology at the Grand Séminaire de Montréal and law at the Université de Laval 
à Montréal, after which he was admitted to the Quebec Bar in 1903. After working in journalism, Fauteux 
became the librarian of the Bibliothèque Saint-Sulpice. He was also a member of the Société des dix, to 
whose Cahier he contributed several pieces. Vicky Lapointe, “L’historien et bibliothécaire Aegidius 
Fauteux (1876-1941),” Patrimoine, histoire et multimédia, accessed September 25, 2015, last updated July 
2, 2010 https://tolkien2008.wordpress.com/2010/07/02/14-l’historien-et-bibliothecaire-aegidius-fauteux-
1876-1941/ . 



 

 118 

across the country, suggesting that the CHR had in part fulfilled its mission to make the 

journal more inclusive of talent from all of Canada. The March 1936 issue features 

contributors from Halifax, Winnipeg, Quebec, Montreal, Kingston, Ottawa, Edmonton, 

and Vancouver, among other Canadian cities, as well as one author from France and 

Germany, respectively. The percentage of historians holding positions in university 

faculties also increased, suggesting that the CHR was beginning the evolution from a 

journal for all those interested in the study of Canadian history by scholarly methods to 

an outlet for professional publication. In the first issue of 1921, only 11 percent of the 

contributors were academic historians at universities, while in March 1931, this number 

rose to 31 percent, and by 1936 it had reached 42 percent. In both instances, a significant 

number of the other contributors came from allied fields. For instance, the March 1931 

edition contained material from three political scientists, two anthropologists, two 

economists, two English professors, a geologist, a member of the French Department at 

Toronto, and a legal scholar. Overall, the collection of contributors to the journal was 

beginning to tighten around those who engaged in academic scholarship in universities.  

 Yet the editorial staff of the CHR faced difficulty in attracting submissions from 

this demographic. A memorandum from 1935 attributes this challenge to the fact that 

many academic historians were frequently engaged in other writing projects or had made 

commitments to present research papers at the meetings of various historical societies.6 

To overcome this impediment, the editorial staff kept tabs on the research of their 

colleagues in Canadian universities and asked each of them to contribute a piece related 

                                                
6 “The Canadian Historical Review – 1935,” CHR Memoranda, Canadian Historical Review Fonds, 
University of Toronto Archives, A1986-0044. 
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to their latest projects. In November 1939, Acadia historian R. S. Longley7 suggested that 

they approach Frank Underhill “or some other member of the History Dept. of Toronto” 

to contribute a study of the rebirth of the Liberal Party after 1867. If they were not “after 

‘bigger game,’” he also named Harold Innis and Gerald S. Graham8 as potential 

contributors for an article on the Canada First movement.9 Meeting minutes from the late 

1930s to the early 1950s suggest that the editorial staff routinely gathered to take stock of 

the latest research by their peers, discuss recent submissions, and suggest contributors 

and topics for articles.10  

 Despite the occasional paucity of quality submissions, Brown decided against 

opening the journal to subjects not related to national history, in contrast to the wider 

mandate of the AHR. However, he assured contributors and subscribers alike that he 

planned to continue to apply the mandate of the Review at least as liberally as had 

Wallace, accepting submissions touching even remotely and indirectly upon the history 

of the country.11 Over time, though, the layout of the journal evolved and its contents 

diversified to include a wide variety of regular features, each of which reflected a certain 

drive to render the product of Canadian historical research more accessible and to bridge 

the gaps between the academic in the university, the local historical enthusiast, and the 

general public. Their stated goal as of 1935 was to provide research reflecting the highest 
                                                
7 R. S. Longley earned a PhD in history from Harvard in 1934, five years after joining the History 
Department at Acadia. His thesis there – a biography of Sir Francis Hincks – was published in revised form 
in 1944. “Notes and Comments,” Canadian Historical Review 48, no. 3 (1967): 299-308. 
8 Gerald S. Graham obtained an M.A. from Queen’s in 1925 and a PhD from Cambridge in 1929. He taught 
at Harvard from 1930 to 1936, Queen’s from 1936 to 1946, and the University of London from 1949 to 
1970. His research focused on the development of the British Empire and the role that its navy played in 
that process. C. T. Bishop, ed., Canadian Who's Who 1987, Vol. 22 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 
1987), 538-537. 
9 R. S. Longley to the Editorial Committee of the CHR, November 20, 1939, Canadian Historical Review 
Fonds, University of Toronto Archives, A1986-0044. 
10 See CHR Minutes, 1938-1952, Canadian Historical Review Fonds, University of Toronto Archives, 
A1986-0044. 
11 “Notes and Comments,” Canadian Historical Review 11, no. 1 (1930): 3. 
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standards of scholarship that nonetheless provided pleasurable reading to a more general 

audience that lacked training in academic history.12  

 One such feature that attempted to bridge this gap was a quarterly update 

reporting discoveries in domestic and foreign archives pertaining to matters in Canadian 

history. The goal of the endeavour was to collect “fugitive and hitherto unprinted 

information” that might be of some particular use not merely to researchers, but to all in 

the wider community with an interest in protecting and promoting the past.13 In this vein, 

the Review even began to feature in every issue a brief survey of literature, both of a 

popular and an academic nature, dealing with broad historical subjects and themes that 

might prove useful to schoolteachers wishing to give greater depth and dimension to the 

standard, mandated curriculum in classroom lectures.14 Over the decade, Brown, under 

the auspices of the journal, upheld its activist role in advocating the interests of academic 

historians and forging the ties necessary for the continued expansion of the discipline in 

Canada.  

One of the main thrusts of this crusade involved the “amateurs” so crucial to local 

historical work. Accordingly, the CHR added another regular feature to its contents in 

1931, in which the Board of Editors compiled a list of all the local historical societies 

known to them across Canada and provided a brief description of their mandate and 

activities. The first of such entries praised the activities of these groups, noting that they 

were “taking part in a movement of very considerable dimensions.” The members of 

these societies thus accomplished much of the rudimentary legwork for those ensconced 

                                                
12 “The Canadian Historical Review – 1935,” Canadian Historical Review Fonds. 
13 “Notes and Comments,” Canadian Historical Review 16, no. 4 (1935): 453. 
14 “Notes and Comments,” Canadian Historical Review 18, no. 2 (1937): 216-217.  
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within the university campus.15 In this sense, the historians behind the publication of the 

CHR were attempting to organize the vast multitude of history afficionados into the 

common project as enunciated by Harvey, namely the construction of a body of 

knowledge upon which to devise a definitive account of the Canadian past.     

 Another crusade of sorts emerged in defence of archival work across Canada. In 

this respect, Brown resumed the earlier advocacy efforts of the Review on behalf of 

archives. As early as 1930, he made pleas for concerted action to press for the expansion 

of the Public Archives in Ottawa. Citing the latest Dominion Archives report by Doughty, 

he noted the lack of space available for the storage of documents continually produced by 

the various departments of the public service. In formulating his argument, he compared 

the methods of historians and social scientists in securing their interests to those of their 

kin in the natural sciences. The scientists, in drumming up attention and support for their 

research, “have very wisely been not at all backward in using the so-called practical 

results of their work as the argument by which they obtain the means to carry on their 

researches.” While some scientists had “more money for ‘research’ than they knew what 

to do with,” the historian was forced to “accept whatever meagre crumbs come to him 

like charity to a poor relation.”16 In “A Practical Plea,” the author, likely Brown himself, 

framed the argument for more ample government investment in archives by identifying 

the interests of academic historians with those of the taxpayers of Canada. He observed 

that a number of documents in the collection of the Public Archives, at one time or 

another deemed useless, had ultimately proved to be of immeasurable value to the federal 

government in defending its interests in court cases. Such sources helped the government 

                                                
15 “Canadian Historical Societies,” Canadian Historical Review 12, no. 4 (1931): 356-357. 
16 “Notes and Comments,” Canadian Historical Review 11, no. 3 (1930): 197, 199. 



 

 122 

avoid the payment of various legal costs and expensive settlements. By such reasoning, 

the federal government stood to save a sum many times greater than that invested in the 

Public Archives through the preservation of rare and precious documents.17 The implicit 

message of this “practical plea” was that historical researchers saw themselves as 

perfectly qualified to advise the state on its affairs, especially those dealing with 

questions of public memory.  

 Brown continued his advocacy work on behalf of the CHR and historical 

researchers far beyond the confines of the network. For instance, in 1935, he attempted to 

recruit others studying academic history in his efforts to persuade Secretary of State 

Charles Hazlitt Cahan to reconsider the construction of a new government records 

building on the site of an experimental farm, a move that meant storing a vast number of 

documents far from the home of the Public Archives. Brown particularly objected to the 

lack of consultation among academics in reaching the decision. On CHR letterhead, he 

wrote to fellow academics, asking them to pen letters to the Secretary of State urging him 

to reconsider his decision.18 Ultimately, protests by Brown, Doughty, and other interested 

parties fell on deaf ears. The new facility opened in 1938 on the site of the Central 

                                                
17 In the same article, the author also highlighted the need for increased effort on the same front in the 
provinces and municipalities, where the indifference to historical documents was “appalling.” Nevertheless, 
the author eschewed the notion that the Dominion Archives take any step to centralize such preservation 
efforts, since “there are provincial interests and loyalties which can only be served adequately by the 
province itself.” Instead, provincial governments and local students should take the lead in erecting, filling, 
and organizing such archives. “A Practical Plea,” Canadian Historical Review 15, no. 3 (1934): 245-247. 
18 In fact, Brown was at least partially successful in his attempt to rally fellow historians to the cause. After 
receiving the letter mentioned, Arthur Lower wrote to Cahan along the lines proposed by Brown, asking the 
Secretary of State to reconsider his decision and maintain the integrity of the management and storage of 
public records. George W. Brown, letter to Arthur Lower, September 10, 1935, Queen’s University 
Archives, Arthur Lower Fonds, 5072 box 1, file 7; Arthur Lower, letter to Charles Hazlitt Cahan, 
September 17, 1935, Queen’s University Archives, Arthur Lower Fonds, 5072 box 1, file 7. 
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Experimental Farm as planned, and the government made no effort to implement a 

scheme for central control of document storage.19     

 Despite this setback, the Review continued to focus upon the contemporary and 

practical concerns surrounding historical scholarship. In addition to the regular sections 

on local historical societies, documentary discoveries in various archives, and source 

material for schoolteachers, the journal also added annual reviews of literature pertaining 

to the British Empire and Commonwealth, constitutional law, and Canadian foreign 

policy, each serving as a practical aid to historians and other academics searching for 

reliable factual knowledge concisely presented in a convenient location. Such new 

features were telling of the preoccupations of contributors to the CHR. Amidst the rapid 

changes taking place to the structure of Commonwealth, these academics naturally 

displayed a burning interest in the means by which their colleagues in other parts of the 

Empire had interpreted the developments. More importantly, the appearance of these 

review articles reflected the perceived necessity of re-fashioning the national narrative 

that rested on the primacy of the British connection. Those contributing to the production 

of the CHR in the previous decade had emphasized the spiritual nature of the bond 

between the metropolis and its Dominions. They nonetheless felt compelled to 

accommodate this new phase of autonomy within the inherited narrative.  

 But with the gradual expansion of regular features, the journal began to 

overextend itself. In the Notes and Comments section of the third issue in 1938, Brown 

remarked that “lack of space has necessitated holding over a considerable amount of 

                                                
19 Jay Atherton, “The Origins of the Public Archives Records Centre, 1897-1956,” Archivaria 8 (Summer 
1979): 48-49. 
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material which was received for this section.”20 Only months before, Brown admitted in a 

letter to Arthur Lower that “the question has been raised as to whether the Review might 

get along with a little less space,” and that the current format “puts a very heavy burden 

both on space and on the editorial management.”21 Notwithstanding their attempts to 

meet every demand of historical researchers in Canada, Brown and the new Board of 

Editors could consider themselves successful in fulfilling the core of their mandate: to 

provide a vital venue in which those interested in Canadian history might discuss 

problems common to their research and propose potential solutions. In this capacity, the 

CHR and the annual meetings of the CHA both proved indispensable in shaping the 

collective product of the Canadian historical profession in the 1930s. 

 One critical and oft-overlooked practice within the network was the review of 

monographs and other literature of a historiographical nature. Into the 1930s and beyond, 

two historians figured prominently in such efforts and interpreted philosophical works on 

the nature of their craft for the wider audience. After completing his PhD at Cornell, R. 

M. Saunders became Assistant Professor at the University of Toronto, where he 

specialized in the Age of Enlightenment.22 With him at Toronto was Ralph Flenley,23 

who studied modern German history. Together, they wrote the bulk of material on 

historiography and philosophy of history for the CHR. Their pieces often elucidated the 

                                                
20 “Notes and Comments,” Canadian Historical Review 19, no. 3 (1938): 353.  
21 George W. Brown to Arthur Lower, March 26, 1938, Queen’s University Archives, Arthur Lower Fonds, 
5072 box 1, file 10. 
22 Saunders was born in Massachusetts in 1904. After obtaining his M.A. from Clark University, he began 
teaching history at the American University in Beirut. After completing his PhD at Cornell, Saunders 
moved to Toronto in 1931 to take up an appointment at the History Department there. Philip Collins, “A 
Naturalist for All Seasons: Richard Merrill Saunders, 1904-1998,” Canadian Field-Naturalist 128, no. 3 
(2014): 289-290. 
23 R. Flenley Studied at Liverpool University until 1908, then proceeded to Oxford, where he obtained his 
B.Litt. in 1910. Between 1910 and 1955, he taught German history at the University of Toronto, where he 
served as chair of the department from 1952 to 1955. “Ralph Flenley,” NNDB, accessed September 24, 
2015, last modified 2014 www.nndb.com/people/023/000364925 . 
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predominant currents of thought on the proper practice of historical research and served 

in some sense as gatekeepers for the introduction and acceptance of new concepts. Both 

figures therefore acted as indispensable bell-weathers for changes in the philosophical 

underpinnings of research.24  

 Within the network, a new generation of younger historians also proved to be a 

dynamic force in the re-casting of historical interpretation as the decade progressed. But 

as Carl Berger observes, the Depression and ensuing political and economic crises played 

a significant role in turning the attention of Canadian historians toward the material 

forces that shaped the past. The precise identification of these forces became the primary 

goal of the new history in the 1930s, and a fresh generation of gifted intellectuals – 

Harold Innis, Arthur Lower, Donald Creighton, and Frank Underhill – became some of 

its most prominent practitioners.25 Yet other influences turned this band of historians 

towards a more structural interpretation of the past. Lower and Underhill in particular fell 

under the sway of the American Progressives of the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries. Given the educational backgrounds of these figures, this hardly comes as a 

surprise. While 13 of the contributors to the March 1931 edition received education at 

Oxford and two at Cambridge, nine held PhDs from American universities,26 and two 

thirds of these were historians at universities. Among the holders of doctorates, three 

                                                
24 Very little published material exists on these figures. Though both Berger and Wright mention them in 
their own studies, there is scant consideration of their scholarship. In these works, Flenley and Saunders 
appear only sporadically, as supporting characters in the main cast of historians. For instance, Saunders is 
only mentioned twice in The Professionalization of History in English Canada: at one point, for a comment 
he made at the annual meeting of the CHA in 1942; and at another in a section dealing with office gossip, 
in which Wright reveals that Saunders had dressed as Santa Claus at the annual Christmas party of the 
Modern History Club at the University of Toronto in 1940. Wright, The Professionalization of History in 
English Canada, 73, 154.  
25 Berger, The Writing of Canadian History, 100. 
26 There is some overlap in these figures. Three of the 47 contributors to the March 1931 edition of the 
CHR had attended either Oxford or Cambridge and had also obtained a PhD.   
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obtained PhDs from the University of Toronto. Lower had received his PhD from 

Harvard in 1929; Innis, for his part, had completed a doctoral thesis under the supervision 

of Thorstein Veblen at the University of Chicago in the early 1920s and had worked 

closely later in the decade with Mackintosh. It was from this Harvard-educated academic 

that Innis was exposed to theories of Frederick Jackson Turner, who wrote of the 

importance of the frontier in the development of a democratic and individualistic culture 

in the United States, and to those of G. S. Callender, an economic historian who 

highlighted the significance of staples exports to the economies of newly settled societies. 

Lower, too, cited Mackintosh as an influence on his thought. Creighton, in turn, cited the 

scholarship of Innis as a formative element in the development of his own outline of 

Canadian national development.27   

 Another common element in the formation of these academics was their 

connection to Britain and its effect on their conception of Canadian identity. Both 

Underhill and Creighton had studied at Oxford, though their respective experiences were 

a study in contrasts. While Underhill railed against the complacency of British society in 

the face of its rampant and glaring inequality, Creighton appeared to have been moved by 

the ancient beauty of the town and inspired by a reverence for its romantic scenery. But 

the bond to Britain ran deeper. Wright, Creighton’s biographer, notes that the future 

historian grew up immersed in a world of British culture. Reading Boy’s own Paper and 

other children’s magazines contributed to the construction of a broader British 

community across the world, one that assumed Anglo-Saxon leadership, the superiority 

                                                
27 Berger, The Writing of Canadian History, 88, 116; Alexander John Watson, Marginal Man: The Dark 
Vision of Harold Innis (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2006), 110-117; and Donald Wright, 
“Creighton, Donald Grant,” Dictionary of Canadian Biography last modified 2013, last accessed August 
28th, 2015 <http://www.biographi.ca/en/bio/creighton_donald_grant_20E.html> . 
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of fair play and Christian values, and the benevolent role of the empire in the world.28 

Most of the Anglophone Canadians among this generation would have read such 

publications or at least have been exposed to similar messages emanating from the 

popular culture of the time. In addition, all four with the exception of Creighton had 

served in the military during the First World War. In the trenches and in the cities, these 

men certainly had had the opportunity to draw comparisons between themselves and 

other Britons, and the difference in mannerisms, customs, and attitudes was certainly 

noticed. Collectively, these influences encouraged the new generation to challenge some 

of the assumptions of the Nationalist School of historiography and revise the narrative 

accordingly.29 Yet the manner in which they did so was limited, for they continued to 

share a number of key philosophical assumptions with the more established elements in 

the academy.   

  

Accommodating Liberalism to a World in Crisis 

 Much of the historical scholarship of the 1920s betrayed the influence of a liberal 

empiricism on the thought of its authors. The emphasis on a spirit of liberty, the gradual 

unfolding of freedom, and the pragmatic evolution of constitutional methods for 

tempering the fractious divides in the body politic was indicative of a search for a broader 

pattern that guided the development of the Canadian state. In this decade, the new 

generation of academic historians began to search for other types of forces than “spirit” 

that acted as the currents that propelled the formation of modern Canada. Articles that 

                                                
28 See Donald Wright, Donald Creighton: A Life in History (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2015), 
chapter 2.  
29 Berger, The Writing of Canadian History, 57-58, 116; Watson, Marginal Man: The Dark Vision of 
Harold Innis, 85-87; Wright, “Creighton, Donald Grant.” 
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examined political history sat comfortably beside those that delved into such topics as the 

fur trade or the economic underpinnings of the rebellions of 1837. Both the constitutional 

history of the 1920s and the scholarship of the new generation shared a historicist 

conception of the flow of the past in which the record of events demonstrated a tendency 

towards the ever-greater expansion and development of Canada, its state, economy, and 

institutions.  

Contrary to the portrayal of the historiography as presented by Berger, scholarship 

in the 1930s did not veer abruptly from constitutional studies of an idealistic inspiration 

to economic research that relied upon a materialistic framework. Instead, both schools of 

history sought to identify the dynamics below the surface of mundane events that 

propelled this development. Where one searched for reason or spirit, the other tended to 

emphasize material and economic factors as key stimuli in the process. Common to their 

scholarship was the reliance upon liberal assumptions regarding progress and the 

perfection of Canada’s constitutional order.  Moreover, the evidence strongly suggests 

that authors for the CHR were not inclined to adopt a polarized stance on whether the 

forces of the spirit or the material world propelled the evolution they described. Instead, 

their scholarship, when taken as a whole, gives the impression that the exploration of 

environmental factors in historical change was not a radical innovation, so much as a 

modest accommodation to broader intellectual currents swirling in the discourse of the 

1930s.        

Just as the adherents to the Nationalist School of the 1920s had borrowed their 

methodology and philosophical framework from abroad, so too did the rising stars of the 

historiography in the 1930s. In this decade, the main influences that came to bear on the 
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thought of the younger generation of academically trained Anglophone historians were 

the writings of the American Progressives. Many of the scholarly works from south of the 

border proved useful in their attempt to re-invigorate the study of Canadian history. There 

exists a broad body of evidence to suggest that this new cohort integrated much of the 

American literature into their own studies. While references to the Progressives appear in 

the footnotes of only four out of 186 articles and document studies in the 1930s, the 

authors of the CHR in this period were generally loath to quote theory or rely on explicit 

frameworks in conceiving their studies. Yet the influence of the Progressive School 

would have been impossible to ignore for academics such as Lower and Innis who had 

completed graduate studies in the United States. Even the Oxford-trained Underhill had 

read Beard’s An Economic Interpretation of the Constitution of the United States before 

the war, and Berger identifies the monograph as one of the most formative influences on 

the worldview of the budding scholar.30 Indeed, the most influential of the upcoming 

generation of academic historians publishing in the CHR integrated elements of American 

scholarship into their philosophical schema as a means of inoculating it against critiques 

emerging from the world crisis. Just as in the previous decade, contributors to the Review 

continued to borrow heavily from the methodologies developed in other countries.   

 According to American historian Harry Elmer Barnes, the purpose of Progressive 

History was “to give the present generation such a complete and reliable picture of the 

past that it will be able to arrive at an intelligent comprehension of how and why the 

present state of civilization came about.” The emergence of the new history was 

ultimately intertwined with developments in the social sciences, which themselves had 

sprung from the “scientific, technological and industrial revolutions which have created 
                                                
30 Berger, The Writing of Canadian History, 61. 
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modern society and produced our complex contemporary civilization that requires the 

intervention of the social sciences to interpret it, and, if possible, to direct and control it.” 

The primary assumption of this approach was that “civilization has a fundamental 

economic basis, that the state of scientific knowledge and technological processes at any 

period determines the manner in which the economic struggle will be carried on, and that 

the nature of the economic processes will to a very large extent decide the nature of the 

prevailing social relations and political institutions.” Nevertheless, Barnes was quick to 

assure his audience that this economic approach did not emerge from or commit itself to a 

“Feuerbach-Marxian determinism.”31 He, among others, attempted to construct a liberal 

depiction of modernity that acknowledged the economic background of history while 

refraining from any deep analysis of the conflicting social and economic forces inherent 

in its rise.  

 The development of the Progressive School in the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries was itself a home-grown response to many of the very anxieties that 

were consuming their Canadian counterparts at the time. According to Dorothy Ross, 

academics in the United States re-cast the providential narrative of American 

exceptionalism that was under siege as a result of the forces of urbanization and 

industrialization, the emergence of class cleavages, and the erosion of religious belief. 

The enunciation of scientific laws governing society and historical progress soothed 

anxieties regarding challenges to the social order.32 Ernst Breisach observes that the 

Progressives reconciled change with continuity in this reformulation of the narrative by 

                                                
31 Harry Elmer Barnes, The New History and the Social Studies (New York: The Century, 1925), vii, 15, 
18. 
32 Dorothy Ross, “Modernist Social Science in the Land of the New/Old,” in Dorothy Ross, ed. Modernist 
Impulses in the Human Sciences, 1870-1930 (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1994), 172-
175. 
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framing the relation of the past to the present and future in terms of the development 

towards the ever-fuller realization of timeless rights and values. Change was not chaotic 

and random, but acquired instead a direction that led to progress.33 The Progressive 

account of history reinforced this pattern of thought by relying upon the technocratic 

social sciences to instantiate, defend, and perfect the liberal order in American society. In 

this manner, scientific thought and naturalistic conceptions of law in the social order 

became welded together, and the concept of progressive historicist time transformed into 

a process of perpetual transition that continuously restored and refined the ideal contours 

of American society.34      

 Key to this transformation in the conception of historical change was social 

scientific thought. The Progressives’ “New History” sought to expand on the perceived 

narrowness of political and constitutional studies by adding to them another layer of 

social, cultural, and intellectual context.35 According to Breisach, the American 

Progressives eschewed metaphysical and spiritual forces as explanatory factors in favour 

of economic and environmental influences that lay underneath the surface of events and 

were purported to propel them along.36 Those that belonged to the network of 

contributors to the CHR, however, demonstrated the capacity to embark on a more 

nuanced approach. After all, they perceived idealism and liberal empiricism as 

intellectual offshoots of their British heritage, and their renunciation of this tradition 

entirely might verge perilously on an implicit rejection of their vision of the origins of 

modern Canada. In fact, many authors for the CHR continued to rely upon the spiritual 

                                                
33 Breisach, American Progressive History: An Experiment in Modernization, 3-4. 
34 Ross, “Modernist Social Science in the Land of the New/Old,” 172-175, 188. 
35 Novick, That Noble Dream, 89. 
36 Breisach, American Progressive History: An Experiment in Modernization, 78. 
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discourse inherited from earlier eras. For instance, the work of Chester Martin on the 

Canadian political system received significant attention in the Review in this decade. 

Together, his article “British Policy in Canadian Confederation” and Empire and 

Commonwealth appear in the footnotes of six articles. Norman McLeod Rogers,37 in 

reviewing The Imperial Conferences by Kennedy, sided with the author regarding his 

choice of analytical method. He believed that while “the eye of the lawyer goes out to the 

letter of the statute,” the role of the historian and the jurist was “to seek the spirit of 

laws.”38 

 Just as the American Progressives adapted new modes of thought and inquiry and 

integrated them with their inherited philosophical frameworks, so too did many 

contributors to the CHR. In some notable instances, this integration appeared partial and 

even hesitant. Instead of concluding that the fur trade was the model upon which arose a 

centralized Canadian industry, finance, and transport, Mackintosh referred to those 

structural factors cited by Innis as “influences” upon the development of the nation-

state.39 In a 1933 sourcebook for Canadian economic history compiled by Innis and 

Lower, the latter enunciated his position on the matter. Citing The Fur Trade in Canada 

in a footnote, Lower conceded that “geography and climate account for much in 

Canadian history. As has been remarked, they account for the fur trade and thus indirectly 

                                                
37 Norman McLeod Rogers studied at both Acadia and Oxford, earning a B.Litt. and B.C.L. from the latter. 
He was first a professor of history at Acadia from 1922 to 1927, and then a professor of political science at 
Queen’s from 1927 to 1935. He was elected to Parliament as a Liberal in 1935 and joined the cabinet of 
Mackenzie King as Minister of Labour, and then of National Defence, a position he held until his death in 
1940. “Norman McLeod Rogers Fonds,” Library and Archives Canada, accessed September 23, 2015, last 
modified September 23, 2015 http://collectionscanada.gc.ca/pam_archives/index.php?fuseaction=genitem 
.displayItem&lang=eng&rec_nbr=103043&rec_nbr_list=103043,934324,934327,1205423,3821332,12024
95,1202452,441020,4856307,3220500 
38 Norman McLeod Rogers, “Review of W. P. M. Kennedy’s The Imperial Conferences, 1926-1930: The 
Statute of Westminster,” Canadian Historical Review 13, no. 2 (1932): 199-200. 
39 W. A. Mackintosh, “Review of Harold Innis’ The Fur Trade in Canada: An Introduction to Canadian 
Economic History,” Canadian Historical Review 12, no. 1 (1931): 66-67. 
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for the present dominion in rough outline.” Still, “in reading Canadian history, account 

must always be taken of both sides of the shield, the one side environment, the other, 

what it may be called, for want of a better designation, spiritual forces.”40 Lower, unlike 

Innis, sought to temper the materialistic stance with an idealistic perspective that 

acknowledged the role of geographic and economic structures in effecting historical 

change.  

In his review of the monograph for the CHR, Reginald Trotter41 of Queen’s 

observed that the collection of documents sought to capture the “significant 

interrelations” between the environment and economic activity, as well as the manner in 

which these relationships both affected and were shaped in turn by social and political 

institutions and ideas.42 Though an exploration of the economic and environmental 

factors that influenced Canadian history, the sourcebook did not pretend to identify a 

simple unidirectional force that existed beneath the transformation of the society its 

documents captured. Nonetheless, geographic and economic forces, being more tangible 

than those of a spiritual source, offered an effective and concrete basis upon which to 

identify an enduring bond uniting Canada into a coherent and natural political unit.   

 Historical scholarship in the CHR also shared another crucial trait with 

Progressive thought emanating from the United States, namely a scepticism regarding the 

ability of history to become a true science. While the scientific historians believed that 

                                                
40 Harold Innis and Arthur Lower, eds., Select Documents in Canadian Economic History, 1783-1885 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1933), 6-7. 
41 Reginald Trotter received his B.A. and M.A. from Yale before earning a PhD at Harvard. Upon return to 
his native Canada, Trotter became the Douglas Professor of Canadian and Colonial History at Queen’s in 
1924, a position he held until his death. He was deeply interested in the place of Canada in world affairs, 
and his scholarship reflected this fact. “Reginald George Trotter Fonds,” Queen's University Archives, 
accessed September 24, 2015, last modified n.d. www.db1.archives.queensu.ca/icaatom/index.php/ 
reginald-george-trotter-fonds;rad . 
42 Reginald Trotter, “Review of Harold Innis and Arthur Lower, eds.’ Select Documents in Canadian 
Economic History, 1783-1885,” Canadian Historical Review 15, no. 1 (1934): 81-82. 
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the process of amassing individual facts would one day allow for a synthesis of the past 

with minimal interpretation, most Progressives insisted that the data already available 

portrayed an evident pattern of progress, which itself derived from the authority of 

individual facts.43 In his presidential address to the AHA in 1933, Charles Beard 

presented a Crocean view of the discipline, remarking that history was contemporary 

thought about the past, rather than merely the act of amassing all the events or 

documentary evidence of bygone times. Despite the debt from the natural sciences with 

respect to methodology, Beard nevertheless dismissed comparisons of history to 

disciplines such as physics and biology, as well as the corresponding analogies 

comparing societies to machines and organisms.44 Following this logic, Beard warned his 

colleagues to “recognize the nature and limitations of the scientific method and to dispel 

the illusion that it can produce a science of history embracing the fullness of history, or 

any large phase, as past actuality.” In the absence of such a master plan or narrative arc, 

historians inevitably embarked upon an act of faith in committing themselves to the 

collection of interpretative and editorial decisions they made daily in crafting their 

works.45  

 Indeed, Benedetto Croce shared key traits with the Progressives, as both accepted 

the limits of the scientific method in historical scholarship, and both shared to various 

extents the view that all history was present history. Novick observes that Beard cited 

Croce rather selectively, and speculates that he did so as a result of what he perceived to 

                                                
43 Breisach, American Progressive History: An Experiment in Modernization, 50-53. 
44 Remarkably, both Beard and his wife had compared civilizations to growing organisms in the 
introduction to their landmark work only three years before. Charles Beard, “Written History as an Act of 
Faith,” American Historical Review 39, no. 2 (1934): 219, 223-225; Charles Beard and Mary Ritter Beard, 
The Rise of American Civilization (New York: Macmillan, 1930), xiv. 
45 Beard, “Written History as an Act of Faith,” 227-229. 
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be the “extreme idealism” of the Italian philosopher. What appealed most to Beard in the 

thought of Croce was his insistence upon allowing present curiosity to guide explorations 

of the past. He also shared with Croce the disdain for scientific history as “dead 

chronicle.”46 Collectively, authors in the network of the CHR also displayed a penchant 

for applying historical research to contemporary issues. Moreover, Croce fit well with the 

predominant suspicion that history could not become a discipline akin to the natural 

sciences. Both D. C. Harvey and Flenley cited him in various capacities in presentations 

to the annual CHA conferences.47 While the latter invoked Croce as a means of 

encouraging his audience to seek the universal in the study of the past, the former cited 

the oft-quoted dictum that “every true history is contemporary history” to emphasize the 

fact that historical research arises from curiosity about contemporary questions. Yet Ian 

McKay infers that in the case of Harvey, the attempt by the distinguished Italian 

philosopher to interpret European history as the expansion of liberty paralleled Harvey’s 

own efforts to frame the past of Nova Scotia as the development of self-government from 

the roots of a pioneer society.48 References to Croce, as well as arguments which relied 

upon the basic structure of his historiographical theory, occasionally cropped up in the 

                                                
46 Novick, That Noble Dream, 155. For more information on the thought of Croce, see Richard Bellamy, 
Croce, Gramsci, Bobbio and the Italian Political Tradition (Colchester: ECPR Press, 2014); Fabio 
Fernando Rizi, Benedetto Croce and Italian Fascism (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2003); Jack 
D’Amico, Dain A. Trafton, and Massimo Verdicchio, eds., The Legacy of Benedetto Croce: Contemporary 
Critical Views (Toronto: University of Tornto Press, 1999); and Merle Elliott Brown, Neo-Idealist 
Aesthetics: Croce, Gentile, Collingwood (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1966).  
47 R. Flenley, “Cultural History,” Annual Report of the Canadian Historical Association (1935): 56; D. C. 
Harvey, “Canadian Historians and Present Tendencies in Canadian Historical Writing,” Annual Report of 
the Canadian Historical Association (1930): 17. 
48 Ian McKay, “Imagining a Liberal Enlightenment: D. C. Harvey and a ‘Laboratory for History’ for Nova 
Scotia,” Journal of the Royal Nova Scotia Historical Society 16 (2003): 154-180. 
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studies by foreign historians that the new generation of academic historians in the 

network consulted.49  

 Authors for the CHR had myriad means of accessing intellectual currents from 

south of the border. The works of the Progressives were well known to them, though the 

first appearance of a citation in the journal of either Beard, Becker, or Turner occurs as 

late as 1930. In the period between 1930 and 1935, Beard appeared four times: in two as 

notices of his recent work, and in another two in quotations of his work. Becker appears 

in a notification of recent publications, as well as in the footnote of an article by 

American historian Charles Mullett.50 Turner also appears four times in the same period. 

Moreover, the Canadians had many opportunities to exchange ideas with American 

historians through conferences, collaboration on various projects, and a number of 

profound personal connections. Notably, the AHA convened its annual meeting in 1932 

in Toronto, the first of such gatherings to take place outside of the United States. Many 

prominent figures from both countries were in attendance, including Beard, Samuel Flagg 

Bemis of Yale, Frederick Merk of Harvard, the Hon. Vincent Massey, the Hon. N. W. 

Rowell, Doughty and Lanctot of the Public Archives, Wrong, McArthur, Burt, and 

Innis.51  

 In keeping with the internationalist bent of their historical framework, some 

within the academy openly criticized versions of the national narrative that set most of 

                                                
49 For instance, see the introduction to The Rise of American Civilization. Though any specific reference to 
Croce is absent, his basic ideas appear at many points in the first pages of the monograph. Beard and Beard, 
The Rise of American Civilization, vii-xv. 
50 Here, Mullett suggests The History of Political Parties in the Province of New York by Becker as further 
reading on a particular detail he deals with in the article. Charles Mullett, “Tory Imperialism on the Eve of 
the Declaration of Independence,” Canadian Historical Review 12, no. 3 (1931): 281. 
51 “The American Historical Association,” Canadian Historical Review 13, no. 4 (1932): 363. 
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the action within the confines of a given country. Chester New,52 addressing the annual 

meeting of the CHA as President, remarked that “Canadian history has, on the whole, 

been written too much as though it were a very private affair” and that the development 

of the country “had taken place in a self-contained, hermetically sealed Canadian 

vacuum.”53 Flenley complained that “states and nations, ancient, medieval, and modern 

history, are irrational and outworn divisions of history.”54 In response to the emerging 

critiques, a growing number of historians embarked upon a search for new units of 

analysis and new frameworks that more adequately accounted for historical change. For 

Flenley, the nationalist bent of scholarship blinded historians to the broader trends and 

factors that affected life in a given nation-state. In his critique of the situation, he relied 

considerably upon A Study of History by Arnold Toynbee, an author whom Morefield 

identifies as within the British idealist tradition inspired by Hegel.55 According to 

Toynbee, the nationalist bias inherent in historiography meant that academics now 

studied a set of local communities in the form of states artificially and completely 

detached from one another without any thought as to how to achieve any greater 

synthesis. He also observed the historicism implicit in this practice, since in almost every 

case historians examined the past mindful of the national present, thereby projecting a 

germ of that modern entity onto earlier political communities whose boundaries happened 

                                                
52 Chester New studied at the University of Toronto and then went to Chicago where he obtained a PhD in 
1913. He spent most of his career at McMaster, and his biography of Lord Durham won him acclaim from 
colleagues not only in Canada, but Britain as well. “Notes and Comments,” Canadian Historical Review 
42, no. 1 (1961): 89-92. 
53 Chester New, “The Rebellion of 1837 in its Larger Setting,” Annual Report of the Canadian Historical 
Association (1937): 5. 
54 Questions of perspective and methodology were of particular interest to Flenley. In the 1930s, he 
reviewed at least two works on the subject in particular for the CHR: A Study of History by Toynbee, and 
The Modern Historian, by C. H. Williams. Flenley, “Cultural History,” 55; R. Flenley, “Review of Arnold 
Toynbee’s A Study of History,” Canadian Historical Review 17, no. 1 (1936): 65-69; and R. Flenley, 
“Review of C. H. Williams’ The Modern Historian,” Canadian Historical Review 20, no. 1 (1939): 77-78. 
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to correspond roughly with those of the contemporary state.56 Although quibbling with 

the validity of the conceptual framework that underpinned Toynbee’s study of 

civilizations, Flenley nonetheless gave the monograph a flattering review in the CHR.57 

While references to Toynbee abound in the journal through the 1930s, the overwhelming 

majority of citations refer to his research of diplomacy and Commonwealth politics, 

especially his Study of International Affairs series. Yet his ideas on civilizations, much 

like the theories of Croce, appear to gain far more traction in the following decade if one 

is to judge from the number of references to them in the CHR. 

 Overall, the scholars at the Review were exposed to a set of analytical frameworks 

that encouraged historians to seek universal forces in the past as a means of achieving a 

broader, synthetic history. Though he did not receive as much attention as Charles Beard, 

Toynbee, or Croce in the literature produced by Canadian historians in the 1930s, 

Spengler was also significant. The citation of Spengler in an address to the CHA by 

Flenley58 is telling for a number of reasons. First, like several other intellectuals in the 

period, Spengler began with a civilization rather than a nation or a state as a basic unit of 

analysis. Second, he argued that each of these civilizations possessed a given lifespan. 

Yet these did not take the shape of an ascending line as ran the previously predominant 

assumption; instead, civilizations ascended and declined in broad cyclical patterns. Given 

his relative fame among historians in the interwar period, the majority of contributors to 

the CHR were likely aware of his concepts. Wright asserts that The Decline of the West 

left a profound impression on Creighton and many of his contemporaries. Donald 

Creighton especially found himself captivated with the organic notion that all cultures 
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possessed a life of their own.59 Spengler and Toynbee also likely garnered attention by 

these academics precisely for their focus on “civilizations” as units of analysis. 

According to Wright, scholarship by Creighton on the development of the St. Lawrence 

system drew its inspiration from Spengler, who treated individual events and people as 

secondary to the underlying logic that spurred the development of a particular historical 

grouping.60  

The search for broader patterns in historical change ultimately mirrored the 

narrative technique and perspective of the new generation of academic historians, who, 

while exploring the influence of structural frameworks, never completely parted with the 

idealistic tradition in the historiography. Just as in the previous decade, the network of the 

CHR remained immersed in the currents of liberal idealism emanating from abroad. Such 

figures as Lower, Creighton, and Innis worked to combine them with elements of new 

methodologies – also foreign in origin – that were also thoroughly liberal in inspiration.   

   

A British North American Country: The Structural Account Canadian Development 

 The most innovative historical research that appeared in the CHR over the 1930s 

ultimately reflected the influence of the Progressives, Toynbee, and Croce. Just as the 

Progressives sought to describe American national development through the use of 

structural and materialistic explanations of historical change, some authors in the journal 

and the monographs reviewed in its pages acknowledged the influence of similar factors 

in their own visions of the Canadian narrative. Rather than jettisoning the thrust of the 

inherited historiography, prominent figures such as Lower, Underhill, and Creighton 

                                                
59 See Wright, Donald Creighton: A Life in History, introduction. 
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merely turned their attention to the geographic and economic forces that lay beneath the 

surface of the grand constitutional developments that Kennedy, Martin, and others 

depicted. Nevertheless, the political context of the various subjects of study endured as a 

cornerstone in much of the research. Notwithstanding the expansion of topics explored, 

scholarship in the CHR in the 1930s bore many similarities with that of the previous 

decade. The development of Canada remained the predominant and organizing theme of 

the Review. Importantly, its key historians continued to frame this evolution within an 

international context. Those who incorporated elements of geographic and economic 

determinism within their narratives identified these forces as inextricable ties that bound 

Canada to the wider world through transportation networks, commercial links, and 

conduits of culture. Overall, the contents of the CHR continued to depict the history of 

the country through a thoroughly liberal lens, relying upon a combination of spiritual 

British idealism and the reformist approach of the American Progressives.  

 Despite characterizations of historical scholarship to the contrary by Berger, the 

focus on political and constitutional history in the CHR remained strong as the 

publication headed into the 1930s. Although the Index for this decade indicates a marked 

decline in titles under constitutional law, the same subject under the heading of the 

British Empire spiked to an impressive 132. In part, the continued preoccupation with the 

subject reflected a profound interest in dissecting the continual changes to the status of 

the Dominions, especially after the landmark Statute of Westminster in 1931. Still, the 

Index hints at the emergence of a new trend: entries dealing with economic history in this 

decade approximately doubled to 59. Given the overall increase in material in the CHR 

during this decade and the comparative weight of this topic with other subjects, the trend 
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appears rather muted. Moreover, while 18 of the 126 articles dealt with economic history 

and trade, 43 examined subjects of a political nature. Entries dealing with geography in 

the Index rose only modestly, from 63 in the 1920s to 75 in following decade. Overall, 

such figures suggest that the shift to economic history in this period was rather modest. 

Though the Laurentian School and the Staples Thesis became iconic of historical writing 

in the twilight of the 1930s, the adherents of these new methods were relatively few in the 

first years of the decade. Even at their height, only a minority of academics – mostly of 

the up-and-coming generation – experimented with these methods and core concepts, and 

there remained a great deal of interest in political themes on the Editorial Board of the 

CHR. 

 Occasionally, authors for the Review in the 1920s had proposed new perspectives 

from which to examine the past, some of whom accurately anticipated the turns that 

academics were about to take. As early as 1923, Mackintosh pointed out that 

constitutional history had received an unbalanced and undue attention in the works of his 

colleagues, and that collectively they would be wise to consider the geographic and 

economic forces that come to play upon countries, constitutions, and the great men that 

were often the subject of existing narratives.61 In 1929, Lower described the conflict 

between the settler and the lumberman on the Canadian Shield in such a manner as to 

highlight the underlying and subtle geographic factors that ultimately influenced the 

outcome of the struggle.62 Other signs of fatigue with the inherited narrative appeared as 

well. Frank Underhill captured the situation quite effectively in his review of the fifth to 
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eighth volumes of the Cours d’histoire du Canada by Thomas Chapais. Though the first 

volumes received flattering reviews in the CHR in the 1920s, Underhill found his 

“narrowly political” approach inadequate in explaining the means by which the French 

Canadians had won for themselves the right of self-government. The almost complete 

absence of social, cultural, economic, and even religious institutions in the narrative was 

detrimental to achieving any understanding of the means by which French-Canadian 

nationalism had developed.63 Underhill concluded that the concentration on political and 

constitutional history had failed to provide his colleagues with a holistic and practicable 

body of knowledge regarding either Canadian politics or the constitution. 

 Yet the turning point came in 1930 with the publication of The Fur Trade in 

Canada. This monograph, by economist Harold Innis64 of the University of Toronto, 

stood out from the historical works that preceded it. Within its pages, Innis explored the 

manner in which geographic and economic structures intertwined to constrain and frame 

the choices available to the men who were the protagonists of other historical works. His 

overarching narrative and authorial perspective differed drastically with all works on 

Canadian history that preceded it. Innis concluded that the development of staples trades 

– first in fur and later in lumber and wheat – were responsible for some of the defining 

                                                
63 Nevertheless, the Cours d’histoire continued to receive rave reviews. In L’action nationale, for instance, 
Jean Dombreval praised Chapais for the sixth volume. Though Dombreval made two small criticisms, the 
piece read more like a glowing tribute to Chapais rather than a rigorous critique. Jean Dombreval, “Thomas 
Chapais, historien,” L’action nationale 5 (April 1935): 247-251; and Frank Underhill, “Review of Thomas 
Chapais’ Cours d’histoire du Canada, vol. 5-8,” Canadian Historical Review 17, no. 4 (1936): 438.  
64 Other than Watson’s Marginal Man, there are other studies that consider the work of Innis through his 
career. For instance, see the biography of Innis by Donald Creighton, Harold Adams Innis: Portrait of a 
Scholar (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1957). Also see Graeme H. Patterson, History and 
Communications: Harold Innis, Marshall McLuhan, the Interpretation of History (Toronto: University of 
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peculiarities of the country. The organization of the networks implicated in the fur trade 

in particular provided the framework upon which the economic and political structures of 

Canada elaborated themselves. The fur trade “permitted the extension of the combination 

of authority and independence across the northern half of the continent.”65 Precisely 

because individual politicians, explorers, entrepreneurs, and military figures were not the 

protagonists or even the motors of change in this study, Berger remarked that history as 

practiced by Innis was “dehumanized,” thereby implying that to humanize the past is to 

individualize it.66 Innis chose instead to focus on the role of broader, socially defined 

entities in describing the origins of the Canadian nation-state.  

Furthermore, the approach that he applied to examining the fur trade is best 

described as “environmentalism.” Though the term denotes a branch of history that 

developed in the 1960s and 1970s in response to the growth of the ecology movement, it 

best captures the key dynamic that undergirds many of the studies from the 1930s that 

incorporate geographical forces into causal explanations of historical change.67 The 

common feature among definitions of “environmentalism” in this context is the 

recognition of the manner in which environment and society shape one another 

reciprocally.68 In this sense, the term is an apt description of the genre of historiography 

that emerged in the 1930s.   
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As the decade progressed, some scholars writing for the CHR began to realize the 

explanatory potential in pursuing an environmentalist approach, frequently as a means of 

re-interpreting the political developments that were the concern of previous studies. 

Prime among these academics was Donald Creighton. His main subject of research in the 

decade was the set of class conflicts that erupted in Lower Canada during the first half of 

the nineteenth century. Among some of his key conclusions was the argument that such 

political struggles were not national in character. Instead, they collectively amounted to a 

pitched battle between British mercantile interests and a backward, insular peasantry that 

sought to defend the remnants of the old French regime. In his narrative, the Anglophone 

commercial class of Montreal was the harbinger of progress and represented a section of 

that very group that had built modern Canada, while the Francophone habitants were 

merely an obstinate, reactionary weight attached to their ankles. The conflict amounted to   

a contest between two classes, between two ages of economic and social 
development, between the France which the political revolution had destroyed and 
the England which the industrial revolution had created. A peasant and 
professional community, unambitious, parsimonious, and unmoved by the lush 
economic possibilities of a new land, was confronted by a governing class whose 
deepest instincts were towards improvement, expansion, and prosperity.69  

 
 Lower, in his review of The Commercial Empire of the St. Lawrence for the CHR, 

critiqued this approach to the question in a manner in line with his disavowal of 

environmental determinism. Though a “brilliant and attractive” piece, the study 

overemphasized the struggle between the commercial classes and the farmers, and the 

role of economic interests in influencing its outcome. Lower argued that the clash 

between those philosophies that reinforced conflicting visions of society also merited 
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significant consideration.70 Nonetheless, the work of Creighton garnered a substantial 

amount of attention. In the 1940s, two of his major monographs – The Commercial 

Empire of the St. Lawrence and Dominion of the North – were referenced an impressive 

eight times in the footnotes of articles in the CHR, with all but one absorbing his line of 

interpretation or citing the books as sources for further reading on a given subject.  

 Like Creighton, Frank Underhill, a left-leaning historian at the University of 

Toronto, re-examined political episodes of history with an eye to tracing the economic 

forces that propelled them along. In “The Development of National Political Parties in 

Canada,” he attempted to “apply to the history of Canadian political parties the 

materialist analysis of Madison, and to show by implication the irrelevance of commonly 

offered idealistic explanations.” Madison was an appealing figure to Underhill as a result 

of his conclusions in the Tenth Federalist paper, where he identified the uneven 

distribution of property as the underlying source of factions, or parties, in a political 

system.71 On this basis, Underhill proceeded to study the formation of political parties 

from the 1850s through to 1911 by identifying the various interests that came together in 

each and their struggles for dominance. Underhill concluded that the North American 

two-party system came about originally as the result of the conflict between industrial 

and financial interests on one side, and the agricultural sector on the other. In Canada, 

“the fact that the British names for the parties were preserved and that the parties 

operated within a British constitutional framework made little difference to their 

essentially North American quality. The stage properties were imported from Britain, but 
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the plot of the play and the characters on stage were all native products.”72 Indeed, the 

entire structure of the plot, as well as the thrust of the argument, bore a great affinity with 

the theses of Charles Beard, particularly in An Economic Interpretation of the 

Constitution of the United States.73 According to Novick, Beard derived his own 

materialistic framework in this monograph from economist E. R. A. Seligman, who 

himself had reduced Marx into a “vulgar economic determinism.”74 In the case of 

Underhill, this economic determinism led him to assign the primary role in the formation 

of the Canadian political system to forces originating on the North American continent 

rather than in the British Isles.   

 As suggested by the theatrical imagery of Underhill, the new approach to 

Canadian history altered inherited notions regarding national identity and the place of the 

country in the wider world. Yet the adoption of an environmental framework – even one 

with deterministic overtones – did not necessarily obligate its adherents to conclude that 

Canada was primarily a North American country. For Innis, the staples trade and the 

demand for its products in the mother country formed the basis of an enduring bond. 

Government policy, especially under the mercantilist system, merely reinforced this 

tendency. Innis insisted that “Canada remained British in spite of free trade and chiefly 

because she continued as an exporter of staples to a progressively industrialized mother 

country.”75 Here, he parted with the received wisdom, which had presented the bond 

primarily in idealistic and spiritual terms. For Innis, this spiritual connection grew 
                                                
72 Underhill concluded that although this party system “worked well enough in an expanding capitalist 
economy” and a settler society, the passing of the “age of the frontier” meant that the sectional divisions he 
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precisely because of the more enduring and tangible elements arising from the geographic 

and economic networks within which Canada was embedded.  

 Some, most notably Berger, have overstated the extent to which the 

historiography of the period was transformed and the adherents of the Environmental 

School concluded that the origins of modern Canada lay in the soil of North America. 

While he acknowledged a compatibility between the Constitutional and Environmental 

Schools, his connection points to the enduring internationalist orientation of both. The 

former sought to plot Canada within the imperial connection, while the latter did so 

within the continent.76 Nonetheless, his tendency to rely on a handful of illustrative 

figures within the discipline, coupled with his focus on the surface of the debate without 

engaging in more detail with the philosophical frameworks that supported each, leads him 

to oversimplify the record and cast the spectrum of opinion into a polarized divide.  

 While this generation noted the North American elements in the early history of 

Canada, they remained loath to overemphasize them. Brebner’s Explorers of North 

America identified the material factors involved in lending a certain amount of unity to 

the patterns that emerged in the exploration of North America.77 Yet Brebner never 

became a materialist. Instead, the patterns he later identified in his scholarship were 

comprised of abstract ideas bearing only an indirect relationship to the physical world. 

Furthermore, the scholarship of Lower, much more so than that of Brebner, increasingly 

tended to emphasize the peculiarly North American character of Canadian society, 

though again with limitations. In tracing the origins of the political system of Canada, 

Lower adapted and applied the Frontier Thesis of Frederick Jackson Turner, one of the 
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main figures of Progressive History in the United States. This theory conceived of the 

frontier not as a place, but as a process. Through successive waves of settlement in 

sparsely populated lands, settlers came to be self-reliant, and over time the process 

contributed to the rise of the archetypal individualistic American and a democratic 

political culture.78 In the Canadian adaptation, Lower surmised that early attempts to 

erect an aristocratic society along the St. Lawrence had failed because of the nature of 

frontier life, where settlers tended to embark on the race to accumulate wealth with 

approximately the same meagre resources and where the gap between rich and poor 

tended to be very narrow. Democracy and egalitarianism then became almost inevitable. 

Yet there were three principal factors that accounted for the unique character of Canadian 

democracy. Importantly, the retreat of the frontier in Canada, rather than proceeding in 

the more smooth, continuous fashion as it had in the United States, proceeded in fits and 

starts, due to the vast gaps in the belt of land hospitable for settlement running from east 

to west. The other factors stemmed from the British inheritance in Canadian history. 

Notably, old-world sentiment persisted longer in Canada due to its many tangible 

connections with European political and economic currents. Finally, the monarchical 

system tended to act as a curb on the full expression of democratic sentiment.79 For 

Lower, Canada remained at least as much a British country as it was American, for the 

intangible ties of the spirit played a significant role in solidifying the bonds between 

expanding colony and mother country. 

 The new historical scholarship of the 1930s not only re-formulated the basis of the 

relationship with Britain, but it also held significant implications for national unity. Innis 
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had argued that the staples trades had given Canada its geographic shape, provided a 

compelling impetus to unity, and contributed to the unique political culture of the 

country. In the centralized structure of the Northwest and Hudson’s Bay Companies, he 

discerned that of the Canadian federation as a whole. These organizations and their 

economic activities left tangible marks on the state that formed in their place. The 

importance of the two companies “was recognized in boundary disputes, and it played a 

large role in numerous negotiations responsible for the location of the present 

boundaries.” For these reasons, Innis, in disagreement with his predecessors over the 

matter, concluded that “the present Dominion emerged not in spite of geography but 

because of it.”80 Geography and economic interests thus became a vehicle for naturalizing 

Canada as a geopolitical unit. The emphasis in the work of both Innis and Creighton on 

the centrality of economic relationships in the development of the country also hinted that 

commerce played a key role in defining modern Canada.    

Moreover, the emphasis Innis placed on the fur trade as a basis for modern 

Canadian society implicitly cast First Nations in a crucial foundational role, as their 

knowledge, technology, and active participation were instrumental in its development. In 

the studies that appear in the CHR, the relationship between the white settlers and First 

Nations only received treatment when the activities of the latter impinged on those of the 
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former. 81 Native Canadians took on the role of a foil whose activities helped drive along 

the plot. This was the thrust of the narrative that R. O. MacFarlane offered in his article 

entitled “British Indian Policy in Nova Scotia to 1760.” Here, he framed the relationship 

between the Mi’kmaq and the local colonial government in terms of the larger conflict for 

North America, portraying the Aboriginal population as pawns of the French.82  

Still, the network of the CHR displayed an interest – albeit limited – in the life and 

culture of First Nations in its own right. In fact, T. F. McIlwraith83 of the Anthropology 

Department at Toronto provided an annual bibliography of works in ethnology, 

anthropology, and archaeology to the journal from 1925 until the mid-1950s, in which 

almost all of the monographs listed were studies of Aboriginal peoples and their history. 

Moreover, Marlene Shore notes that G. F. G. Stanley,84 in “The Half-Breed ‘Rising’ of 

1875,” offered a new interpretation of the Aboriginal population in Canada. Specifically, 

it relied on both the theories of Turner and those of anthropology and sociology to argue 

that the conflict between settlers and the Métis was not religious or ethnic in character, 
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but a clash of primitive and civilized cultures characteristic of life on the frontier.85 This 

compartmentalization of First Nations history within anthropology, a pattern that Shore 

identifies in her work,86 had the effect of separating it conceptually from research deemed 

strictly historical in nature. Their past thus became “pre-history,” the bulk of which fell 

outside of the temporal and thematic bounds of the study of modern Canada.   

 Though many adopted the new geographic and economic perspectives in 

historical research, not all shared the same conclusions as Innis regarding the valence of 

the pull that geography exerted on Canadians. In his sourcebook on economic history 

published in collaboration with Innis, Lower remarked that “Canadian development 

might approximately be characterized as the achievement of successive impossibilities.”87 

W. N. Sage88 observed that while Canada ran along an east-west axis, a north-south pull 

tended to act on the individual regions.89 In surmounting these barriers and exploiting the 

strong suits of each region, Canadians collectively applied a unified effort that itself aided 
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in bringing about a synthesis of outlook and interests. The emphasis in the literature on 

successive triumphs of technology over intimidating physical barriers is emblematic of a 

conviction among the architects of the new historiography that the steely determination 

and ingenuity of the individual could triumph over structural constraints. While 

acknowledging a measure of implicit determinism, the subjects studied in works such as 

“The Assault on the Laurentian Barrier” and “The Struggle for Financial Control in 

Lower Canada” represent elements of the broader conflict between society and the 

environment, one in which the application of reason and resources to the natural world 

leads to the successive expansion of the realm of freedom of action in which the 

individual operates. In this respect, they represented the structural analogue to the 

political narrative of Empire and Commonwealth.      

 Contributors to the CHR in the 1930s often touted the tendency of government 

and private business to collaborate in this process, primarily as a means of identifying 

precedents for government intervention in the economy for the purposes of managing 

social welfare. But one could also draw other conclusions from this observation. 

Specifically, this particular emphasis implied that Canada was a nation built on the 

initiative of business and political elites, whose foresight had ensured the effective 

unification of the country and prevented its absorption into the United States. This 

hierarchical vision of Canadian society leaves only a notional space for members of the 

public to exercise their democratic powers, rendering them a passive body whose sole 

legitimate function is to accept or reject the master plans of their leaders. Moreover, the 

fact that most of the business elites in the late nineteenth century were Anglophones also 

suggested a number of disturbing consequences for efforts to forge a united Canada. By 
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emphasizing the role of business magnates in shaping the Canadian nation, Anglophone 

historians unintentionally perpetuated the image of Francophone Canadians as passive 

followers in Confederation. Though Quebec had produced such brilliant political leaders 

as Cartier and Laurier, these historians believed that its relative lack of economic 

development not only reflected a character flaw in the collective psyche of Francophones, 

but also rendered them unfit for directing national affairs.90   

 Overall, the diversification of content in the CHR over the 1930s was modest and 

even the more innovative of the research tended to uphold familiar theses regarding the 

origins of modern Canada and the character of its society. Given the continuing weight of 

entries in CHR on the history of the Empire, constitutional law, politics, and the British 

connection, it appears that the new generation of historians writing for the journal sought 

not to replace the inherited narrative but instead to modify it. While many of the works 

dealing with such themes had sprung from the pens of more established academics such 

as Kennedy, the younger generation publishing in the journal tended to continue to 

emphasize the formative role played by Britain in the establishment and development of 

the modern Canadian state. Their objective, in the face of philosophical challenges to 

liberal individualism and the crisis-riddled economy, was to renew the narrative, one that 

emphasized the organic growth of Canada under the benevolent tutelage of Britain. 

                                                
90 This mindset appeared frequently in the work of Lower. In Colony to Nation, he concluded that “the 
association of English and French is like that of a badly mated man and woman. When trouble comes — 
and when does it not? — the woman sulks while the man bullies.” He added that Anglophones must 
skilfully woo the “feminine” Francophones; yet “all the English Canadian can do is to shout.” Here, Lower 
presented “the English” as the husband and the dominant partner. Yet by assigning them the worst traits 
associated with that gender — aggression, misuse of strength, and dominance — he displayed his dismay at 
their abuse of the power they derived from their numerical superiority. Conversely, he associated “the 
French” with negative traits traditionally associated with femininity — passivity, poutiness, and 
unrestrained emotion. Lower, Colony to Nation: A History of Canada, 467. 



 

 154 

Academics therefore continued to envision Canada as possessing a character in its own 

right, albeit still firmly planted in the camp of the Anglo-Saxon family.      

 

The Academic as Public Expert: Historians Engage with the State and the Public  

 As a historical profession gradually coalesced, its members honed the means by 

which to apply the fruits of their research to practical problems. In fact, they employed 

their specialized knowledge in a number of ways in the public sphere. For instance, they 

continued to reach out to local historical societies and guide their research and 

preservation efforts, as they believed that their academic credentials especially qualified 

them to do so. With the introduction of radio broadcasting, contributors to the CHR also 

took to the airwaves, viewing the new medium as a convenient tool for the dissemination 

of their knowledge. Through it, they attempted to educate the emerging nation about the 

origins of its shared liberal traditions and the prominent and obscure figures who had 

helped to shape them. Most importantly, a great number of prominent academics 

contributed to the drafting of the Royal Commission on Dominion-Provincial Relations, 

otherwise known as the Rowell-Sirois Report. Its mandate was to recommend the means 

of re-casting the federal framework in response to the challenges facing governments in 

coping with the financial burdens of the Depression. By far, this was the most fascinating 

of the public projects engaged in by members of the network, since debates surrounding 

the main thrust of its conclusions became a flashpoint for interpretations of constitutional 

history. Taken as a whole, these projects represent an attempt to entrench a liberal 

understanding of the past as defined in the CHR in the minds of the public and the 

political framework of the country.  
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 In keeping with their interest in heritage and historic preservation, academic 

historians sought to co-ordinate their activities with those of the local historians. In fact, a 

large portion of the September 1932 issue of the CHR was devoted to the local historical 

societies. A number of brief articles collectively debated the potential benefits, 

challenges, and threats arising from collaboration with historians outside academic 

circles. The tone, however, was largely hopeful and the contributions emphasized the 

importance of historical societies to the academic study of history and the stimulation of 

interest in the national past among the public.91 Moreover, the message spread beyond the 

pages of the Review itself. In fact, the following issue of the journal noted the favourable 

coverage that the September edition received in various newspapers. Hence, the Board of 

Editors had been at least partially successful in raising awareness among the public 

regarding the importance of historical scholarship.92 Whether the audience absorbed the 

message, however, is more difficult to gauge. In any case, the attention that the articles 

received in the press was reflective of a popular interest in history. Yet the tone with 

which the academic researchers described the activities and interests of the local 

historians, antiquarians, and aficionados alike left much to be desired if the goal was to 

forge a partnership. Brown remarked that although “interest has been largely capitalized, 

as well as stimulated, by purveyors and self-styled preservers of the romance of history... 

the more scholarly writers, on whose work real progress in the study of the subject 

ultimately depends, have to a great extent let their claims to consideration in the public 

                                                
91 See Louise Blake Duff, “The Problems and Opportunities of Canadian Historical Societies,” Canadian 
Historical Review 13, no. 3 (1932): 251-256; Dixon Ryan Fox, “Local Historical Societies in the United 
States,” Canadian Historical Review 13, no. 3 (1932): 263-267; D. C. Harvey, “The Importance of Local 
History in the Writing of General History;” and F. M. Powicke, “English Local Historical Societies,” 
Canadian Historical Review 13, no. 3 (1932): 257-262. 
92 “Notes and Comments,” Canadian Historical Review 13, no. 4 (1932): 458. 
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mind go by default.”93 In the competition for the limelight, the academic historians 

tended to emphasize their control of a specialized body of knowledge as a means of 

legitimizing their claim to manage the entire endeavour. The message was clear: while 

their interest was potentially beneficial to academic history, the public nevertheless had to 

be cultivated, trained, and enlightened in the practice of historical research and 

preservation work. Until historians had adequately done so, they had to keep the public at 

an arm’s length. 

 One of the more effective means by which historical academics attempted to 

cultivate the public was through the new medium of radio. At the annual meeting of CHA 

in May 1937, a group of its members met with Alan Plaunt of Board of Governors of the 

Canadian Broadcasting Corporation (CBC) and D. W. Buchanan of its Program 

Department to discuss the general principles of and particular challenges inherent in the 

creation of historical content for the airwaves. At the suggestion of Plaunt, the CHA 

appointed a committee with representation from each province. Its mandate was to 

suggest the scope and nature of future historical broadcasts and to identify both problems 

and opportunities in the approaches adopted.94 This labour soon bore fruit. Beginning on 

30 September 1937, the CBC aired “Canadian Portraits,” a series that, in each episode, 

introduced the public to a historical figure that, though important to the national past, had 

been relegated to obscurity. This series featured individuals from various periods, 

regions, and fields of history, so as to reflect the diversity of the country and people who 

had helped to found it.95 

                                                
93 “Notes and Comments,” Canadian Historical Review 12, no. 1 (1931): 1-2. 
94 “Notes and Comments,” Canadian Historical Review 18, no. 2 (1937): 215-216. 
95 “Notes and Comments,” Canadian Historical Review 18, no. 4 (1937): 451. 
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 Another influential project that occupied academic historians was a series of 

studies that reflected upon the multifaceted and complex relationship between Canada 

and its southern neighbour. The Relations of Canada and the United States was a 

collection of works emanating from the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace. 

According to Jeff Brison, the project involved almost every academic historian in Canada 

through the 1930s and early 1940s. Yet some figures played more prominent roles than 

others. The series was the brainchild of Brebner and James T. Shotwell,96 both at 

Columbia, while Innis served as editor for those works that focused on Canadian 

economic development. Overall, the project engaged so many social scientists and 

historians in Canada in part because, in the Depression era, there existed insufficient 

financial resources for Canadian academics.97  

 The cumulative result of the project was a collection of works that framed the 

development of both countries within a Whiggish narrative of progress. Moreover, it kept 

with the earlier pattern in the historiography of portraying the development of the country 

within the context of its relationships with other powers. As Canada and the United States 

developed similar cultural traditions, adopted liberal political systems, and increasingly 

integrated their economies, diplomatic relations improved in tandem. As Lawrence 

Aronson observes, the authors held up this relationship as an example for the world to 

                                                
96 James T. Shotwell was a Canadian-born American historian who studied at the University of Toronto 
before proceeding to Columbia University for graduate studies. After becoming a professor at the latter in 
1908, Shotwell devoted his scholarship to the study of international relations, collaborating on a number of 
projects in that field, perhaps most notably as director of research for the Carnegie Endowment for 
International Peace. Lisa Anderson, “James T. Shotwell: A Life Devoted to International Peace,” Living 
Legacies: Great Moments and Leading Figures in the History of Columbia University, accessed August 13, 
2016, last modified n.d. http://www.columbia.edu/cu/alumni/Magazine/Winter2005/llshotwell.html 
97 Jeffrey Brison, Rockefeller, Carnegie, and Canada: American Philanthropy and the Arts and Letters in 
Canada (Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2005), 155-163.  
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follow and as a potential blueprint for international diplomacy.98 This editorial 

framework likely emerged due to the participation of Shotwell, whose interest in the 

series reflected his internationalist leanings more than his continental orientation.99 

Berger characterizes Shotwell as a liberal internationalist who promoted world peace 

through support of the League of Nations. He possessed a faith in a rational and moral 

order underlying relations between states, whose sovereignty was transcended by 

increasing scientific and commercial ties across boundaries that would themselves usher 

in the formation of a world community.100 

 Still, potentially the most significant result of this series and other endeavours that 

relied upon American philanthropy was their effect upon the consolidation of the position 

of certain academics within the field, and accordingly their frameworks for the 

interpretation of Canadian history. Brison notes that the funding of specific departments, 

projects, and academics by American sources played an important role in encouraging 

scholarship and developing university education in Canada.101 Specifically, the Carnegie 

series on Canadian-American Relations strengthened the already mighty hand of the 

University of Toronto, and that of Innis especially. As the editor of works focusing on 

Canadian economic subjects, he possessed the power to shape the direction in which the 

collection framed the past. Carnegie endowments in this particular case therefore 

conceivably contributed to the prestige of Toronto and aided in the consolidation of the 

interpretive framework that Innis had devised.  
                                                
98 Lawrence Aronson, American National Security and Economic Relations with Canada, 1945-1954 
(Westport, Connecticut: Praeger, 1997), 2-3. 
99 Brison, Rockefeller, Carnegie, and Canada, 162-163. 
100 Carl Berger, “The Conferences on Canadian-American Affairs, 1935-1941: An Overview,” in Frederick 
W. Gibson and Jonathan G. Rossie, eds., The Road to Ogdensburg: The Queen’s/St. Lawrence Conferences 
on Canadian-American Affairs, 1935-1941 (East Lansing, Michigan: Michigan State University Press, 
1993), 12. 
101 Brison, Rockefeller, Carnegie, and Canada, 155-156. 
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 In light of the political and economic crises stemming from the Depression, the 

academic historians came to wield greater influence over public policy on the basis of its 

claim to mastery over a specialized body of knowledge. No other venue is more fertile for 

exploring this influence than the Royal Commission on Dominion-Provincial Relations, 

formed by the King government in 1937 to re-examine the financial relationships and 

budgetary burdens of both the federal and provincial administrations. While their 

involvement is certainly compatible with a reading that contextualizes it within the 

professionalization of the discipline, the extensive participation of academic historians in 

the project also reflected a desire to entrench their views of the past in the new 

constitutional arrangement. As a result, the Royal Commission became a powerful 

instrument in constructing a hegemonic interpretation of Canada, its history, and its 

political institutions. In the debates that swirled around such attempts to reform the 

constitution, participants drew upon the logic inherent in the historiography. Academic 

historians, political scientists, and other intellectuals conscripted their own interpretations 

of the nature of Canada and the intentions of the framers of Confederation in advocating 

various courses of action to face the consequences of the Depression. This was a high-

stakes endeavour in which the victors might potentially succeed in enshrining their 

understanding of Canadian history in the anticipated constitutional settlement. 

 In the earlier part of the decade, the opposition Liberals, as well as observers from 

outside Parliament, had roundly criticized the Bennett government for the questionable 

constitutionality of its New Deal legislation. But when the Liberals returned to power in 

1935, they too found themselves facing the same constitutional limitations in proposing 

any sort of economic reform. Gradually, they stiffened their resolve to confront the crisis. 
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After a series of Dominion-Provincial conferences and the modest measures implemented 

in their wake, Prime Minister King indicated to the House of Commons in February 1937 

that he was willing to appoint a commission to review the entire fiscal relationship 

between the federal government and the provinces. On 1 August 1937, he appointed 

Newton Rowell, Chief Justice of the Supreme Court of Ontario, as Chairman of the new 

commission.102 Since the scope of the assignment was so broad, the Commission chose to 

rely both on the testimony gathered at public hearings and an “extensive program of 

independent research,” conducted by a vast number of assistants.103 Names familiar to 

historians that appeared on the list of those conducting economic research for the 

Commission included Esdras Minville, Mackintosh, and University of Toronto historian 

J. L. McDougall. Creighton and Kennedy appeared among the names of those engaged in 

constitutional research. In fact, Creighton played a significant role in assembling the 

Report, participating in the co-ordination of research material.104 In the end, the 

Commission took three years to complete its investigation, releasing the final report only 

in 1940.105  

 Academic historians and their fellow travellers had expressed a desire to 

participate in the search for a way around the impasse long before King convened the 

Royal Commission. Eager to help find a solution to the mounting crisis, they devoted the 

annual conference of the Canadian Political Science Association (CPSA), held jointly 

                                                
102 Owram, The Government Generation: Canadian Intellectuals and the State, 1900-1945, 221, 239.  
103 According to Owram, the core of this staff came directly from the research department at the newly 
formed Bank of Canada. Canada, Royal Commission on Dominion-Provincial Relations, Ottawa: Queen’s 
Printer, 1954, (Commissioners: The Hon. Mr. Justice Newton Rowell and Prof. Joseph Sirois),10-11, 14; 
Owram, The Government Generation: Canadian Intellectuals and the State, 1900-1945, 240. 
104 Royal Commission on Dominion-Provincial Relations, 14-15, 18. 
105 Owram, The Government Generation: Canadian Intellectuals and the State, 1900-1945, 240. 



 

 161 

with that of the CHA that year, to “various phases of the Canadian federal problem.”106 

Even if not participating directly in the conference of the political scientists, those at the 

CHA were certainly aware of the matters their fellow academics were discussing. 

Moreover, their continued preoccupation with contemporary affairs indicated that many 

within the network of the CHR believed that one of their greatest missions was to advise 

the leading statesmen who governed the country. The specialized expertise of the 

university historians placed them in a unique position to do so. 

 One of the greatest flashpoints for debate among the academic historians in 

drafting the report revolved around original intentions of the framers of the constitution.  

Though the British North America Act had delegated most of the functions dealing with 

public welfare and unemployment relief to the provinces, it had bestowed upon the 

federal government almost all of the means of raising revenue. The result was that the 

provinces found themselves financially unequipped to deal with the sudden spike in 

demand for relief. 107 In determining the most effective means of rectifying the 

imbalance, they examined the agreements that led to Confederation in 1867. Yet here 

they could not agree upon an interpretation - was it an act passed by the Parliament in 

London, reflecting the sovereign will of the Crown, or a pact alternatively between the 

founding provinces or between the two founding nations, merely ratified and cemented in 

statute? In a review of the literature on the subject, J. W. Dafoe blasted the Compact 

Theory of Confederation, presenting it as both illogical and groundless when examined in 

light of the historical record. In particular, he argued that the provinces could not have 

created the Dominion, since three new ones soon appeared in turn – were they therefore 

                                                
106 “Notes and Comments,” Canadian Historical Review 16, no. 1 (1935): 95. 
107 Owram, The Government Generation: Canadian Intellectuals and the State, 1900-1945, 226, 228. 



 

 162 

equal in power to the original three? Dafoe also cited the opinion of a former Lord 

Chancellor to the Judicial Committee of the Privy Council, who declared that the 

provinces were not the successors of the pre-Confederation colonies. Lord Haldane 

concluded that each had surrendered their powers to the imperial parliament for re-

distribution under the British North America Act. Consequently, Dafoe advised that “it 

would, therefore, seem advisable for extreme advocates of provincial claims, as 

expressed for example in consultations between Dominion and provincial governments in 

1930, to modify their views and to seek... a ‘reasonable’ compact which will give the 

provinces their proper, if subordinate, place in the Canadian federation.”108 Dalhousie 

political scientist R. A. MacKay,109 in opposing the Compact Theory, argued on a more 

practical tack. He saw it as  “dangerously obstructive,” since he believed that it not only 

empowered those who sought to provoke ethnic and religious divisions, but also those, 

                                                
108 Dafoe also refuted the arguments of those, such as recent law school graduate Maurice Ollivier, who 
believed that since the founders based the constitution largely on the resolutions passed at the Quebec 
Conference, and since these formed an agreement, then the constitution itself was to some extent a pact 
between the Fathers of Confederation. Dafoe noted instead that although Macdonald, Cartier, et al. had 
claimed that the seventy-two resolutions amounted to a treaty between the provinces, the leaders had 
merely used this ploy so as to dissuade the opponents of federation from amending the original agreement. 
When the governments of New Brunswick and Nova Scotia came to consider the matter, they did not 
regard the resolutions as a treaty and the agreement therefore had no binding force. In addition, Dafoe 
added that Macdonald had indicated as much in his private correspondence. The resolutions, therefore, 
were neither a formal treaty between the colonies, nor did they form the basis of Confederation. J. W. 
Dafoe, “Review of N. McL. Rogers’ The Compact Theory of Confederation, F. R. Scott’s The Development 
of Canadian Federalism, and J. S. Ewart’s Some Further Comments on Dominion Provincial Relations,” 
Canadian Historical Review 13, no. 1 (1932): 51-53; and Maurice Ollivier, “Le Statut de Westminster: 
Étude de l’évolution politique au Canada,” Revue trimestrielle canadienne 19, no. 1 (1933): 15-16.  
109 R. A. MacKay studied at both the University of Toronto and Princeton before becoming a political 
science professor at Dalhousie in 1927. After serving on the Rowell-Sirois Commission, he employed his 
knowledge of government as an assistant to the Department of External Affairs during the Second World 
War. John W. Holmes, “Robert Alexander MacKay,” The Canadian Encyclopedia, accessed September 25, 
2015, last modified December 14, 2013 www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/robert-alexander-
mackay . 
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such as businesspeople, who in looking to stall any potential encroachments on their 

power and freedom, might work to excite such schisms in constitutional negotiations.110  

 The remarks by Dafoe suggest that not all were in favour of centralization. Doug 

Owram notes that Innis received a great deal of criticism from his colleagues in 1934 

when he defended provincial rights as part of the Nova Scotia Royal Commission on the 

Economy.111 Innis, an individualist and right-leaning liberal, was skeptical on principle of 

efforts to re-make or reform society and therefore opposed any moves to centralize power 

in Ottawa.112 Yet his disapproval of academic participation in government and politics 

stemmed from other sources as well. Alexander John Watson speculates that over time, 

Innis turned against research overtly committed to social reform due to his conviction that 

academics could produce unique insights into modernity from the margins. Any attempt 

to expend time and resources on shoring up the state would detract from this more urgent 

vocation. Moreover, Innis remained suspicious of the practice of applying existing 

paradigms from abroad both to research and to the solution of social problems, as he 

remained skeptical of their fit with the Canadian context. Instead, he believed that 

painstaking scholarship in the development of local paradigms was a prerequisite to 

contributions to universal knowledge.113 Yet the great irony in the debates surrounding 

the nature of the constitution and the means of alleviating the suffering wrought by the 

                                                
110 Walter W. McLaren, Albert B. Corey, and Reginald G. Trotter, eds., Conference on Canadian-American 
Affairs Held at the St. Lawrence University, Canton, New York, June 17-22, 1935, Under the Joint Auspices 
of the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, the St. Lawrence University, Queen’s University (New 
York: The Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 1935), 202. 
111 Owram, The Government Generation: Canadian Intellectuals and the State, 1900-1945, 224. 
112 Berger, The Writing of Canadian History, 101-103. 
113 Watson also speculates that the polarization of academia that resulted from attempts to discover a 
solution to the Depression ultimately influenced Innis in his decision to remain aloof from the political 
movements of the day. A conservative whose Baptist upbringing led him to view the concentration of 
power with deep misgivings, Innis remained suspicious of left-wing colleagues who passionately urged him 
to join such movements as the League for Social Reconstruction. Watson, Marginal Man: The Dark Vision 
of Harold Innis, 166, 178-179.   
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Depression was that despite his opposition to government intervention, it was precisely 

the proponents of such measures who commandeered the rough outlines of Innis’ vision 

of the past as a means of legitimating an increased role for the federal state in the 

economy. 

 The fault lines of this debate tended to fall along the linguistic divide, with many 

Anglophone intellectuals supporting interpretations of the constitution that gave more 

power to the central government, and Francophones in Quebec supporting those that 

favoured the rights of the provinces. For instance, Jean Bruchési114 mounted a well-

reasoned challenge to the views of the centralizers. He believed that since Confederation 

supposed the prior consent of the provinces, the constitution was in fact a pact. Had 

Quebec not approved of the terms offered, it would have refused to join. He concluded 

that “Canadian unity, in a broad sense, is an impossibility without due regard for the 

Constitution and a total respect for the rights of minorities, without the admission of the 

fact that the provinces became united, not merely for material purposes, but also for 

purposes both moral and spiritual.”115 Bruchési believed that those of his contemporaries 

who sought to centralize power as a means of responding to the economic realities of the 

Depression were hastily ignoring the other vital functions of the constitution.  

 Despite such fears regarding cultural integrity and national unity, the French-

Canadian perspective was almost entirely absent from the interpretative framework that 

structured the final report of the Commission. Furthermore, its examination of Canadian 

                                                
114 Jean Bruchési took law at the Université de Montréal before proceeding to study at the Sorbonne. 
Between 1927 and 1937, he taught history and political science at the Université de Montréal, and then 
became the Under Secretary of State for the province of Quebec. “Fonds Jean Bruchési,” Université de 
Montréal, Division de la gestion de documents et des archives, accessed September 28, 2015, last modified 
April 3, 2010 www.archiv.umontreal.ca/P0000/P0057.html . 
115 Jean Bruchési, “Canadian Unity and the French Canadians,” Revue trimestrielle canadienne 24, no. 2 
(1938): 117-118, 122. 
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history and the circumstances leading to Confederation heavily echoed the Laurentian 

Thesis, possibly a reflection of the substantial influence that Creighton wielded behind 

the scenes of the Commission.116 Notably, the conception of Confederation as enunciated 

in the report conceived of federalism, as opposed to a unitary arrangement, as a means of 

safeguarding local loyalties and reconciling them with the strengths of the whole. Yet the 

historical analysis of Confederation in the report made no reference to the cultural duality 

of the country; instead, it treated Lower Canada, or Quebec, as one of many provinces, 

whose “separate loyalties” and “historic traditions” received as much attention as those of 

the Maritimes or Ontario.117 Such treatment effectively diminished the weight of French 

Canada in the narrative, rendering Quebec merely one in a collection of nine unique 

provinces in a predominantly English-speaking country. 

  In the end, the Report called for a “National Adjustment Grant” to offset the 

disparities in income between the provinces and to provide their governments with the 

means of fulfilling their obligations to the public. Not only did this step recognize the 

legitimacy of the current balance of responsibilities, but it also denied any federal control 

over the manner in which the provinces spent the funds. The commissioners thereby 

recognized that provincial autonomy and national unity were not incompatible with one 

another.118 Robert Wardhaugh and Barry Ferguson challenge the notion that the Report of 

the Rowell-Sirois Commission offered a blueprint for centralization, as future generations 

of academics have assumed. Instead, its intention was merely to redistribute certain fiscal 

                                                
116 Many of the core arguments of the Laurentian thesis appear in the first chapter of Book I of the report, 
entitled “Confederation.” Canada, Royal Commission on Dominion-Provincial Relations, Report, Vol.1, 
Ottawa: Queen’s Printer, 1954, 19-46. 
117 Royal Commission on Dominion-Provincial Relations, 29-30. 
118 Barry Ferguson and Robert Wardhaugh, “‘Impossible Conditions of Inequality:’ John W. Dafoe, the 
Rowell-Sirois Commission, and the Interpretation of Canadian Federalism,” Canadian Historical Review 
84, no. 4 (2003): 15. 
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and jurisdictional powers between the two levels of government and to align the 

constitutional framework more congruently with the federal principle.119  

 Even as the commissioners and staff were drafting the Report, the centralist thrust 

of the interpretation by some of its members came under challenge. While Dafoe had 

admired the historical study offered by Creighton, he nonetheless felt compelled to 

challenge its centralist perspective. He proffered the argument that there had been not one 

Confederation, but two. The first represented the union of the four original provinces in 

1867, while the other consisted of a longer process by which the union expanded into a 

transcontinental polity. As a result, Confederation itself had changed, and the treatment of 

the western provinces therefore did not fit into the original framework of Confederation. 

In formulating his thesis, Dafoe relied on the work of Chester Martin and his Dominion 

Lands Policy, a study that examined the paternalistic means by which the federal 

government had subordinated the west to the needs of the centre. It was such scholarship 

that awoke Dafoe to the structural imbalances in Confederation, in the process 

transforming him from a classical liberal that abhorred state intervention to one who 

supported positive government as a means of rectifying regional disparities in wealth.120 

Despite the nationalist outlook of historians and the general coalescence around a 

particular hegemonic interpretation of the past, this cohort ultimately could not come to 

agree on the proper means of applying historical research to intervention in practical 

                                                
119 Wardhaugh and Ferguson note that the centralist interpretation of the Report gradually became dominant 
after the end of the Second World War. It was in this period that academics widely came to believe that the 
centralization of power was one of the overarching trends in twentieth-century governance. Over time, they 
interpreted the Commission and its work in this light. Robert Wardhaugh and Barry Ferguson, 
“Reconsidering Rowell-Sirois and Rethinking Canadian Federalism,” in Ian Peach, ed., Constructing 
Tomorrow’s Federalism: New Perspectives on Canadian Governance (Winnipeg: University of Manitoba 
Press, 2007), 34-35, 40-41.  
120 Ferguson and Wardhaugh, “‘Impossible Conditions of Inequality:’ John W. Dafoe, the Rowell-Sirois 
Commission, and the Interpretation of Canadian Federalism,” 11, 18. 
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affairs. But with the notable exception of Innis, academics were almost entirely in 

agreement on the necessity of reining in the worst excesses of capitalism. Their 

participation in the Rowell-Sirois Commission, in light of their liberal orientation, then 

appears as the practical arm of their efforts to shore up liberalism in Canada by making 

concessions to the broader critiques of the status quo emanating from the left.  

  

Challenges to the Assumptions Behind the New History in Canada 

 A number of significant challenges arose to the evolving historiography 

emanating from those centred at the CHR as the 1930s wore on. The Depression had 

shattered the predominant and complacent acceptance of rugged individualism as the 

foundation upon which to build a society. Innovative research by Creighton, Lower, and 

others represented an attempt to salvage the liberal tradition by acknowledging critiques 

from the left and integrating certain elements of a structural framework within their still 

idealistic models of historical change. As the world economic crisis became more acute, 

democratic regimes across Europe crumbled and fascistic governments filled the power 

vacuum left in their wake. The new bellicose regimes scornfully dismissed the ideals of 

co-operation and tolerance, the watchwords of the liberal internationalist outlook that 

contributors to the CHR were so keen to promote. In doing so, they represented a 

concrete and blatant refutation of the universality of the values that underpinned the 

framework upon which the historiography rested. Meanwhile in Quebec, a specific model 

of corporatist nationalism developed that, while challenging the model of Canada 

emanating from the Review, subtly paralleled the liberalism that ran through it. In the end, 
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contributors to the journal in the 1930s successfully overcame some of these challenges 

to their hegemonic bloc, although they failed to carry the day with respect to others.    

 Despite the fundamental disagreement regarding the nature and perspective of the 

national narrative, historical scholarship in the two linguistic communities in this decade 

bore a few remarkable similarities on the surface. Some Francophone intellectuals also 

displayed an increasing willingness to experiment with structural factors in explaining the 

current state of Canadian society and politics. Furthermore, like their Anglophone 

counterparts, the Depression played a significant role in turning their attention towards 

economic questions. Yet the avenues they pursued in their research varied with those of 

the Anglophones, and their scholarship also betrayed a unique set of influences. Once 

again, Groulx was arguably the greatest force behind French-language historical research 

in this decade, although his opinions, much like those of his Anglophone counterparts, 

had evolved in tandem with contemporary circumstances. Preoccupations with the 

distribution of economic power and its centrality to the national question invariably 

influenced historical research in the 1930s.  

 No more fitting occasion exists through which to explore this phenomenon than 

the centenary of the rebellions of 1837 and the wave of historical scholarship that 

accompanied its commemoration in Francophone intellectual circles. In a critical vein 

paralleling that of the new generation at the CHR, Groulx surmised that “nos historiens 

n’ont abordé que notre histoire politique; des événements de 1837, ils n’ont donc rélévé 

que les causes politiques, les moindres, les plus propres à présenter les faits sous un 

aspect étriqué, et, par cela même, injuste et mensonger.” When Groulx addressed this 

work again in the 1950s, he preferred to place the events of 1837 “dans leur ambiance ou 
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conjoncture historique.”121 The focus on conjonctures is reminiscent of the Annalistes, 

whom Groulx held in high esteem. Moreover, their emphasis in particular on histoire 

intégrale – or the description of a society in its time and place, in all of its diverse aspects 

– captivated Groulx and dovetailed with his mission of identifying the essence of French-

Canadian identity.122 Hence, his interpretation of the events surrounding the rebellion of 

1837 varied considerably with those of Creighton. Although both identified a substantial 

economic element to the conflict, Groulx framed the rebellion neither as an exclusively 

political nor a fundamentally economic dispute. For him, the rebellions were necessarily 

national in character as well. The fact that a tiny, unelected oligarchy composed of 

Anglophone and metropolitan functionaries governed over a much greater mass of 

Francophone habitants was a blatant sore spot that itself exacerbated tensions in the 

colony throughout the early nineteenth century.123 

 While some Francophone scholars immersed themselves in economic and social 

history, others continued to buck the trend. One critical development in Francophone 

historical research in the 1930s was the foundation of the annual journal Les cahiers des 

dix in 1936. The nature of this collaboration was quite loose, as contributors were 

permitted to write about whichever subject pleased them most. Still, they attempted all 

the same to publish works on neglected or poorly understood aspects of the past, covering 

petite or grande histoire, archaeology, topography, or biography, while the sole common 

trait of each piece was its relevance to Canadian history. Their overarching goal was not 

                                                
121 Lionel Groulx, Mes mémoires, vol. 3 (Montreal: Fides, 1970), 235; Lionel Groulx and Arthur 
Laurendeau, “Une heure avec l’Abbé Groulx à propos de ‘37,” L’action nationale 7 (June 1936): 326. 
122 Bouchard notes that Groulx was not only an admirer of the scholarship of Marc Bloch and Lucien 
Febvre in the interwar period, but that he adhered to this new orientation even in spite of criticisms of this 
vein of research emanating from traditionalist circles. Bouchard, Les deux chanoines, 187; Henri Baulig, 
“Nécrologie – Lucien Febvre,” Annales de géographie 66, no. 355 (1957): 281-283. 
123 Groulx and Laurendeau, “Une heure avec l’Abbé Groulx à propos de ‘37,” 328-329. 



 

 170 

to form another historical society, but instead to become a band of intellectual comrades 

who published research or musings on a neglected or little known area of the past and 

provided mutual support to one another in the process.124 The contents of the first volume 

set the tone for those that followed, with the characteristics of its scholarship deviating in 

no groundbreaking manner from other Francophone historical studies. Those by Gérard 

Malchelosse125 and Montarville Boucher de la Bruère examined genealogical themes, 

while that of the Abbé Olivier Maurault126 traced the influence of the Sulpicians in the 

foundation of a secondary education program in Montreal. Fauteux highlighted events in 

the European career of de Tracy, Lieutenant-General of New France, that had remained 

largely unknown, and É.-Z. Massicotte127 provided archaeological information on various 

streets and buildings in Old Montreal. In sum, the contributions tended to delve into 

subjects of a local interest and unearthed a wealth of details regarding prominent 

individuals, families, and the social and cultural practices of the past. Moreover, a perusal 

                                                
124 According to Victor Morin, the idea of an exclusive society of ten intellectuals came from the practice as 
originally engaged in by Benjamin Sulte and his associates in the late nineteenth century. Morin credits 
Gérard Malchelosse, who inherited the manuscripts of Sulte, as the main force behind the resurrection of 
such a group in Montreal in the 1930s. Over the years, the composition of the group changed as members 
resigned due to advanced age, took extended trips abroad, changed careers, or died. The original 10 
members were: Francis J. Audet, A. Beaugrand-Champagne, Aegidius Fauteux, Montarville Boucher de la 
Bruère, Gérard Malchelosse, É.-Z. Massicotte, M. Olivier Maurault, Victor Morin, Albert Tessier, and 
Pierre-Georges Roy. Raymond Douville, “La Société des dix, son histoire, ses membres, son oeuvre,” Les 
Cahiers des dix 52 (1997-1998): 43-65; Aegidius Fauteux, “Préface,” Les cahiers des dix 1 (1936): 5-6; and 
Victor Morin, “Les dix,” Les cahiers des dix 1 (1936): 27. 
125 Unlike most of the figures that appear throughout this dissertation, Gérard Malchelosse did not pursue 
any post-secondary education. He was a librarian who eventually became the director of the Bibliothèque 
Saint-Sulpice in 1943. Pierre Trépanier, “Le premier fauteuil: Gérard Malchelosse, Philippe Sylvain,” Les 
cahiers des dix 51 (1996): 11-38.  
126 Olivier Maurault was a priest who first worked as a school teacher and later as an administrator. In 1934 
he became the Rector of the Université de Montréal. His historical research concentrated on themes 
touching upon art. Robert Derome, “Olivier Maurault,” La ville et la campagne, accessed October 16, 
2015, last modified May 11, 1998 www.er.uqam.ca/nobel/r14310/Ville/1918.Maurault.html . 
127 Édouard-Zotique Massicotte was a journalist, lawyer, archivist, and historical researcher who studied 
law at the Université de Laval à Montréal. His research focused mainly on folklore and genealogy. “Fonds 
Édouard-Zotique Massicotte,” Archives de Montréal, accessed August 13, 2016, last modified n.d. 
http://archivesdemontreal.ica-atom.org/fonds-edouard-zotique-massicotte-18-1817-1943-surtout-1890-
1943.  
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of topics and themes indicates that les dix, much like most other Francophone 

intellectuals at the time, took “Canadian history” largely to mean that of French Canada. 

The new journal failed to escape the attention of the historians at the CHR, and Saunders, 

in reviewing the first edition, expressed a great admiration for its collective achievement. 

Though noting that most of the contents were of a local, particular nature, he painted its 

contributors’ scholarship in glowing terms and expressed the hope that one day the 

Société des dix might evolve into a true “Académie de Québec” in the image of the 

Académie française.128  

 Overall, scholarship in French-Canadian circles tended not to embrace a 

materialist outlook. The Jesuit scholar Richard Arès, for instance, wrote that true history 

“c’est d’abord réfléchie, explicatrice des faits, celle qui va droit aux âmes pour leur 

demander la cause des actes, celle qui est lumière pour l’intelligence et stimulant pour la 

volonté.” True history accounted for spiritual causes in the progression of humanity and 

must aspire to the beautiful title of “inspiratrice de sainteté.”129 This idealistic spiritualism 

found voice again in Groulx in the 1930s. He remarked in Notre maître, le passé that 

history was not a container for sterile, inert matter, but rather a transmitter of life which 

had the potential to act as a multiplier of forces, to render the total greater than that of the 

sum of the parts. While here he shared some affinity with Croce, who emphasized the 

necessity of a certain spirit or life force to historical thought, they parted in their 

conceptions of causality. Though Croce searched for the ideal and the universal within 

the particular in history, Groulx plumbed the past for traces of a greater providential plan. 

For him, there was continuity to history. It bound past and present generations together as 

                                                
128 Richard M. Saunders, “Review of Aegidius Fauteux, ed., Les cahiers des dix, vol. 1,” Canadian 
Historical Review 18, no. 4 (1937): 429-430. 
129 Richard Arès, “Histoire nationale et éducation,” L’action nationale 7 (May 1936): 307-308. 
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if it were a chain, identifiable only through “une pensée directrice, d’un idéal qui contient 

en puissance tout le dessin d’une vie.”130 Such conceptions of the past conceded that 

historical scholarship had a practical purpose. For many Francophone intellectuals, the 

overwhelming majority of whom at the time worked within a Catholic framework, the 

dictum “knowledge for its own sake” did not apply. In fact, the motto of the Semaines 

sociales, a series of conferences on social doctrine organized by the Church, was “la 

science pour l’action.”131  

 The Catholic Church was still the predominant influence upon social thought in 

Quebec before the Second World War, and its teaching set the tone and parameters of 

debate.132 The publication of Quadragesimo anno, forty years after that of Rerum 

novarum, provided Catholic intellectuals the world over with a means of responding to 

the immediate challenges of the Depression within the framework of their faith. Much as 

those who were enmeshed in the network of the CHR, Francophone intellectuals were 

responding to the challenges of the time by accommodating the predominant mores and 

values to the rapidly transforming terrain of an urbanizing and industrializing province 

without breaking the social order. In short, they were themselves addressing a challenge 

to their own hegemonic framework by Communists and the left in general. In this respect, 

Groulx and other French-Canadian intellectuals were engaged in a project similar to that 

of their Anglophone counterparts. 

                                                
130 Lionel Groulx, Notre maître, le passé, 3rd ed. (Montreal: Librairie Granger, 1944).  
131 Wilfrid Guérin, “La XIème semaine sociale du Canada,” L’action nationale 1 (January 1933): 44. 
132 This influence hardly equated to total control. Although the church was arguably the predominant 
institution in Quebec society, intellectuals – both of the clergy and the laity – were engaging with a vast 
number of authors, philosophies, and currents of thought from outside the religious sphere, as this study has 
demonstrated thus far. Michael Gauvreau noted in his attempt to trace the origins of the Quiet Revolution 
that “after 1930, although powerful currents of conservatism certainly remained within Catholicism, there 
was a growing ideological diversity in the Church, one marked by powerful lay social and cultural 
initiatives.” Michael Gauvreau, The Catholic Origins of Quebec’s Quiet Revolution, 1930-1970, (Montreal 
and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2005), 8-9.     
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The Semaines sociales formed part of a much more expansive Catholic response 

to modernity, one that Christine Elie names as an enormous influence on popular 

ideology in Montreal in the period. The goal of those such as the Jesuit Joseph-Papin 

Archambault, founder of the École sociale populaire (ESP), was to blunt the appeal of 

Communism among the working classes of Quebec by offering them a harmonious 

Catholic alternative to capitalism that applied the principles of personalism and 

corporatism to economy and society. Efforts by the ESP and others indeed drew many 

reformists away from the Communist Party, while some of the promoters of Catholic 

social teaching admitted that they were competing with leftists by adopting the most 

pertinent of their critical thoughts.133 This constellation of intellectual frameworks 

ultimately helped to reinforce the existing sense of distinctiveness of French Canadians 

on the North American continent, as it allowed intellectuals to respond to a 

transformation of their society without denying the philosophical heritage that lay at the 

core of their unique identity. Furthermore, this Catholic alternative, in emphasizing the 

full development and primacy of the individual, bore affinities with the liberalism of 

those at the CHR who sought to respond to the crisis by adopting elements of leftist 

critiques of the existing order.  

                                                
133 Elie relies upon the definition of personalism by Robert Dennis, who contends that it is a form of social 
Catholicism that emphasizes the significance of the full development of the individual. This philosophy is 
opposed to the atomized conception of the individual inherent in classical liberalism and instead calls for 
the social order to place the development of the individual before material progress. Corporatism sought the 
construction of a harmonized society in which various corporations, representing labour, business, and 
other key sections of the population, would work together as mediators between the state and its population. 
Elie notes that personalism and corporatism were regarded as complementary doctrines in this period. 
Christine Elie, “The City and the Reds: Leftism, the Civic Politics of Order, and a Contested Modernity in 
Montreal, 1929-1947,” (PhD diss., Queen’s University, 2015), 44-48. See also Robert Harris Dennis, “The 
Via Media to Vatican II: Liberalism, Socialism, and Transatlantic Catholic Social Thought in English 
Canada,” (PhD diss., Queen’s University, 2014), 21. 
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In this vein, the Semaine sociale of 1932 concerned itself primarily with 

Quadragesimo anno and its applicability to French-Canadian society. Wilfrid Guérin, in 

covering its proceedings for L’action nationale, observed that although Catholic doctrines 

still flourished in the public and private lives of French Canadians, “les délétères 

influences du continent nord-américain, naguère encore saturé du matérialisme,” were 

infiltrating their society and gaining a toehold.134 Here appears once again a hint of that 

sense of mission ascribed to French Canadians in much of their literature dealing with 

national identity up to that time – they were to provide the counterweight to the 

materialist majority of the continent, to claim for themselves the superior elements of 

civilization and the spirit. Hermas Bastien of L’action nationale identified some of the 

sources of this philosophy in his report on the conference of the Association canadienne-

française pour l’avancement des sciences in 1933. In particular, he attributed the original 

character of universities in Quebec to Catholic sociology, Roman law, and Thomist 

philosophy.135 Elements of the Thomist ontology were highly influential upon this 

particular generation of nationalists and the manner in which they conceived of identity 

and the role of history in revealing its essence. In their organic view of the social order, 

they actually echoed the Burkean elements in some of the work of Martin, and more 

broadly the conception of the nation shared by many within the network of the CHR in 

the 1920s. 

For all the distance they placed between their own standards of scholarship and 

those of Groulx, contributors to the CHR shared similarities with him in another crucial 

way. References to “race” appeared with great frequency in the journal in the interwar 

                                                
134 Guérin, “La XIème semaine sociale du Canada,” 44-45. 
135 Hermas Bastien, “Le sens d’un événement,” L’action nationale 2 (December 1933): 256-258. 
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period. In most cases, they employed the word in the same sense and in the same 

situations as they did “nation” or “people,” suggesting that they viewed the terms as 

interchangeable. Underhill, in his review of Chapais for instance, employed the term to 

describe French Canadians as a collective.136 F. R. Scott refered to the two constituent 

“races” of Canada in his own review of The Spirit of French Canada by Ian Forbes 

Fraser.137 As suggested by these examples, this pattern was especially common when 

authors for the Review themselves wrote about the linguistic divisions in the country. 

When discussing the anti-Semitism of Groulx, Esther Delisle observes that the 

terms “race” and “nation” had tended to overlap in usage in many societies since the 

nineteenth century, reflecting the idea that the markers that delineated nations had a basis 

in nature. Common to these terms was a belief in the biological transmission of the 

psychological and sociological traits that defined the group in question.138 In fact, some 

of the controversy surrounding Groulx in the CHR over the 1920s centred on the 

perception that his scholarship upheld “race” as the great abstraction around which the 

study of history revolved. Lanctot disparagingly noted the “racial atavism” in 

Lendemains de conquête.139 Brown, in a review of Dix ans d’Action française, identified 

the tendency of Groulx to employ history as a means of bolstering nationalist sentiment, 

                                                
136 Underhill, “Review of Thomas Chapais’ Cours d’histoire du Canada, vol. 5-8,” 438-439. 
137 F. R. Scott, “Review of Ian Forbes Fraser’s The Spirit of French Canada: A Study of the Literature,” 
Canadian Historical Review 21, no. 1 (1940): 74-75. F. R. Scott was a constitutional lawyer who studied at 
Oxford with a Rhodes Scholarship. Apart from his writing on legal matters, Scott is best known as a public 
intellectual who, with Underhill, founded the League for Social Reconstruction and became one of the main 
intellectual forces behind the Co-operative Commonwealth Federation (CCF). Keith Richardson, “Frank 
Scott,” The Canadian Encyclopedia, accessed August 15, 2016, last modified March 4, 2015 
http://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/frank-scott/ .   
138 Delisle, The Traitor and the Jew, 58-59. 
139 Lanctot, “Review of Lionel Groulx’ Lendemains de conquête,” 396-402. 
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suggesting that this had been a bone of contention among historical scholars.140 Though 

the liberal individual was the great abstraction at the core of their own philosophical 

framework, the way in which contributors to the Review themselves used the term “race” 

in their scholarship was also indicative of a belief in national and racial atavism.  

 Despite such similarities in thought between the two linguistic groups, authors for 

the CHR appeared not to place much credence in nationalist thought emanating from 

Quebec. Their vision of French-Canadian society and its Catholic roots led them to 

portray its culture as backward and its education system as inadequate for training the 

leaders of a modern industrial nation-state. W. L. Grant, in a review of L’enseignement 

français au Canada by Groulx, cited the common complaint by Protestants that Catholic 

education overemphasized catechism to the detriment of secular subjects. He then opined 

that “one cannot help feeling that many of [these schools] must have been more noted for 

their orthodoxy than for their secular efficiency.”141 Jean Bruchési upbraided Lower in a 

letter for his portrayal of French Canadians in an article he had written for the University 

of Toronto Quarterly in 1936. He especially took offence to the portrayal of Catholic 

thought in Quebec as narrow, countering that “vous autres, protestants, professez une 

liberté si grande, qu’elle finit presque toujours par s’identifier avec la license. Nous 

autres, catholiques, soutenons que la vérité et l’erreur, le bien et le mal ne peuvent avoir 

les mêmes droits.” He also pointed out the contradictions in the notions of freedom of 

speech and freedom of criticism, remarking that while all was well, “vous êtes, je 

l’avoue, relativement libres... Mais arrive une crise, un moment difficile où toutes les 

                                                
140 George Brown, “Review of Lionel Groulx’ Dix ans d’Action française,” Canadian Historical Review 8, 
no. 4 (1927): 334-335. 
141 W. L. Grant, “Review of Lionel Groulx’s L’enseignement français au Canada. Tome II. Les écoles des 
minorités,” Canadian Historical Review 15, no. 4 (1934): 422-423. 
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forces vives de la nation sont tendues; alors, votre liberté d’action et de critique disparaît. 

On l’a bien vu pendant la dernière guerre, et on le constatera de nouveau si une nouvelle 

guerre surgit.”142 Yet given the lack of dialogue on any grand scale between Anglophone 

and Francophone intellectuals, opportunities to offer sharp criticism of hypocrisy or to 

challenge stereotypes of French Canadians remained rather limited.  

 But as academics, civil servants, and politicians were debating the intricacies of 

the constitution and economic reform, another crisis began to loom on the horizon. For 

decades, the historiography had portrayed Canada as a beacon to a volatile and 

conflictive world. Authors for the CHR had studied the development of the Canadian 

state and political system as a means of elucidating the manner in which the liberal values 

of tolerance, compromise, and fair play could be applied to international diplomacy. In 

scholarship, their pride in the fact that Canada was an integral partner of the 

Commonwealth and a founding member of the League of Nations bordered on boasting. 

Although the Index for the first ten volumes of the CHR only yields 17 entries for the 

League of Nations, this figure reached 52 in the following decade. But such numbers do 

not necessarily reflect an increasing interest in participation in the League. As the 

Depression deepened, successive governments in Europe fell to authoritarian 

dictatorships or veered hard to the right. Fascist regimes, particularly those in Germany 

and Italy, became increasingly aggressive in their foreign policy. In this environment, the 

impotence of the League to prevent violent conflict became increasingly apparent, and its 

failed attempt to halt Italian aggression in Abyssinia or the Japanese seizure of Manchuria 

garnered a great deal of attention in the media and in academic literature.    

                                                
142 Jean Bruchési, letter to Arthur Lower, December 4, 1936, Queen’s University Archives, Arthur Lower 
Fonds, 5072 box 1, file 8. 
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 As the end of the decade approached, scattered remarks appeared in the CHR that 

signalled the end of a hope for an international order founded on universal liberal values. 

The Notes and Comments piece from June 1938 gives a brief listing of studies that 

pertain to the Japanese war in China as a means of familiarizing the audience with the 

key issues involved as well as Canadian interests in the region. Yet the brewing conflict 

in Europe garnered the lion’s share of their attention. In the instalment of “Canada and 

Foreign Affairs” for the same year, many of the works reviewed by F. H. Soward143 of 

the University of British Columbia displayed scepticism with respect to the usefulness of 

the League as a forum for the maintenance of peace. By the following year, this 

scepticism had deteriorated into outright cynicism. Of the four studies providing 

suggestions for the peaceful resolution of conflict, Soward remarked that “the time lag in 

both statesmanship and scholarship which makes the phrase ‘Too Late’ an appropriate 

epitaph for many of the efforts at international appeasement in the past twenty years is 

well reflected.” The article continues by not only noting works dealing with the emerging 

international crisis, but also those that examine the Canadian diplomatic response as well 

as preparations for national defence in the event of a war.144    

 Within the pages of the CHR, one increasingly encounters references to “the next 

war” as the 1930s drew to a close. Where once academics employed the phrase in a 

hypothetical sense, over time they began to deploy it with an increasing tone of certainty; 

                                                
143 F. H. Soward studied at both the University of Toronto, where he received a B.A., and at Oxford, 
receiving a B.Litt. In 1922, he joined the History Department at the University of British Columbia, where 
he concentrated his research on themes dealing with international affairs. “Frederick H. Soward Fonds,” 
Memory BC, accessed September 24, 2015. Last modified n.d. www.memorybc.ca/f-h-soward-fonds . 
144 F. H. Soward, “Canada and Foreign Affairs,” Canadian Historical Review 18, no. 2 (1937): 178-198; F. 
H. Soward, “Canada and Foreign Affairs,” Canadian Historical Review 19, no. 2 (1938): 173-190. 
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For some such as Lower, the despair ran so great that they began to question the utility of 

the collective enterprise: 

One wonders these days whether the research worker is not just fiddling while 
Rome is burning. It is very hard for me to keep in the remote regions of the 
academic. All these things we are doing n (sic) just now may have no meaning 
within a few years. It seems to me that we are actually witnessing the second 
world war: it is going on bloodlessly at present but it is being fought none the 
less.145 
 

At risk was the liberal way of life. As Soward observed that same year, “the spectre of 

barbarism” loomed over the continent from which Canada had inherited its culture and 

heritage.146 Moreover, an entry entitled “History in a World of Crisis” warned the 

audience of the consequences of a victory for fascism. It noted that while those studying 

history could never possibly purge their scholarship completely of prejudice, scholarship 

in the new dictatorships shamefully became the handmaiden of the most ridiculous 

theories and dogmas. Such practices did not merely pose a threat to historical knowledge, 

but to “honesty and freedom of thought wherever they have been found.”147 By the end of 

the decade, the hopes that the network of the CHR had pinned on their version of liberal 

internationalism had receded before the sensation that they were entering into a conflict 

in which the core values of their civilization appeared under mortal threat.  

 

 This sense of “threat” best captures the vein of historical writing in the 1930s. 

Even when not explicitly addressed, a number of dire challenges appear to have inspired 

the choices of subject and methodology in the CHR. Most critically, the Depression upset 

the neat organic development of the Canadian economy and society and threatened to 

                                                
145 Arthur Lower to James T. Shotwell, April 10, 1938, Queen’s University Archives, Arthur Lower Fonds, 
5072 box 1, file 10. 
146 Soward, “Canada and Foreign Affairs, 1938,” 186. 
147 “Notes and Comments,” Canadian Historical Review 19, no. 4 (1938): 454. 
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dash the liberal assumptions of the old historiography against the jagged rocks of new 

realities. The crises kept mounting at such a pace that for all their efforts to offer practical 

solutions based on their research, academics alone could not possibly succeed in 

preventing the great rupture about to come.  

 In this environment, the narrative of Canadian history as it appeared in the CHR 

underwent only a modest transformation. Though some contributors such as Lower and 

Creighton incorporated environmentalism into their conceptual frameworks, others 

continued to concentrate on political or constitutional history. Rather than representing a 

rupture with the historiography, scholarship in this decade displayed a number of striking 

continuities with that of the 1920s. Critically, authors for the CHR sustained their 

portrayal of Canada as a country that was not only an integral part of the wider world, but 

whose history was substantially moulded by its relationships with other powers. 

Scholarship that appeared in the journal also continued to draw upon methodologies and 

frameworks that were liberal in inspiration. Finally, the depiction of history in the CHR 

reflected, just as it had in the 1920s, a narrative that described the past in terms of a 

progressive evolution. In this sense, the minority of works that employed an 

environmentalist framework acted as supplements to studies of constitutional 

development, in that they provided the broader context in which the political system 

gradually took shape. With the arrival of the Second World War, the network of the CHR 

found itself facing another grave challenge to the assumptions behind their narrative of 

Canadian history and set out to adjust it in response.       
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Chapter 4: Crisis and Consolidation of a Liberal Canadian History 

 As the 1930s came to a close, the interpretation of the past as it appeared in the 

CHR faced a number of grave assaults. With the outbreak of the Second World War, the 

network collectively asked how all had suddenly turned sour for the Western democracies 

– what had contributed to their complacency in the face of such a threat to global peace 

and security? How could they account for their lack of preparedness for conflict? Such 

questions ultimately led to a perceived need to re-consider the philosophical and moral 

basis of liberalism itself. As the war progressed, a moral crusade on behalf of freedom 

and of liberal values surged throughout intellectual circles in Canada. In the process, 

contributors to the CHR began to ponder their own role in shoring up democratic society. 

As a result, they reoriented themselves towards more idealistic interpretations of 

historical change in search of deeper spiritual realities that might provide a secure, 

enduring foundation for the values they held so dear.  

 Authors the CHR also faced another set of daunting issues. As the 1940s 

progressed, it became readily apparent that the British Empire had lost its prime position 

among the great powers, and in its place the United States had emerged as the dominant 

global player. While this troubling fact implicitly challenged narratives that portrayed 

Britain as the provider of models for freedom to the world, some authors such as 

Creighton and Martin responded by embarking on a re-imagination of the place of 

Canada in the global order and the role it was to play in international affairs. The country, 

along with the entire Commonwealth, formed part of a greater Western civilization in 

which the United States was an integral partner. Authors for the Review then came to 
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frame the war and its final outcome as a rally to the defence of the fundamental values 

that formed the core of the Western, liberal way of life. 

 New trends in historical scholarship emanating from French Canada also hinted at 

another emergent challenge to the inherited narrative. Francophone intellectuals in 

Quebec fervently continued to research and to publish studies, though now a contingent 

within their ranks began to part with the old nationalist framework and challenge its 

assumptions outright. Even those who adhered to the older framework sought to renew it 

through a closer adherence to the methodological apparatus of the discipline. Although 

contributors to the CHR paid little heed to these developments in the first half of the 

decade, they nonetheless represented a brewing challenge to the hegemonic status of the 

narrative that they attempted to consolidate. Overall, this chapter traces the broader 

historical project at a pivotal moment in its formation, and the means by which the 

academics involved in its production came to re-stabilize the liberal narrative of Canada.  

 

A Time of “Retrospect and Prospect:” The CHR Endures 

 Canadian historical authors marked an important milestone in their field with the 

publication of the twenty-fifth anniversary edition of the CHR in December 1944. The 

tone of that issue was celebratory, with readers referring to the occasion as the “jubilee” 

of the Review, or even its “noces d’argent.” George Brown and Donald Creighton 

compiled a reflective piece for the journal, examining the collective achievements of the 

Canadian historical community since 1920. In particular, they rummaged through the 

Indexes of the Review and in doing so noted a marked shift away from pieces probing 

constitutional affairs and a greater emphasis on subjects dealing with agriculture, 
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fisheries, transport, commerce, and the Canadian north. Judging from the pages of the 

journal, Canadian historical research had penetrated a wide diversity of subjects and 

entered its golden age. On this basis, Brown and Creighton concluded that “these years 

have certainly been the most prolific, and in some respects certainly, the most important 

period in Canadian historical scholarship.”1 They also highlighted suggestions from their 

readership as a means of considering the avenues open for expanding the editorial scope 

of the journal and highlighting the various fields in Canadian history that lay unexplored.2 

 In this respect, the twenty-fifth anniversary edition of the Review provided the 

greatest venue for reflection. To mark the occasion, the journal commissioned a survey of 

its audience, soliciting opinions, with the implicit promise of anonymity, as to the 

direction the Review should take in the future.3 A wide variety of responses poured in 

from historians, social scientists, economists, and civil service employees in Canada, the 

United States, and Britain. Echoing debates at the time regarding the role of historians 

and their research in shaping society, various letters urged the Editorial Board to make a 

greater effort to provide exposure to new methodological approaches and schools of 

interpretation. Yet as if to downplay this apparent consensus, the conservative Brown and 

Creighton acknowledged reception of at least one letter warning them against falling prey 

to “modern trends.”4 In addition, they received pleas for more biographical pieces, 

studies of local communities, and works examining social history. Respondents felt that 

these subjects might help people the past and provide a corrective to aggregate studies 

                                                
1 George Brown and Donald Creighton, CHR Twenty-fifth Anniversary Circular, Canadian Historical 
Review Fonds, University of Toronto Archives, A1986-0044. 
2 George Brown and Donald Creighton, “Canadian History in Retrospect and Prospect,” Canadian 
Historical Review 25, no. 4 (1944): 357-360. 
3 Brown and Creighton, CHR Twenty-fifth Anniversary Circular, Canadian Historical Review Fonds. 
4 Brown and Creighton, “Canadian History in Retrospect and Prospect,” 362. 
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that solely considered mass patterns in society.5 Historian Hilda Neatby6 of the 

University of Saskatchewan wrote that the study of biography would provide a useful 

corrective to the “mechanistic approach” of the social sciences, balancing “the dangers 

inherent in the attempt to weigh, measure, and classify human activities in the mass.”7 

Such suggestions likely reflect the reaction against the trend towards environmentalism 

and a resistance among many against the perceived implication that the individual 

mattered relatively little in determining the outcome of historical events. 

 One of the most contentious suggestions that appeared in the letters dealt with the 

demand for an enlarged editorial scope for the Review. Some comments suggested a 

broadening of research into neighbouring regions, such as the Soviet Union and East 

Asia, as a means of discerning their influence on Canadian affairs. Others proposed a 

continental vision of Canadian history, while even others raised the question of the CHR 

becoming a review of general history containing articles not touching on Canada at all. 

The most popular suggestion regarding the expansion of the scope of the journal was to 

include material dealing with the Commonwealth and Europe. At least five letters 

mention this potential path in a move that foreshadowed the postwar editorial turn in this 

direction.8 Conversely, opposition to an expansion of editorial scope centred around the 

more practical consideration of maintaining a high quality of output. With a broader 

mandate, this goal would become considerably more difficult to achieve. Other 

                                                
5 Brown and Creighton, “Canadian History in Retrospect and Prospect,” 363-365. 
6 Hilda Neatby received a B.A. and M.A. from the University of Saskatchewan before studying at the 
Sorbonne and the University of Minnesota, where she earned a PhD in 1934. As a member of the faculty of 
the History Department at the University of Saskatchewan, her research concentrated upon Quebec in the 
decades following the Conquest. “Hilda Neatby Fonds,” Queen’s University Archives, accessed August 13, 
2016, last modified n.d. http://db1.archives.queensu.ca/ica-atom/index.php/hilda-neatby-fonds;rad .  
7 CHR Twenty-fifth Anniversary Letters, Canadian Historical Review Fonds, University of Toronto 
Archives, A1986-0044. 
CHR Twenty-fifth Anniversary Letters, Canadian Historical Review Fonds. 
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opponents cited the continued need to cultivate Canadian culture, the current condition of 

which one respondent referred to as unimpressive.9 The responses to this question in the 

letters fall on a spectrum, with those in favour of a much broader scope falling at one end 

and those who wished to see no change at the other pole. Yet the majority of the letters 

received by Brown and Creighton displayed a certain openness to expanding the contents 

of the journal to include book reviews, and even research articles, dealing with subjects 

outside the bounds of Canada.10 

 The twenty-fifth anniversary also provides a unique opportunity to examine the 

nature of the network of the CHR, its composition, and its target audience. Brown and 

Creighton sent their circular to a total of 157 people, all of whom were intimately 

connected with research in Canadian history. While only 60 of these responded in time 

for their opinions to be included in the piece, the list is revealing in that it suggests whose 

opinion mattered to the Editorial Board of the CHR in determining the direction of 

Canadian history. At least 87, or 55 percent of the recipients of the letter, were affiliated 

with a university in 1944. Several of those contacted, such as C. P. Stacey11 of the 

University of Toronto and R. G. Riddell, had taken positions with the Canadian 

government and military during the War. Another 17 recipients were librarians and 

archivists. Others, including J. C. Webster and William Wood, were researchers who, 

though not professional historians in universities, nonetheless contributed book reviews 

and research to the CHR. The list even contains the names of Clifford Wilson, Editor of 

                                                
9 Brown and Creighton, “Canadian History in Retrospect and Prospect,” 365-367. 
10 CHR Twenty-fifth Anniversary Letters, Canadian Historical Review Fonds.  
11 C. P. Stacey studied at the University of Toronto and Oxford, as well as Princeton, where he earned a 
PhD and later taught history from 1935 to 1940. From 1940 to 1959, he worked with the Canadian Army as 
a historian. His research revolved primarily around military history. Norman Hillmer, “Charles Perry 
Stacey,” The Canadian Encyclopedia, accessed September 27, 2015, last modified December 15, 2013 
www.thecanadianencyclopedia.com/en/article/charles-perry-stacey . 
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the popular historical magazine The Beaver, and B. K. Sandwell of Saturday Night.12 

While it named individuals from a wide array of professional backgrounds, the university 

academics were clearly predominant. The proportion of contributors to the March 1941 

issue of the CHR, taken as a sample, reveals a strikingly similar pattern. Of the 36 people 

involved in the publication, 19 were academic historians affiliated with a university, 

seven of whom were based at the University of Toronto. Ten contributors were archivists 

or librarians, two were historians on active military service, and the rest were employed 

in other fields.  

 Although the majority in both samples hailed from universities, the CHR 

continued to pride itself as a publication accessible to the general reader. Still, some 

responses to the circular questioned the validity of the current editorial policy. The 

recipients of the letter at the University of Western Ontario – President Sherwood Fox, 

Fred Landon, J. J. Talman,13 and M. A. Garland – as well as Wilson of The Beaver 

suggested that the Editorial Board might occasionally include a piece of popular history 

in the journal designed to attract the general reader.14 Yet Lower, D. C. Masters15 of 

Bishop’s University, and Esther Clark Wright of the University of Toronto suggested that 

the Review define itself more tightly around an academic audience. Masters believed that 

                                                
12 CHR Twenty-fifth Anniversary Letters, Canadian Historical Review Fonds. 
13 Fed Landon was educated at Western University before embarking on a career in journalism. He returned 
to his alma mater – by then renamed the University of Western Ontario – to become Director of Libraries 
and teach history. J. J. Talman worked with Landon in the libraries at the university. Beforehand, he had 
worked as the Provincial Archivist of Ontario. “James J. Talman Award,” Archives Association of Ontario, 
accessed September 24, 2015, last modified 2015 www.aao-archivists.ca/James.J-Talman-Award ; “Notes 
and Comments,” Canadian Historical Review 50, no. 4 (1969): 487-488. 
14 Sherwood Fox, Fred Landon, J. J. Talman, and M. A. Garland to George Brown and Donald Creighton, 
CHR Twenty-fifth Anniversary Letters, Canadian Historical Review Fonds, University of Toronto 
Archives, A1986-0044. 
15 D. C. Masters obtained a PhD from Oxford in 1935. He published on topics in international affairs, the 
Reciprocity Treaty of 1854, the development of the city of Toronto, and the Winnipeg General Strike, 
among other subjects. A. L. Tunnell, ed., Canadian Who's Who 1961-1963, Vol. 9 (Toronto: University of 
Toronto Press, 1963).  
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very few among the general public would display a sufficient interest in Canadian history 

to read the journal, and that its Editorial Board would therefore do better to cater to 

students and teachers by providing them with more research material in the field. Wright 

wished for the CHR to provide more space to local and county histories, by which she 

meant studies conducted according to academic mores, and “not antiquarian 

ramblings.”16 

 Any consideration of the opportunities and constraints facing the editorial staff of 

the CHR inevitably reflected other, more pedestrian concerns. For instance, the Annual 

Report was undergoing growing pains, and members of the Association proposed various 

means of alleviating them. At the time, those managing the CHA and its activities were 

all volunteers, and only two or three professors handled the editorial work for the Report 

under an expanding burden. In order to grow, the CHA suggested that other institutions 

join the project, since the University of Toronto already carried the greatest burden and 

would not likely wish to embark on an expansion program alone. The membership also 

considered a merger of the Annual Report and the CHR as a means of dealing with the 

accumulating workload.17 This suggestion in particular spawned discussions among 

members of the CHA and the Editorial Board of the CHR, the reaction to which was 

largely favourable.18  

 George Brown had noted a number of problems with the situation from the 

perspective of the CHR in 1938. In particular, their Editorial Board found difficulty in 

competing with the Annual Report for quality publications by leading Canadian 

                                                
16 Arthur Lower to George Brown and Donald Creighton, D. C. Masters to George Brown and Donald 
Creighton, and Esther Clark Wright to George Brown and Donald Creighton, CHR Twenty-fifth 
Anniversary Letters, Canadian Historical Review Fonds, University of Toronto Archives, A1986-0044. 
17 “Notes and Comments,” Canadian Historical Review 26, no. 3 (1945): 353. 
18 “Notes and Comments,” Canadian Historical Review 23, no. 2 (1942): 235. 
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historians and were unable to exert equal sway in soliciting contributions. In response, he 

posed three suggestions to a panel of the CHA tasked with studying the dilemma: that the 

CHA take over the publication of the CHR, that the Annual Report merge with the CHR 

as part of the September issue or as a supplement, or that both bodies arrange for an 

equitable distribution of material to publish. In the case of the first suggestion, the CHA 

would have to spend an extra $1,000 per year. The Review was operating on a deficit of 

$1339.19 in 1935-1936, and approximately $1,400 in the financial year of 1936-1937, 

with circulation to approximately 990 subscribers.19 Hence, the poor financial situation of 

the CHR figured heavily in any decision that the committee considered. 

 Members of the CHA saw a number of advantages to the merger of publications. 

Among them were considerations of audience, as the articles appearing in the Report 

would reach a broader public as a part of the CHR. Also of consideration were the costs 

to the CHA of printing the Annual Report. Although the Council in 1942 was ultimately 

in broad agreement regarding the plan, its members rejected a motion to place publication 

of the Annual Report under the responsibility of the CHR, but nonetheless deferred a final 

decision pending further investigation.20 Yet the next year, the CHA ultimately shelved 

the plan largely due to the “general pressure of business.”21  

 The Annual Report of the Canadian Historical Association first appeared with the 

CHA itself in 1922, chronicling the activities of their yearly gatherings and publishing the 

                                                
19 George Brown, “The Relations of the Canadian Historical Review and the Canadian Historical 
Association,” Canadian Historical Review Fonds, University of Toronto Archives, A1986-0044; Financial 
notes, CHR Twenty-fifth Anniversary Letters, Canadian Historical Review Fonds, University of Toronto 
Archives, A1986-0044. 
20 Memorandum, Special Council Meeting of the CHA, May 25, 1941, Canadian Historical Review Fonds, 
University of Toronto Archives, A1986-0044; Norman Fee and Séraphin Marion, “Report of the 
Secretary,” Annual Report of the Canadian Historical Association (1942): 121. 
21 Norman Fee, “Report of the Secretary,” Annual Report of the Canadian Historical Association (1943): 
108. 
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papers delivered at its panels. This publication functioned as the main organ of 

information for the CHA. It contained reports from the secretary that gave an overview of 

Association business, the annual statement by the treasurer, a tally of the historic sites 

dedicated across Canada in a given year, and a roll of affiliated historical societies and 

individual members. Though a competitor with the CHR for quality articles on Canadian 

history, the Annual Report did not appear to be a significant threat to the position of the 

former as the publication of the discipline. The remarks above regarding the 

contemplated merger suggest that circulation of the Report was more modest than that of 

the CHR, and it published only once a year in comparison to the quarterly appearance of 

the Review. In addition, the CHR satisfied many more of the demands of the network, as 

it contained a substantial book review section, kept subscribers abreast of major 

developments and discoveries in research or archival documents, and shared news more 

frequently regarding the activities of prominent historians both in Canada and abroad.  

 While the network debated the merits of merging the Report with the CHR, other 

pressing developments occupied the historians’ attention and influenced their thought in 

turn. Most notably, the outbreak of war and the stunning defeat of France at the hands of 

the Germans prompted deep pangs of fear in the hearts of Canadians. Furthermore, the 

invasion of Britain that most believed was imminent in the summer of 1940 dealt the 

“legend of inviolability” a clean and fatal blow.22 With the threat to Britain and the 

prospect of a hostile pax germanica ruling the seas came a realization that no “Maginot 

line of the Atlantic Ocean” could then safeguard international commerce or even North 

                                                
22 R. MacGregor Dawson, Canada in World Affairs: Two Years of War, 1939-1941 (Toronto: Oxford 
University Press, 1943), 30. 
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America itself.23 Neither geography nor the British connection offered Canadians 

sufficient protection from the turbulence of global power politics. In light of the evident 

decline of the British Empire as a potent world force and the rise of the United States, 

scholars in the CHR responded by tailoring the historiography to the times. The narrative 

now began to take the shape of one in which Canada was the product of a greater 

Western civilization of which the British Empire and the United States were integral 

parts. Such developments challenged certain elements of the inherited wisdom regarding 

Canadian national identity, and academics sought once again to revamp their image of 

Canada. In the midst of the great uncertainties that the world faced in this period, 

Canadian scholarship took on a tone of deep angst. 

 

Battle Ready: The Philosophical Underpinnings of History in the Brave New World 

 At that time, authors for the CHR contemplated the future with deep anxiety and 

second-guessed their ability to make correct and meaningful pronouncements regarding 

the nation and its affairs. Despite the turmoil, many both within and outside the CHR 

network still believed that academics provided an indispensable service to the war effort. 

The Notes and Comments section of the journal in June 1940 quoted an editorial from the 

Winnipeg Free Press, strongly urging societies such as the CHA, the CPSA, and the 

Royal Society to continue to hold their meetings and conferences. The information they 

produced could shed light on wartime problems and provide solutions to challenges that 

might arise in the subsequent peace.24 Another comment from the Review in 1943 makes 

remarks along a similar line, noting that while research in the humanities and social 

                                                
23 Chester Martin, “Foreword,” in Chester Martin, ed., Canada in Peace and War: Eight Studies in 
National Trends Since 1914 (Toronto: Oxford University Press, 1941), ix. 
24 “Notes and Comments,” Canadian Historical Review 21, no. 2 (1940): 238. 
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sciences in the United States had nearly collapsed despite the urgent need for their 

scholarship in government circles, no such decay had occurred in Canada.25 In fact, the 

Editorial Board perceived a decline in the “fallacious” argument that the arts and social 

sciences were not essential to the war effort and should therefore be suspended for the 

duration of hostilities.26 To them, scholarship in such subjects was indeed instrumental to 

the war effort. In some manners, they perceived themselves to be soldiers. As they 

insisted that this was a global conflict not merely between rival world powers but of ways 

of life, historians and other academics became the proud defenders of a liberalism whose 

core tenets they sought to enunciate.   

 In this sense, the global conflict led to a re-assessment of the philosophical 

underpinnings of their scholarship. By the 1940s, the acknowledgment of structural 

factors in shaping the outcome of events had become common, though not universal. 

Contributions to the CHR in the early part of this decade continued to employ the 

environmentalist approach on occasion. For instance, one article on railways and the 

Confederation debate in New Brunswick by Alfred G. Bailey27 is typical in this respect. 

Though a standard, dry-as-dust political and constitutional piece, this University of New 

Brunswick historian introduced his topic with a consideration of the geographic position 

of the province, noting the economic pull exerted on the region by New England. In 

addition, the majority of footnotes in the first section of the article contained works by the 

historians of the new school of interpretation: Brebner, Creighton, and Innis in 

                                                
25 “Notes and Comments,” Canadian Historical Review 24, no. 3 (1943): 336. 
26 “Notes and Comments,” Canadian Historical Review 24, no. 4 (1943): 450. 
27 Though occasionally publishing on topics outside of his field as in this case, Alfred G. Bailey specialized 
in ethno-history and Aboriginal culture. After earning a PhD in ethnography from the University of 
Toronto in 1934, he joined the faculty of history at the University of New Brunswick. M. Travis Lane, 
“Alfred Goldsworthy Bailey,” New Brunswick Literary Encyclopedia, accessed September 29, 2015, Last 
modified 2011 www.stu.ca/stu/sites/nble/b/bailey_alfred_goldsworth . 
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particular.28 Riddell surveyed the settlement of the Canadian west in an article in 1940, 

combining political developments with a treatment of the expansion of the railway 

network, developments in agricultural science, and the social history of the settler 

communities. The focus of the essay and the concentration on the pattern of settlement by 

the waves of frontiersmen pointed to the influence of Turner on his choice of subject and 

the conclusions he drew.29 But just as this trend appeared to gain a modicum of 

popularity within the network, wider currents of debate concerning the role of the scholar 

in society and the philosophical foundations of liberal democracy began to sap 

environmentalism of any appeal it enjoyed. 

 Some of the principal contributors to the CHR attributed the crisis in Western 

civilization to the erosion of the moral principles upon which its foundation rested. 

Martin referred to an unnamed, subtle menace lurking behind the shadows, thwarting the 

efforts of those defending the liberal democratic way of life. This predatory “fifth 

column” had “fewer loyalties than those who hold the ‘simple faiths of freedom, truth, 

and justice.’” Moreover, they advanced their cause through propaganda in favour of no 

propaganda at all, with the hope that the masses “can be backed up into a corner,” 

rendering moral conviction for them impossible. The end result was a “systematic 

sabotage of the old order in moral values.”30 Like Martin, A. E. Prince of Queen’s argued 

that “a strong case can be put for the view that the perversions of the New History 

movement in the liberal democracies must bear no small responsibility for our present 

international troubles.” The lack of preparedness among the Allies for the War was “due 

                                                
28 Alfred G. Bailey, “Railways and the Confederation Issue in New Brunswick, 1863-1865,” Canadian 
Historical Review 21, no. 4 (1940): 367-369. 
29 R. G. Riddell, “A Cycle in the Development of the Canadian West,” Canadian Historical Review 21, no. 
3 (1940): 268-284. 
30 Martin, “Foreword,” in Chester Martin, ed., Canada in Peace and War, x-xi. 
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in part to the complex of revisionist, isolationist, anti-patriotic, even antinomian views 

sedulously and all too effectively preached by the ultra-modernist historians.”31 Prince 

aimed this attack squarely at those who preached isolationism in the interwar period, an 

odd polemical choice given the internationalist bent of most of those writing for the CHR.  

Such cryptic references to a “fifth column” and “relativism” make sense when 

compared with sentiments expressed by American historians in the same period. Novick 

identifies a two-pronged attack against Barnes, the Beards, and others by those who 

conflated the methodology of the New History with the isolationist stance of some of its 

practitioners. One group of critics lashed out against the emphasis on economic forces in 

determining the values and mores of a given society. To them, the relativity they 

perceived in this stance had shattered a shared belief in timeless absolutes. Another set of 

detractors took aim at the scholarly emphasis on objectivity, detachment, and impartiality 

as purging research of judgment and values. Common to both avenues of critique was a 

misidentification of cognitive relativity with moral relativity, or the insistence that the 

former produced a climate of cynicism, indecision, and nihilism that destroyed the ability 

of liberal democrats to resist totalitarian threats.32 Comments in the previous paragraph 

parallel those of contemporary American intellectuals who critiqued the New History. 

The attack by Martin on the erosion of morals and the disparaging reference to 

antinomianism by Prince suggest an inherent conservatism on their part. In the perceived 

relativism of their opponents they sensed a complete rupture with the values and ideals 

upon which liberal order rested. In short, relativity bred impartiality. 

                                                
31 A. E. Prince, “The Need for a Wider Study of Military History,” Canadian Historical Review 25, no. 1 
(1944): 21-23. 
32 Novick, That Noble Dream, 281-288. 
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 Nonetheless, the reaction against the historiographical currents of the 1930s was 

not as abrupt in the CHR as Novick portrays it among the community of American 

academics. An article penned by Lower on the state of scholarship in 1941 and the 

response it garnered both provide a telling snapshot of opinion at the time regarding 

academic neutrality in research. He believed that the age of nineteenth-century 

individualist liberalism had reached the end of its course, and that society must now be 

organized in a manner that salvaged the very values that they cherished. Management of 

social and economic life could conceivably be reconciled with liberal mores, and Lower 

insisted that “it should not be beyond human ingenuity to put its house in order without 

sacrificing the spirit of freedom and the well-being that comes from this spirit and from it 

alone.” In the new order emerging from the War, social scientists would find this task 

placed squarely on their shoulders. They therefore had to consider their own position 

carefully and determine the best means of putting it forward in their research and 

teaching.33 Overall, the piece represented a call for academic historians and social 

scientists to arrive at value judgments and to employ their status in universities to defend 

and disseminate them.  

 The article sparked a vigorous conversation. Much of the response in the CHR 

was sympathetic, though some respondents such as Innis expressed reservations. MacKay 

agreed with the assertion that academics faced two choices: either to remain as social 

critics or to participate in the re-construction of the post-war world. He believed that the 

academy “must defend at all costs the right of the social scientist to refuse to enlist at 

                                                
33 Arthur Lower, “The Social Sciences in the Post-War World,” Canadian Historical Review 22, no. 1 
(1941): 4-5, 11. 
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all.”34 The piece was also a topic of conversation at the annual meeting of the CHA that 

year. Underhill agreed completely with Lower regarding the changing nature of the role 

of the social scientist. Furthermore, he also perceived a shift in climate among fellow 

academics in this direction, attributing it to both the release of the Rowell-Sirois Report – 

in which many of their number had a formative hand – and the war. Both circumstances 

led to the discovery that their common society in fact held certain values, and as these 

were now under siege, academics needed to take part in their defence. Trotter noted that 

the training he had received as a historian emphasized two caveats: that all questions have 

two sides, and that the scholar must avoid taking either of them. He now disagreed with 

this advice, and saw it as “a retreat from the obligation of drawing a conclusion on the 

plea that doing so might incur the risk of falling into error,” and that to do so was “to try 

to escape the necessity of taking responsibility.” Such remarks suggest that Trotter had 

come to disassociate objectivity from impartiality and neutrality. For him, the stance of 

scientific detachment had aided in fostering a climate of moral relativity. Yet some 

resisted drawing such conclusions. Innis, true to form, saw this same detachment as 

essential to scholarly work, contending that in some circles, the intervention-minded 

academics had in fact taken an active role in “the retreat to barbarism.”35 Many of the 

responses to the position that Lower advocated ultimately suggested the abandonment of 

the detached perspective of the scholar in favour of one that offered opinions and 

judgments. But common to all was the conviction that the scholar – either as social 
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35 “The Social Scientist in the Modern World,” Annual Report of the Canadian Historical Association 
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engineer or as detached critic – played a definitive role in the defence of the liberal way 

of life.  

 While those who adopted a thoroughly materialistic perspective in the CHR had 

always represented a rather small minority, signs of a resurgent ontological idealism 

paralleled the decline of the adherence to scientific detachment in scholarship. Lanctot 

pleaded with authors to infuse history with “a spirit, a faith, and a colour befitting the 

great achievements narrated and the greater future looming ahead.”36 The references to 

“spirit” and “faith” tellingly hinted at his idealistic orientation and the desire on his part 

to construct a national history that pivoted on the deeds of those exemplary individuals 

that had built the country. In a collection of works reviewed for the CHR by Flenley,37 the 

author expounded on the purpose of historical scholarship, noting that the triad of 

monographs under review was collectively emblematic of the contemporary outlook of 

the craft. For the Canadian-born Shirley Jackson Case, Dean of the Divinity School at the 

University of Chicago, history was a font of the “heritage of wisdom and experience 

bequeathed to us” to be deployed in the struggle against evil.38 Edward Maslin Hulme, in 

History and its Neighbors, concluded that the study of history encompassed the essential 

thoughts and actions of people, adding that “thought is often more vital than deed. What 

gives historical importance to the life of many a man is not so much the diversity of his 

deeds as the depth of his thinking.” He then continued in an idealistic direction, echoing 

Croce without naming him when imploring his audience to “know the living past.”39 On 
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the basis of this approach, Hulme then concluded that one could not conceive of history 

as a science, since past deeds were not directly observable and the acts of individual 

actors are by nature unpredictable.40 While American historians lashed out against Croce 

as a result of their misplaced identification of his brand of idealism with the relativism 

they condemned so harshly,41 no parallel crusade appeared in the CHR. The idealistic 

strain of philosophical thought had never disappeared entirely from the network despite 

the inroads by those adopting more empirical methods or invoking environmental factors 

in explaining historical change. To attack idealism would be to challenge the foundations 

of their intellectual inheritance extending to Britain via Caird and Watson, among other 

avenues.   

 The search for the origins of this intellectual heritage led contributors to the CHR 

to consider the development of modern Canada once again in relation to its position in 

the wider world, and particularly the formative influences from Europe, the United 

States, and especially Britain. In part, this trend mirrored the mood of the time, as 

commentary on contemporary events paralleled the spirit of the alliance of the Allies. But 

on a more profound level, compelling evidence suggests that contributors to the Review 

had begun to absorb the conceptual framework of Toynbee and integrate it into their own 

research. Philip Massolin identifies him as a major influence on the scholarship of the 

conservative nationalist historians in the middle of the century, especially that of Innis. 

The manner in which Toynbee conceived of historical change, with his emphasis on the 

rise and fall of cultures rather than a linear narrative of progress, proved highly 

compatible with the framework within which they were beginning to describe the 

                                                
40 Flenley, “Recent Views on History,” 318-319. 
41 Novick, That Noble Dream, 263. 
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development of Canada.42 Indeed, references to Toynbee in the CHR peak in the period 

immediately following the Second World War, with his name appearing at least once in 

almost every volume until 1962. Underhill, while sceptical of his view of history, referred 

to him as “the most fashionable historian of our day” on account of “the fullness, the 

profundity, the artistic grace and imagination, with which he gives expression to the spirit 

of this age of reaction and pessimism.”43    

 For a group of scholars attempting to define the national history as the unfolding 

of a set of universal, liberal values, such frameworks allowed them to integrate the past 

experience of other Anglo-Saxon peoples within their own narrative. Hence, various 

articles in the CHR began to portray a vaguely liberal political and national community 

that arose from a greater civilization based upon a common culture. Given the anxiety 

and pessimism that hung over scholarship in the early part of the decade, the 

historiography showed signs of a reorientation in which authors for the CHR set about to 

study the relationship between Canada and the Atlantic world. Moreover, it increasingly 

adopted the tone of a spirited defence of the way of life whose origins they attempted to 

uncover.  

 

Adapting once again to the Times: Canadian History Enters a Period of Flux 

 Overall, scholarship in the CHR displayed signs of a lag in the application of this 

emerging pattern of thought to historical questions. On the surface, there appeared to be a 

diversity of themes explored in the articles that was unmatched in other periods of the 
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1970 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2001), 162. 
43 Frank Underhill, “Arnold Toynbee, Metahistorian,” Canadian Historical Review 32, no. 3 (1951): 201-
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existence of the journal. Once again, studies that examined topics of a political or 

diplomatic nature were most common. Of the 85 articles featured between 1940 and 

1945, 33 – accounting for 39 percent – dealt with law, politics, and diplomacy. Yet 

peppered among these studies were others dealing with a diversity of topics in economic 

and social history, settlement and colonization, biography, and military history. Some of 

the traits of articles dealing with economic history – 13 in total – reveal clues as to the 

main thrust of scholarship during the war years. These were not statistic-laden studies 

overflowing with charts and tables. Instead, authors remained true to the narrative form in 

their articles, and topics largely examined the development of the modern Canadian 

economy. More tellingly, contributors to the journal often framed their analyses within a 

broader political context. For instance, C. Cecil Lingard of the University of 

Saskatchewan uncovered the economic forces that gave impetus to the drive to grant 

provincial status to the southern regions of the Northwest Territories prior to 1905.44 

Taken as a whole, the contents of the CHR sought to explain the process by which the 

Canadian state and society had developed. The narrative that arises from the collection of 

disparate articles is one in which the state and economy were closely intertwined, and its 

plot largely followed a handful of influential figures in politics and business who had set 

out to construct a distinct version of the liberal society in northern North America. 

 Within this corpus of scholarship, the influence of Innis and Creighton runs deep. 

Far and away, the number of citations of their studies dwarfs those by other academics in 

the footnotes of research articles in the CHR. In total, ten articles cite the work of Innis, 

either to adopt his interpretation on a given historical detail or to direct the audience to 
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his research for further reading on a given subject. Authors also cited The Commercial 

Empire of the St. Lawrence in five articles during the same period. Out of these, only one 

– George W. Spragge of the Royal Canadian Air Force detachment at the University of 

Toronto – questioned the conclusions proffered by Creighton.45 At the very least, the 

frequency of references to the work of these authors suggests that their peers held them in 

high esteem and viewed their research as sound and reliable. In short, they were of such a 

stature that subsequent scholars felt obligated to consult them. More importantly, this 

pattern suggests the triumph of their vision of Canadian history within the network, one 

in which there existed a subtle geographical logic to the shape of the country. The manner 

in which some authors in the Review cited the work of Creighton indicates that they had 

imbibed the greater message of his research. Richard W. Van Alstyne, a researcher of 

American diplomatic history at Chico State College in California, followed Creighton in 

stating that commercial interests were the first to face difficulties in building an empire 

on the basis of the St. Lawrence system.46 Robert Leslie Jones, a historian at Marietta 

College in Ohio who completed a B.A. and an M.A. at Queen’s, adopted the main thrust 

of the interpretation offered by Creighton surrounding the disputes between the assembly 

and the executive in Lower Canada prior to the rebellion of 1837.47 

 Only gradually did a reorientation begin to manifest itself in research. Gerald S. 

Graham examined the origins of British sea power by analyzing imperial naval policy 

                                                
45 Spragge agreed that there might be some truth to Creighton’s conclusion that the oligarchy at York 
selfishly opposed a union of the Canadas out of fear of losing the advantages that accompanied living in a 
capital city. Yet he also believed that this group offered solid arguments against the union. George W. 
Spragge, “John Strachan’s Connexion with Early Proposals for Confederation,” Canadian Historical 
Review 23, no. 4 (1942): 365. 
46 Richard W. Van Alstyne, “New Viewpoints in the Relations of Canada and the United States,” Canadian 
Historical Review 25, no. 2 (1944): 116. 
47 Robert Leslie Jones, “Agriculture in Lower Canada, 1792-1815,” Canadian Historical Review 27, no. 1 
(1946): 50. 
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within the context of the development of British North America in the period following 

the American Revolution. Not only did Graham express suspicion of economic 

determinism, but he also stated his misgivings regarding the recent trend towards 

geographic determinism in Canadian scholarship as well. While he conceded that 

“geography may be the mother of history... there has been a recent tendency in Canadian 

history to overemphasize certain geographical considerations. Canada is an example of a 

nation which has developed partly in defiance of such influences.” Accordingly, Graham 

turned his attention towards explaining the functions of a naval system that mercantile 

interests had supported, despite the fact that it often forced them to adopt policies that ran 

against their immediate economic interests.48 Nevertheless, the swing toward 

environmental explanations of historical processes had been neither hard nor complete. 

As shown in the previous chapter, this perception was more of an illusion than a reality. 

 Various elements of the diction and thematic emphasis of the Nationalist School 

continued to appear in the scholarship and commentary of the early 1940s. To some 

observers in the CHR, the outbreak of war marked a seminal moment in the national 

development of Canada. They concluded that the long evolution towards full autonomy 

and nationhood had arrived with the separate declaration of war by the Canadian 

Parliament on 10 September 1939.49 The following year, G. de T. Glazebrook50 of the 

University of Toronto declared triumphantly in the CHR that this represented “a final 

demonstration of the position of Canada as a world state, and of the reality of foreign 
                                                
48 Gerald S. Graham, Sea Power and British North America, 1783-1820: A Study in British Colonial Policy 
(New York: Greenwood, 1968), vii, 5-9, 78-79.  
49 Chester Martin, “Foreword,” in Chester Martin, ed., Canada in Peace and War, xii. 
50 G. de T. Glazebrook received a B.A. from the University of Toronto before receiving an M.A. at Oxford. 
He joined the History Department at Toronto in 1924. In the Second World War, he worked for the 
Department of External Affairs. After the war, he briefly returned to the University of Toronto before 
joining the public service once again. George Sheppard, “George Parkin de Twenebrokes Glazebrook, 
Editor of the College Times, 1917-18,” Old Times, Summer 1996. 
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affairs as a theme in the history of the Dominion.”51 The symbolic delay of a declaration 

of war epitomized the moment at which Canada had reached diplomatic maturity. Such 

references to the autonomy of a nation-state as the benchmark of nationhood suggest a 

civic or political form of Canadian nationalism. Yet this particular incarnation of political 

nationalism eschewed the contractual conception of nationhood, emphasizing instead the 

evolutionary, organic model of identity as had the Nationalist School of the previous 

generation.  

 Authors for the Review continued to analyze the various networks in which the 

country was enmeshed. In a reflection of their return to the idealistic and spiritual sources 

of the liberal society, they considered the ways in which sentiment and culture had 

influenced these. The June 1942 edition of the CHR largely consisted of papers presented 

at the annual meeting of the AHA in Chicago the previous December, all packaged 

together under the common title: “Have the Americas a Common History?” While Brown 

believed that a cultural approach would yield fruitful results, he preferred to embark on a 

different tack altogether. He identified the Canadian “paradox:” while almost every other 

country in the Americas gained independence through revolution and had desired a clean 

break from the imperial seat of power, Canadians had preferred instead to remain within 

the British Empire and thereby attained nationhood through evolution. Nevertheless, 

Brown found the common link of the Americas in its relationship to the Atlantic. Neither 

war nor revolution had severed these ties. Unsurprisingly, he attributed the survival of 

this community to a benevolent pax britannia guarding maritime trade, which, along with 
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the United States, ensured the peace and stability of the Atlantic world.52 Rather than 

framing Canada as a direct descendant of Britain, Brown re-cast the narrative in light of 

the decline of the Empire to emphasize the manner in which both countries formed part 

of a broader civilization. His schema set Canada out as an exceptional case, in that the 

constituent parts of what later became British North America had not become a nation as 

a result of a violent rejection of external influence, but quite uniquely did so gradually 

and through a willing embrace of its relationships with others in the Atlantic world.     

 In fact, the evolving geopolitical balance of power likely influenced the manner in 

which these academics conceived of national history and the place of Canada in 

international affairs. The number of articles in the CHR that comment on world politics 

demonstrates that its contributors and editors were indeed aware that a global shift in the 

balance of power would result from the Allied victory. In total, eight full-length articles 

treated current affairs, and most of those examined the fluctuating world of international 

power politics, especially the place of the British Commonwealth in the emergent new 

order.53 Furthermore, the annual reviews of literature in subjects such as “Canada and 

Foreign Affairs” continued to make regular appearances, and the amount of studies 

covered in this feature alone continued to grow. By 1940, Glazebrook listed 111 works in 

                                                
52 Germán Arciniegas of the Colombian Ministry of Education also contributed to the discussion, 
emphasizing the common framework within which historians tended to plot the narratives of American 
countries. Histories of most countries tended to move through four phases: “discovery, conquest, 
independence, and republic.” The essay by Arciniegas also stood out for his criticism of historians who 
tended to omit consideration of pre-Conquest history from their studies. Nevertheless, he too limited 
himself to a consideration of events after the arrival of Columbus. Germán Arciniegas, William C. Binkley, 
George Brown, and Edmundo O’Gorman, “Have the Americas a Common History?” Canadian Historical 
Review 23, no. 2 (1942): 125-156.    
53 For instance, see Donald Creighton, “Canada in the English-Speaking World,” Canadian Historical 
Review 26, no. 2 (1945): 119-127; Chester Martin, “The British Commonwealth,” Canadian Historical 
Review 25, no. 2 (1944): 131-150; and Reginald Trotter, “Canada and World Organization,” Canadian 
Historical Review 26, no. 2 (1945): 128-147. 
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his bibliography on the subject for that year.54 In fact, this annual review attempted to 

cover so many authors in such a compact space that Underhill derisively referred to this 

feature as a “hodge-podge.”55 Such an enduring and serious commitment to foreign 

affairs in the journal suggests that its contributors saw themselves not as writing 

Canadian history as much as the history of Canada in the world.    

 As the war continued, commentators increasingly came to appreciate the role of 

the United States in Canadian and imperial defence. The warm portrayal of the United 

States as a loyal, friendly neighbour increased in tandem with the extent to which the 

Americans committed themselves to the Allied cause. In light of such landmark 

arrangements as Lend-Lease and the Ogdensburg Agreement, some like Dawson sensed a 

shift in national orientation. In 1943, he remarked that “the relations of the Dominion and 

the United States during the first two years of war were of exceptional importance; more 

so, in fact, from the point of view of the Dominion, than those with any other country, 

Great Britain constituting a possible, but by no means a certain, exception.”56 While an 

emphatic statement, the final words strike a hesitant tone. Here, Dawson appeared 

reluctant to challenge the primacy of the relationship between Canada and Britain, lest his 

comments be misconstrued as “disloyal” by a public that placed great pride in its imperial 

connections.57  

                                                
54 Glazebrook, “Canada and Foreign Affairs,” 180-196. 
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 Yet over time, such remarks raised fewer eyebrows, and the political climate 

affected scholarship in turn. Harvard maritime historian Robert G. Albion observed in his 

review of Graham for the CHR that the study was “more than Canadian economic history 

alone,” for it held “triangular appeal” as it sought to explain a Canadian subject within 

the broader terms of its relation to Britain and the United States.58 Undertones of 

Toynbee appeared not only here, but in other publications as well. In an article originally 

intended as a speech at the annual meeting of the AHA in December 1942,59 Brebner 

outlined the contours of a historical relationship between Britain, the United States, and 

Canada. The ideas he presented in this article ultimately formed the basis of his North 

Atlantic Triangle in 1945. Still, the logic behind the formula echoed the Anglo-Saxonism 

in vogue in the early years of the century, as well as the trope of the Canadian 

“interpreter” between the Americans and the British. Reflecting the greater stature of the 

Dominion, Brebner encouraged his audience not to think of the relationship as bi-nodal, 

with Canada sitting in between the great powers, but rather as a triangle in which 

developments at one vertex ultimately shaped those at the other two. This dynamic had 

been in place “ever since the fall of Montreal before the combined British and American 

forces in 1760.”60 Like Graham and Brown, Brebner transformed the narrative from one 

in which Canada developed gradually under the tutelage of Britain into one in which the 

country matured within the nurturing confines of an Atlantic world. 

                                                                                                                                            
September 20, 1940, Library and Archives Canada, Donald Creighton Fonds, MG 31 D77 Vol. 1. For more 
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Yet the triangle analogy only explained some elements of the relationship. Brebner 

concluded that the French Canadians were “not completely amenable to the formula,” 

introducing new elements into the equation as a result of their orientation towards Rome 

and their simultaneous attraction to and revulsion against France.61 In this regard, Quebec 

becomes an anomaly that unbalances the equation and complicates the geometry. For the 

triangular relationship to function, one must either ignore French Canada or assume its 

subordination to the Anglophones in Britain and its North American colonies.   

 As the conflict drew to a close, references to the North American character of 

Canada became commonplace, though commentators invariably emphasized the status of 

the country as a prominent member of the Commonwealth. These overlapping 

relationships were to serve as the backbone of Canadian foreign policy – as well as the 

historiography – in the postwar world. Trotter especially came to interpret Canadian 

history as a narrative encapsulating the development of a country enmeshed in a number 

of overlapping relationships. The legacy of the British Empire and the adherence to the 

Commonwealth had reared Canadians in an atmosphere of international co-operation. 

The experience of the war, in which Canadians took up arms alongside several allies, 

merely reinforced this trait.62 Van Alstyne provided a survey in the CHR of the history of 

relations between Canada and the United States in which Britain played a central role.63 

Creighton concluded in 1945 that the simultaneous attraction to the Britannic world and 

the Americas had prepared Canada for the emerging international order. He conceded 

that geographic and economic ties had destined Canada to become a North American 

nation, both politically and culturally. The Commonwealth, “which is neither centralized 
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nor exclusive, has accustomed its member states to think naturally in terms of a wider and 

more general political organization.”64 To him, just as it had to many of the previous 

generation in the CHR, the Commonwealth represented a morally superior League of 

Nations, as it lacked both the mechanisms and the concept of coercing its members into 

action. The Commonwealth therefore was a clear embodiment of the liberal voluntarism 

they saw as a prerequisite for the construction of a successful international order. In this 

respect, scholarship displayed continuity with research in the 1920s and 1930s by 

reflecting a strong internationalist streak within the frameworks through which 

commentators in the CHR defined Canada.    

 Other contributors also upheld the Commonwealth as a living model for 

international diplomacy in the world. In musing about the postwar settlement and the best 

means to keep the peace, Martin advocated a practical, piecemeal approach reflecting his 

organic Burkean liberalism. He suggested the formation of a body of international 

common law as the basis of diplomacy, one that took its cue from the organization of the 

Commonwealth. For Martin, “it is a matter of growth rather than structure, of function 

rather than status.”65 Remarks on function and status within the Commonwealth harkened 

to the period between 1926 and 1931, in which all members were ostensibly equal, while 

one officially retained sovereignty – and thus the ultimate say – over the fate of the 

others. Martin thereby implied that one or a handful of members might act as a guide to 

the rest. Furthermore, his appraisal of the history of the Empire and Commonwealth was 

laudatory,66 and in keeping with his piecemeal approach to constitutional reform, he 
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omitted any concrete suggestions for the maintenance of such a system over the long 

term. Salvaged from the historiography was the internationalism of Canadian 

nationalism, as well as the organic overtones of a story that emphasized the gradual 

unfolding of liberal freedom, an inheritance from the Atlantic civilization in whose 

development Britain had played the formative part.  

 Narratives that placed an emphasis on Canada as a “natural” geographic or 

economic unit along the lines of those of Innis and Creighton had carefully noted the 

means by which geography had aided in the formation of a separate British nation in 

North America. But given the decline of the British Empire and the rise of the United 

States to the stature of a superpower, the narrative began to shift in emphasis towards the 

middle of the 1940s, from one which identified the origins of Canadian nationhood either 

in geography or the drawn-out process of achieving political autonomy, to one that 

increasingly considered the place of Canada within a wider Atlantic network. 

Nevertheless, scholarship continued to embody an account of history that more readily 

acknowledged the enduring and multifaceted relationships that had been formative in 

national development, partly as a manifestation of the influence of Toynbee on their 

thought. In this respect, the modest turn did not represent a clear break with the 

historiography of the 1930s, but rather an integration of previous research since it 

simultaneously acknowledged the overlapping pulls inherent in membership in the 

Commonwealth and the location of Canada in North America. It therefore followed that 

the country was a unique expression of a broader civilization, one that through the bonds 
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forged by commercial, cultural, and military ties was unmistakably Anglo-Saxon in 

character.  

  

The Discipline Conscripted: Historians Define their Social Role 

 Despite the circumstances of war, the network of the CHR continued its efforts 

from previous decades to bring the message of their scholarship to the Canadian public. 

Through the broader efforts of the CHA, they continued to lobby for the preservation of 

material invaluable to the writing of Canadian history, to collaborate with local historical 

societies, and to participate in broadcasts on the CBC. Most notably, they continued their 

involvement in the affairs of government. Though academic historians had participated in 

the drafting of the Rowell-Sirois Report as technical experts, now many entered 

government in a variety of capacities upon the outbreak of war. The CHR in this period 

notified its audience of those in their midst who had departed the ivory tower to do their 

bit for Canada. Many took up positions in the public service, such as Soward of the 

University of British Columbia and MacKay of Dalhousie, who both took temporary 

leave to join the Department of External Affairs in Ottawa. Others served in various 

capacities in the military. R. O. MacFarlane of the University of Manitoba became an 

Intelligence Officer, while Graham of Queen’s took on the position of Instructor 

Lieutenant-Commander of the Royal Canadian Naval Volunteer Reserve at Esquimalt to 

lecture on naval history. Stacey, for his part, became a Historical Officer with the rank of 

Major at the Canadian Military Headquarters in England.67 Not only did such disruptions 

cause administrative headaches for universities, but they also had direct consequences for 
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 210 

scholarship. Norman Fee remarked that considerations of war were the main reason for 

the decision by the CHA to shelve plans for the merger of the CHR and the Annual 

Report. In fact, how could they embark on such monumental projects when the manager 

of the University of Toronto Press had himself taken up the call to enlist?68 

 However, these practical challenges did not entirely impede efforts by the 

English-Canadian academic historians to publish research or to engage the public. One 

project that involved many of their rank in the early days of the conflict was a radio series 

on the CBC that presented the historical background of current affairs. Through 15-

minute broadcasts once a month, academics such as Graham presented the history of 

Poland, or the Franco-German border, or the “position of neutrals” in wartime. In 

producing these broadcasts, the CHA exerted its influence on their final shape. 

Glazebrook, the Chairman of the Radio Committee of the Association, along with its 

secretary, Riddell, had made significant progress in arranging for co-operation between 

the CHA and the CBC in the production of such broadcasts.69  

 For its part, the CHA decided upon a plan of action to render other practical 

services to the country at the outbreak of war, as its members resolved to remain active 

for the duration of the conflict. After a meeting of the Council in early November 1939, 

the CHA offered its assistance to the federal government and devised a plan to draw upon 

previous experiences in the First World War that would shed light upon the relative 

strengths of the country and its particular capacities. In his presidential address the 

following year, Brebner argued that the task of a historian in such circumstances was to 

draw unemotionally from the past so as to bring lessons to bear on the present. He also 
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counselled objectivity, remarking that “great and lasting national achievements cannot be 

built upon miscalculations about the materials which the past has brought to light.”70 

Unlike contributors to the CHR in the 1920s, Brebner saw no irony in explicitly 

advocating a scientific detachment from the very sources that he and his colleagues were 

to use as the foundations of a body of knowledge deployed for an overtly political cause. 

Here, objectivity was not synonymous with impartiality.  

 Certainly, academic historians in English Canada employed the circumstances of 

war partly as a means of furthering the interests of their profession and their social 

standing at large. The lobbying efforts by the CHA, CHR, and other individuals and 

organizations on behalf of historical preservation and the expansion of investment in 

libraries and archives continued throughout the war. Once again, the CHR exhorted 

governments, businesses, and other public organizations to preserve their documents, in 

this case justifying such activity with reference to the global conflict. The CHA had 

appointed a permanent committee to lobby governments in particular to conserve the 

records they produced during this period, and they drafted a letter to Prime Minister King 

and the nine Premiers to that effect. A significant portion of their reasoning harked back 

to the experience of the country during the previous World War. As the Dominion 

government underwent a profound transformation in the size and scope of its reach, its 

functions, and its powers, members of the CHA anticipated the same for the current 

conflict and on this basis urged administrations, with an eye to future scholarship, to 

preserve records to the best of their ability. Yet the committee of the CHA pointed out 

that not all of these documents had value to historians, and suggested that their 

destruction should only occur “after careful examination by experts. Even they will have 
                                                
70 J. Bartlet Brebner, “Canadianism,” Annual Report of the Canadian Historical Association (1940): 5. 
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great difficulty in many cases in deciding whether documents will have future value.”71 

This stance, albeit qualified, reflected a confidence in their ability not only to bend the 

ears of the most powerful men in the country, but also their capacity as experts to 

determine future trends in scholarship.     

 This confidence was a far cry from the appraisals historians made of academic life 

in other countries at the time. An entry in the December 1943 edition of the CHR 

conveyed a deep sense of apprehension and fear at the state of academia around the 

world. The author, likely Editor George Brown, noted that scholarship in Europe might 

never entirely recover from the displacements of war, and that in most countries research 

had already ground to a complete halt. Although academic work continued in North 

America, albeit with difficulty, Canadian scholars had to fight against complacency and 

instead continue to push for research and education, demonstrating the practicality of 

their contributions to the war effort and the maintenance of their way of life.72 Despite the 

genuine concern for the outcome of the conflict and their desire to contribute to their 

country, the emergency of war nonetheless provided added weight to the arguments of 

those who saw academic history as serving a practical purpose in a modern society.   

 One historian proposed that their grave error had not been their insistence upon 

contributing to public debate, but instead the manner in which they had done so. In an 
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exchange at the annual meeting of the CHA in 1942, H. N. Fieldhouse73 took his fellow 

historians to task for failing to make contributions of any particular substance to the 

public discourse. He believed that the cardinal sin of historians of this generation was to 

examine the past with an eye to the present and future. Such a strategy inevitably led the 

scholar to interpret the past through the values of the author or to attribute 

anachronistically to their subjects a foresight they could never have conceived of 

themselves. Instead, he insisted that “history for history’s sake is a perfectly tenable 

position,” since its study cultivated an ability in the student to perceive differences 

between cultures and ages, promoted tolerance of such differences, and imparted a sense 

of unity and continuity over time. However, Fieldhouse concluded that this special 

vantage point had not lent their musings any insights that were demonstrably unique from 

those in other fields. In the discussion that followed, Brebner gave a scathing critique of 

the presentation, highlighting its central contradiction. “If nothing exceptional is to be 

expected from historians,” he asked, “why take such pains to damn them?”74 Their 

contributions to public discussions would always be inadequate. 

 The position that Fieldhouse staked out appears to be something of an outlier. 

Even Innis, who insisted that academics abstain from overtly political work, believed that 

when called upon, it was acceptable to provide sound specialized advice to government in 

the capacity of an expert.75 Additionally, the public lectures and participation in radio 

broadcasts by academic historians amounted to political work as well. When engaging in 

                                                
73 H. N. Fieldhouse received an M.A. from the University of Manitoba, where he subsequently taught until 
1948. In that year, he moved to Montreal to join the History Department at McGill. “Vice-principals,” 
McGill Archives, accessed September 27, 2015, last modified n.d. www.archives.mcgill.ca/resources/guide 
/vol1/rg3.htm . 
74 H. N. Fieldhouse, “The Failure of the Historians,” Annual Report of the Canadian Historical Association 
(1942): 53-58, 66. 
75 Watson, Marginal Man: The Dark Vision of Harold Innis, 245. 



 

 214 

such tasks, they conveyed a carefully honed message regarding the nature of the 

Canadian community that they had crafted from a set of liberal assumptions regarding the 

individual and society. Participation in the Rowell-Sirois Report and the flight of several 

historians to government as the war progressed merely represented an intensification of 

this trend. In the era of the interventionist state, academics now found themselves called 

upon to apply their specialized knowledge in the administration of government projects. 

Though Owram notes that many of these academics set aside “ideology” in favour of 

pragmatic participation in the broader project,76 divisions in interpretation between 

Anglophones and Francophones, as well as the varied responses to rapid changes in the 

international climate, ultimately hampered the ability of historians to do so.   

 

Emerging Challenges to The Historical Framework: The Kernels of a Rival Historical 

Project in Quebec 

 One perennial challenge that the management of the CHR faced was its inability 

to accommodate French Canadians in editorial policy. Yet this was merely a reflection of 

greater imbalances in the profession. Despite the fact that the annual meeting of the CHA 

in 1943 had attracted an increased number of French-Canadian attendees, the 

Anglophone participants had failed to integrate them into their network.77 Among the 

diverse suggestions floated by those surveyed in the commemoration article by Brown 

and Creighton in 1944, there appeared a near unanimity among the French Canadians, 

who suggested that the Review should include contributions printed in their language. Yet 
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presented either dealt with French-Canadian nationalism or Quebec. “Notes and Comments,” Canadian 
Historical Review 24, no. 2 (1943): 229-230. 
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they were not alone, as Lower and Morton also made similar remarks.78 Some of the 

contributors raised the question of technical and logistical problems in implementing 

such a program, while others cited the bilingual journal Culture as a model for the CHR 

to follow in this respect. One letter in particular captured the sentiment of many of the 

Francophone readers, asking: 

Le moment ne serait-il pas venu pour le Canada anglais – et notamment pour la 
CANADIAN HISTORICAL REVIEW – de publier de temps en temps des 
articles en français? Je crois que votre revue y gagnerait encore en importance et 
en variété. En outre, elle vous attirerait sans doute des collaborateurs canadiens-
français qui éprouvent actuellement certains difficultés à consigner leurs pensées 
dans une langue autre que la leur. Et vos lecteurs? Tous – ou à peu près tous – 
comprennent le français écrit.79  
 

While Brown and Creighton weighed in on the other suggestions floated by the 

respondents, they curiously left these remarks aside with little comment. More telling 

than this silence was the number of responses received from Francophones. Out of the 

sixty letters providing feedback to the CHR, only three were penned by French Canadians 

active in historical scholarship: Arthur Maheux, Séraphin Marion, and Jean Bruchési.80 

This figure hints at the extent of Anglophone domination of the broader historical project 

and the lack of engagement in it by their Francophone counterparts. 

 The limited evidence available suggests that the refusal to publish material in 

French derived largely from practical constraints. Unlike Culture, a bilingual quarterly 
                                                
78 Arthur Lower to George Brown and Donald Creighton, CHR Twenty-fifth Anniversary Letters, 
Canadian Historical Review Fonds, University of Toronto Archives, A1986-0044; W. L. Morton to George 
Brown and Donald Creighton, CHR Twenty-fifth Anniversary Letters, Canadian Historical Review Fonds, 
University of Toronto Archives, A1986-0044. 
79 Brown and Creighton, “Canadian History in Retrospect and Prospect,” 372. 
80 Brown and Creighton, “Canadian History in Retrospect and Prospect,” 374-375. After studying at the 
Séminaire de Québec from 1923 to 1927, Abbé Arthur Maheux became Chair of Canadian History at 
Laval. His scholarship sought to bridge the divide between French and English Canadians. Séraphin 
Marion earned a PhD at the Université de Paris. He was the Director of Historical Publications at the Public 
Archives from 1923 to 1953, after which he taught French-Canadian literature at the University of Ottawa. 
“Arthur Maheux, (1884-1967) Homme d’Église, historien,” Bilan du Siècle, accessed August 15, 2015, last 
modified n.d. http://www.bilan.usherb.ca/bilan/pages/biographies/333.html ; “Séraphin Marion,” Raconte-
moi Ottawa, accessed September 27, 2015, last modified 2015. www.racontemoiottawa.com/en/46.html . 



 

 216 

published by the Franciscans at Quebec, the editorial leadership at the CHR was not 

comprised of members from both linguistic communities.81 As George Brown pointed out 

in a letter to Fauteux in 1932, the lack of staff sufficiently proficient in French precluded 

them from editing submissions in that language. Budgetary constraints also meant the 

impossibility of amassing the necessary funds to attract a qualified individual to take such 

a job.82 Another possible constraint arose indirectly due to the professionalization of 

historical research among Anglophone Canadians. Brown had originally written Fauteux 

to inquire about recruiting competent reviewers for books written by French Canadians. 

Fauteux replied that the difficulty Brown faced in discovering them was a result of their 

short supply. He based this estimation on the fact that only half a dozen intellectuals in 

the province devoted themselves fully to the study of history, adding that Montpetit could 

only offer general opinions, Massicotte only knew about Montreal, and Roy was a 

specialist in the “small details.”83 Where there was certainly no paucity of historical 

authors and researchers in Quebec, the prerequisite of specialization in a given subject 

precluded a great majority of them – at least in the opinion of Fauteux and potentially that 

of Brown – from participating in the network as reviewers of books.    

                                                
81 Founded by Father Edmond Gaudron in 1940, the mandate of the journal was to follow and promote the 
growth of culture through all of Canada, in both French and English. Culture was to be the revamped 
version of Nos cahiers, a journal that contained reports and studies by fellow Franciscans in the fields of 
theology, philosophy, history, literature, and art. Gaudron sought to open the publication to a wider 
audience and reform it to become a venue in which Francophone and Anglophone intellectuals came 
together to explore the challenges they faced in their respective fields. Daily editorial work was nominally 
the responsibility of the Association de recherches sur les sciences religieuses et profanes au Canada, an 
informal and unregistered organization whose composition was controlled by Gaudron himself and whose 
purpose was in part to create an arm’s length distance between the journal and the religious organization 
that underwrote it. Marcel Lajeunesse, “La Revue Culture et sa contribution à la bibliographie canadienne 
(1940-1970),” Papers of the Bibliographical Society of Canada 23 (1984): 56-67.   
82 George Brown to Aegidius Fauteux, January 20, 1932, Canadian Historical Review Fonds, University of 
Toronto Archives, A1986-0044. 
83 Aegidius Fauteux to George Brown, February 1, 1932, Canadian Historical Review Fonds, University of 
Toronto Archives, A1986-0044. 
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 Still, the Review continued to highlight historical scholarship and new currents of 

thought emanating from Quebec. In fact, the Review and the Annual Report of the CHA 

(which published a number of articles in French) showcased works that capture the 

vibrant mood surrounding historical research in Quebec through the early 1940s. In this 

decade, some Francophone historical writers experimented with the more materialistic 

and structural interpretations of history that were emanating from English-Canadian 

circles. For instance, Lanctot, in explaining the loss of Acadia to the British, remarked 

that geography had sealed the fate of the colony, and that its paltry resources shaped the 

trajectory of its development.84 This consideration of geographic factors was not likely a 

coincidence, given his attachment to the CHR network and the appearance of Brebner and 

Innis in his citations at the end of the piece.85 Maheux also occasionally drew upon the 

deterministic trend with reference to Anglophone colleagues, citing A History of the 

Canadian People by Morden Long86 when noting the intimidating structural barriers to 

national unity and the means by which technology increasingly helped to surmount 

them.87 

 Nonetheless, this trend was far from universal. T. W. L. MacDermot, in reviewing 

Histoire du Canada pour tous, lamented the lack of attention Bruchési paid to economic 

history. Though the former McGill historian conceded that Bruchési had included a brief 
                                                
84 Gustave Lanctot, “L’Acadie et la Nouvelle-Angleterre, 1603-1763,” in Gustave Lanctot, ed., Les 
canadiens-français et leurs voisins du sud (Montreal: Bernard Valiquette, 1941), 3. 
85 Lanctot, “L’Acadie et la Nouvelle-Angleterre,” 48-49. 
86 Morden Long studied at both McMaster and Toronto before becoming a Rhodes Scholar. After obtaining 
a B.A. and M.A. from Oxford, he joined the faculty at the University of Alberta, where he remained until 
retirement. “Notes and Comments,” Canadian Historical Review 46, no. 3 (1965): 296-300. 
87 The book was a synthesis of other materials rather than a study containing much primary research. Long 
intended the work to be “an attempt to tell the story of the Canadian people in the light of our present 
knowledge.” The narrative begins with a consideration of the physical environment of northern North 
America, and Long frequently cited geographical factors in explaining the outcome of events in Canadian 
history. Arthur Maheux, Pourquoi-sommes nous divisés? Causeries radiophoniques présentées et 
transmises par les postes du réseau français de Radio-Canada (n.l.: Radio-Canada, 1943), 93-97; Morden 
Long, A History of the Canadian People, vol. 1, New France (Toronto: Ryerson Press, 1942), vii-xi.    
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chapter on the railways in the second volume and made “occasional allusions” to 

economic events, he still felt that the author had failed to reveal their broader significance 

to the narrative. In spite of this, MacDermot paid the book praise, noting that “M. 

Bruchési’s work is written ‘pour tous’: it is intended to present a French-Canadian point 

of view, but within this limit it maintains a fine objectivity.”88 His portrayal of 

Francophone historical research bore a striking resemblance to that of commentators in 

the CHR from the 1920s. Though MacDermot demonstrated sympathy for the French-

Canadian perspective throughout the review, his tone was still suggestive of the 

assumption that Francophone historical scholarship was parochial and provincial in its 

scope, and that these qualities hindered its practitioners from arriving at an objective 

account of the past. Despite a lack of evidence supporting any great familiarity with 

Francophone historical writing on his part, Underhill quipped that French Canadians “still 

devote themselves to hagiology rather than to the history of their past.”89 

 Such enduring assumptions squared poorly with the actual state of affairs in 

Quebec historical research. The early 1940s showed promise of new schools of historical 

interpretation gaining ground in that province. Despite its lukewarm appraisal by 

Lanctot,90 La civilisation de la Nouvelle-France by Guy Frégault was in some ways 

indicative of the trend. In the book, he studied the era from 1713 to 1744, in which New 

                                                
88 T. W. L. MacDermot, “Review of Jean Bruchési’s Histoire du Canada pour tous,” Canadian Historical 
Review 21, no. 4 (1940): 425-426. 
89 Underhill to Brown and Creighton, CHR Twenty-fifth Anniversary Letters, Canadian Historical Review 
Fonds. 
90 Though praising its “real merits of work, research, and style,” Lanctot believed that Frégault had rushed 
his study, leading him to rely heavily on a re-capitulation of secondary materials and give a superficial 
treatment of the themes he addressed. Furthermore, he balked at one of the major conclusions of the book 
by referring to its “disconcerting” title. Lanctot insisted that “without violating the sense of the words, 
neither history nor logic permits speaking of a civilization of New France.” Gustave Lanctot, “Review of 
Guy Frégault’s La civilisation de la Nouvelle-France, 1713-1744,” Canadian Historical Review 26, no. 3 
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France experienced a prolonged period of peace and stability. The style and structure of 

the monograph were very similar to those prevalent in English Canada and the United 

States, containing copious footnotes, a detailed bibliography with commentary on its 

contents, and an introduction clearly defining the parameters of the study. He concluded 

that this era was definitive in the development of the French-Canadian nation. Its stability 

allowed for a people on the banks of the St. Lawrence to live according to the logic of 

their culture, one that each individual reflected through their daily activities. To him, “ces 

faits prennent tout à coup un sense et expriment une vérité. Quelle est cette vérité? C’est 

une civilisation.” The peace then gave the founders of this civilization the chance to 

“développer ses virtualités propres et de s’insérer de nouveau dans la ligne de son 

destin.”91 Though Frégault shared with Groulx a tendency towards essentialism in his 

treatment of nations, traces of a providential element in the historical process were 

strikingly absent from this narrative. 

 For his part, Maheux adopted an iconoclastic role in his scholarship, challenging 

one of the core assumptions upon which French-Canadian nationalist historiography 

rested. In Pourquoi sommes-nous divisés? he amassed evidence to debunk the claim that 

French Canadians were an inherently agrarian people ill-suited to entrepreneurship or 

careers in the technical trades.92 In Ton histoire est une épopée, he traced the conservative 

element that had predominated in Quebec historiography to Garneau. The latter had 

sought to fend off criticism that his people were doomed to decline or extinction, 

highlighting their strengths and counseling them to hold steadfast to the core elements of 

their identity. Yet to Maheux, the problem with such advice was that Garneau “n’a pas 

                                                
91 Guy Frégault, La civilisation de la Nouvelle-France, 1713-1744 (Montreal: Éditions Pascal, 1944), 20, 
22. 
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osé aller au-delà de la situation que les circonstances nous avaient créée,” and therefore 

“il prêche l’attachement aux traditions, mais sans indiquer qu’on devrait en faire un 

instrument de progrès.”93 He also noted the melancholic tone that pervaded works by 

Garneau, attributing it to the particular strain of romanticism prevalent in the mid-

nineteenth century. This style lent histories a lyrical tone that often bordered on elegy, 

leading Garneau in particular to focus on a number of complaints in which “nos malheurs 

sont pleurés avec insistance.”94 Yet as Rudin makes clear, both the Anglophilia of 

Maheux and his unwillingness to engage in archival research made him a contentious 

figure among many Francophone intellectuals and therefore possibly limited the 

acceptance of the thrust of his main arguments.95  

 Maheux and others were beginning to question the inherited national narratives at 

a time in which Quebec society was in flux. Accordingly, they considered the increasing 

divergence between the core tenets of their national identity and the manner in which 

their people now lived. Benoît Brouillette captured the situation in his review of Everett 

Cherrington Hughes’s French Canada in Transition for the CHR in 1944. Though 

Quebec at the turn of the century had been a primarily rural, agricultural province, the 

latest census revealed that two thirds of its inhabitants now lived in urban areas. 

Brouillette pondered the implications of this new reality for their national identity, one 

still attached to the soil. Of even greater significance for the future was another question: 

what would happen now that the people of Quebec were living predominantly in towns, 

                                                
93 Arthur Maheux, Ton histoire est une épopée, vol. 1, Nos débuts sous le régime anglais (Quebec: Charrier 
et Dugal, 1941), 1-2, 5-6. 
94 Maheux, Ton histoire est une épopée, 7-8. 
95 Rudin, Making History in Twentieth Century Quebec, 51-52. 
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and especially in places where the larger business firms tended to remain under the 

control of an ethnic group different from that of the majority?96 

 Montpetit also explored the rapid transformation of Quebec in a book reviewed in 

the CHR. His Reflets d’Amérique tended to conflate modernity with the American 

cultural influence in the province, in particular equating “Americanism” with modern 

progress, a phenomenon that had become universal in its practice and spread. Though the 

intellectual roots of American modernity lay in European thought, two key factors 

precipitated and intensified its development in the New World: space and novelty. 

Montpetit also picked up on one of the defining characteristics of modernity in his 

discussion of Americanism. For him, this new culture engendered an accelerated pace of 

change that rendered life unpredictable and unstable. He added that “ce qui semble clair 

aujourd’hui risque de ne l’être plus vrai demain, ou plus tout à fait vrai.”97 Nonetheless, 

there existed a certain tension in his portrayal of French Canada, reflecting the 

uncertainty of the ultimate extent of the transformation. In some places, Montpetit 

painted a picture of life in Francophone regions that fit with the inherited idyllic image of 

the village: quaint, traditional, pastoral, and agrarian. Nonetheless, he noted that 

Americanization was certainly visible here, too. Montpetit identified the American 

influence in the architectural trends visible in houses, the spread of electric signs, the 

“cash-and-carry,” and the “uniprix.” Like Maheux, he was awake to the possibilities for 

growth and development that came with the new mode of life. He concluded that 

“l’essentiel pour nous est de nous pénétrer de cette vérité: il est possible de vivre en 

                                                
96 With the goal of tracing a society in a crucial moment of transition, Hughes summarized a broad 
sociological study of the province of Quebec by using the fictional Cantonville in the Eastern Townships as 
the backdrop against which he presented his findings. Benoît Brouillette, “Review of Everett Cherrington 
Hughes’ French Canada in Transition,” Canadian Historical Review 25, no. 1 (1944): 61-63. 
97 Édouard Montpetit, Reflets d’Amérique (Montreal: Bernard Valiquette, 1941), 11-13.  
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Amérique, d’utiliser le progrès américain – en gardant le droit de le juger – et de rester 

français, et même de fortifier notre attitude française.” For Montpetit, the ultimate 

challenge was to discover a method of adapting and applying the American way of life to 

their “génie français,”98 to make themselves at home in a world dominated by immense, 

often uncontrollable forces. 

 While most authors acknowledged the transformations occurring in Quebec 

society, romantic overtones and quaint, picturesque images of the traditional life of the 

habitant still clouded perceptions of French-Canadian culture for many, especially 

Anglophones. Ian Forbes Fraser identified ties to the soil, religious faith, and piety as 

some of the cornerstones of their identity in The Spirit of French Canada. His review of 

Francophone literature emphasized its romantic quality, and his portrayal of French-

Canadian culture likely suffered as a result of his reliance on Groulx for contextual 

information. Fraser predicted that the future of French-Canadian literature would depend 

largely on the success of the campaign to preserve the French language and the 

promotion of local works among the broader public.99 

 Lower exhibited a similar pattern of thought in his assessment of national life in 

1943. The goal of his presidential address before the CHA was to dissect the “primary 

antithesis of Canadian history,” or the relationship between English and French 

Canadians. His portrayal of both peoples tended towards the stereotypical. Though 

remarking upon the transition of Quebec from a rural to an urban society, he 

characterized French-Canadian culture as antiquated, with the priest and the intellectual 

at the forefront. Their philosophy, which relegated the entrepreneur to a subordinate role, 
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stymied the ability of French Canadians to take advantage of the new opportunities that 

accompanied the wave of industrialization. Conversely, his musings on English 

Canadians emphasized their acquisitive nature, a trait he predicted would lead to their 

undoing. The pressures and luxuries of the modern urban lifestyle bred a decadence that 

rendered a people weak and unable to confront the challenges facing them. Though he 

counselled a middle ground, Lower nonetheless hinted that the Francophones would have 

to make most of the accommodations.100 He remarked that: 

I can see no end to English-Canadian domination of the machinery of production 
in Quebec except by the abandonment by the French of their attitude to life and 
their acceptance of ours – either that, which they will not deliberately make – or in 
the invocation of the power of the state to take over English enterprise and thus a 
slipping back into a more or less efficient paternalistic socialism...101    
 

To come together and forge a unified national community, Lower believed that the 

Francophones had to abandon a number of their cultural traits, even those that were a 

core element of their identity.  

 This appraisal of the situation by Lower ultimately hints at some of the core 

challenges facing those – himself included – who displayed any interest in forging a 

unified, bilingual network of historians. Here, the universal Canadian against which all 

were measured was a Protestant Anglophone. Most importantly, this Canadian was a 

liberal individual, and the thrust of scholarship in the CHR over the years had portrayed 

as a natural process the development of the society in which this type of human being 

flourished. By allegedly clinging to the remnants of a paternalistic, collectivist 

philosophy, French Canadians were failing to heed the natural laws that dictated progress 

and had therefore brought their troubles on themselves through their stubborn attachment 
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to an outmoded way of life. In this framework, then, it was necessarily the Francophones 

who had to cede ground.     

 

 By 1945, the country had emerged from the war victorious, and many Canadians 

now perceived their state to be a world power of middle rank. In the new global 

environment, local, provincial, and “colonial” identities seemed anachronistic to a 

network of historical writers proud of the achievements of their people. At the annual 

meeting of the CHA that year, Sage argued that the first step in re-orienting Canadian 

identity was to achieve a clear understanding of the position of the country in the new 

global order. The public required a new narrative to help them shed once and for all what 

he perceived to be their colonial mentality and achieve a more solid unity. He believed 

that a history that was neither “antiquarian” nor superficial, but one that was instead 

“deep, wide, and filled with wisdom,” would provide the basis for a new identity.102 

Those writing for the CHR in the 1940s continued to see themselves as vital contributors 

to this project and were determined to bring it to fruition. 

 In doing so, they had begun to turn away from the environmentalist frameworks 

with which some of them had experimented in the previous decade, for they perceived 

lurking beneath their scintillating veneer a deterministic logic that denied the freedom of 

the individual. Contributors to the CHR instead came to embrace a historical framework 

that focused on the cultural inheritance of Canada as a member of a broader Western 

civilization, in part as a response to the decline of the British Empire and the rise of the 

United States as the primary global power. Within this model of Canadian history, they 
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were able to rescue the cherished British liberal individualism of previous generations of 

intellectuals, albeit only partially. The following chapters trace the manner in which 

researchers attempted to consolidate a reconfigured liberal interpretation of Canadian 

history while addressing a host of challenges that emerged to stymie their attempts to 

create a hegemonic narrative of the national past.     
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Chapter 5: Two Networks, Two Notions of “Nation”  

The years immediately following the Second World War represent the pinnacle of 

liberal individualism in the historiography, yet in another sense they reflect its greatest 

failure. The Allies had emerged victorious, and the defeat of fascism initially appeared to 

spell the triumph of the liberal way of life that these academics had so vigorously 

defended. Now, they emphasized those idealistic elements in their shared philosophy 

with which they had never completely parted. Their historical research followed the 

implications of their particular brand of liberalism, and scholars turned their attention to 

the props that upheld Western civilization and its particular values just as the Cold War 

was developing. In doing so, they continued to emphasize the international inheritance in 

Canadian politics, society, and institutions. Yet this time, they had to reckon with the end 

of pax Britannica in international affairs. Reflecting the turn to an emphasis on the 

unique virtues of Western culture, they sought to integrate the United States into the 

framework as a close relative in the Anglo-Saxon family. The most striking manifestation 

of their confidence both in the Canadian nation and the liberal way of life was the 

production of a number of synthetic histories that attempted to provide the definitive 

statement regarding the historical origins of the national community. Academics such as 

Lower, Creighton, Brebner, and others attempted to distil the essence of the distinct 

Canadian identity in single-volume monographs intended for consumption by the general 

public. 

 Despite all the outward confidence, authors nonetheless grappled with a number 

of immense challenges to their attempt to define a hegemonic narrative of the Canadian 

past. Although the Allies had thoroughly defeated Nazism and fascism, they now realized 
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the necessity of contending with the rapid advance of Communism in many parts of the 

world. In this light, the defence of the liberal way of life became a powerful and 

motivating element in historical scholarship. For all their celebration of the efforts 

exerted by Canadians and their apparent rise to “middle power” status in the world, 

historians soon found their country relegated to the margins of diplomacy as the new 

international order took shape. But the most formidable challenge to the liberal narrative 

as offered in the CHR emerged in Quebec. As historical scholarship in that province 

flourished in the latter part of the 1940s, Groulx and a number of other intellectuals 

founded the Institut d’histoire de l’Amérique française (IHAF) and its journal, the Revue 

d’histoire de l’Amérique française. The consolidation of a Francophone academy around 

its own institutions was an implicit defeat of the project as envisioned by those 

participating in the CHR. Not only the theses as enunciated in the RHAF, but also its very 

existence, represented a refutation of the narrative that the Anglophones had constructed 

over time. This chapter, then, examines the recovery of the liberal individualist 

framework of history and the series of hurdles its adherents faced in attempting to secure 

its hegemony.           

 

The CHR and its Network in a Period of Flux 

 When musing about the direction that historiography would take in the decade 

following the war, Brebner wrote to Creighton that he kept “watching for what the post-

1945 [generation] will do comparable to what the young post-1918 did for Canadian 

history. I’d guess two things: a) conservatism b) social cultural history.”1 Once again, the 
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historical network bristled with activity as Canadians attempted to make sense of the new 

world in which they found themselves following the victory over the Axis powers. 

Guided by a philosophy of history that ceded priority to the specific and the unique in the 

past, researchers turned their attention to the inherited customs and culture that shaped 

the national community. 

 Subtle, but revealing changes occurred throughout the 1940s to the composition 

of the network taking part in this project. As before, the University of Toronto continued 

to be overrepresented among those writing for or editing the journal, accounting for nine 

of the 17 academic historians contributing to the March 1946 edition and eight of 21 in 

March 1951. The contributors also remained overwhelmingly male and middle-class, 

though the average age of its members declined from 51 in 1946, to 44 in 1951. Most 

notable, however, was the increasing insularity of the collection of writers and editorial 

staff. Since the 1930s, a slim majority of contributors in issues sampled had been 

academic historians who held positions at universities. By 1951, nearly two thirds were 

employed in such posts. A decline also occurred in the total number of contributors 

working outside of universities, libraries, or archives. Among the 34 individuals involved 

in the production of the first issue in 1951, only five now fell in this category, with three 

holding bureaucratic positions and two employed in the military. Yet even these figures 

are misleading. Among them in this edition was Glazebrook, who had previously taught 

history at Toronto, while his former colleague Stacey had become the chief army 

historian in Ottawa. It therefore stands to reason that by the 1950s, the CHR had largely 

become an academic journal catering to historians and allied professionals in universities, 

libraries, and archives.     
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 Both the relative homogeneity and lack of change in the composition of the 

network since the early 1940s likely contributed to the relative stability of the 

interpretation of history in the CHR throughout the following decade. It also helps 

explain the continued dominance of idealistic frameworks and methodologies in this 

period. As the network consolidated more tightly around a group of predominantly male 

historians ensconced in universities who shared a similar background, the possible 

pathways through which novel concepts might enter had dwindled. According to 

Granovetter, the introduction of new members, who are initially bound to the network 

through weak ties, often provide the bridges through which innovations spread.2 The 

decrease in the number of contributors from other disciplines in the social sciences and 

humanities is also significant in this respect, as it reduced the supply of these crucial 

weak links through which new ideas passed.   

 Despite the lack of change in the composition of the network, the managerial 

structure of the journal underwent a significant transformation in these years. Brown 

informed the audience of the CHR that the practice of dividing responsibilities between 

an Editor and Associate Editors had been altered. Instead, an Editorial Committee of four 

would take its place, to be aided in the execution of their responsibilities by an Advisory 

Board. Brown, Creighton, Glazebrook, and Saunders – all historians of a conservative 

frame of mind – were to comprise this new committee. The move was an attempt to 

distribute the task of setting editorial direction and policy among several people rather 

than concentrating these crucial duties in the hands of one.3 Notes from committee 

meetings in this period indicate that their main tasks included assigning monographs to 
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competent authors for review, soliciting feedback from peers on submitted articles as a 

part of the back-and-forth of the editing process, and following leads for potential articles 

to publish. Members of the committee continued the earlier practice of keeping tabs on 

academics and their latest research in order to encourage them to submit pieces on 

subjects that would be of interest to the readership of the CHR.4     

 Other, more subtle changes marked the passage of time as well. In the years 

leading up to the Second World War, the Review expanded dramatically in the variety of 

its contents. Features such as lists of recommended history books for schoolteachers, 

notes on local historical societies, news updates from libraries and archives, and reviews 

of books in Canadian foreign policy or English history had crowded the pages of the 

journal. In 1940, for instance, the CHR had managed to cover an impressive 246 works in 

individual critiques or review articles, although many of the studies that appeared in the 

latter format received rather scant, cursory treatment. By the 1950s, however, such 

figures had dramatically diminished. In that year, the total number of reviews had 

plummeted to 86. While almost every earlier issue of the CHR contained an article 

surveying the recent literature in a field such as American history, the number of such 

pieces had dwindled to two by 1951 and 1952.  

 There were many reasons for these gradual changes. Some of these articles were 

the pet projects of particular academics. If they became overwhelmed with other 

responsibilities, their feature was sometimes omitted in a given year, as was the case with 

the annual review of literature on the North by Innis in 1947. Moreover, discussion at 

editorial meetings signified a tightening of the scope of the journal to focus its content 
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more concretely around the study of history. The main reason for doing so was the 

expansion of Canadian scholarship in the years leading up to and following the Second 

World War. New publications appeared on subjects covered in the Review. To avoid 

duplication of effort and free more space for historical research, the CHR ceded ground 

and thereby contributed to the further specialization of history. For instance, the Editorial 

Committee considered scrapping the annual foreign affairs review in late 1951 since the 

International Journal now covered this material. As early as 1949, they contemplated the 

discontinuation of the “Bibliography of Canadian Anthropology” by McIlwraith, though 

partly due to financial constraints.5 By 1955, this feature now appeared instead in the 

Annual Review of the National Museum.6 

 While tightening the scope of the CHR in some respects, its editors expanded it in 

others, primarily reflecting their perception of Canadian history as transnational in 

character. They sought to meet the increasing demand to publish material not directly 

related to Canada in 1949 by agreeing to include a limited number of articles and book 

reviews “on at least the English-speaking world and possibly European history as well.” 

This move also coincided with the interpretive turn in historical research in the final years 

of the War towards the framing of Canada within the broader Atlantic world. To that 

effect, they drafted a publicity piece in April of that year to solicit “articles on Canada 

and the English speaking world,” while reminding its audience of the extensive manner in 

which previous Editors and staff had interpreted the scope of Canadian history.7 

                                                
5 CHR Minutes, 1938-1952, Canadian Historical Review Fonds, University of Toronto Archives, A1986-
0044. 
6 “Notes and Comments,” Canadian Historical Review 36, no. 1 (1955): 91. 
7 CHR Minutes, 1938-1952, Canadian Historical Review Fonds, University of Toronto Archives, A1986-
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 Moreover, the CHR continued to face criticism from some elements in its midst 

for its inability to address more persistent problems in the editorial policy. Despite a 

flurry of scholarship emanating from Quebec, historians sometimes remained blind to the 

opportunities that such developments provided them for creating an inclusive Canadian 

historical network. For instance, the Review continued to exhibit only a modest interest in 

developments in French-Canadian historiography. In 1946 only eight of the 48 titles that 

appeared in the general Reviews of Books section were French-language publications. 

After several years of criticism for avoiding publication in French, the CHR finally 

agreed to accept submissions in that language in the early 1950s. But J. B. Conacher 

noted that their capacity to do so was limited as of 1952, mostly due to “editorial 

difficulties” at the journal. He added that “in the first place, it should be mentioned (since 

it is a matter of some misapprehension) that the Review is an English-speaking journal, 

cooperating with the Canadian Historical Association, but published independently by the 

University of Toronto Press.” Although the CHR aspired to become the premier journal 

of Canadian historical research, the continued inability to open its pages to Francophone 

talent ultimately prevented it from realizing its raison d’être. While Conacher possibly 

understood that Canadian historians were unlikely to form a strong, cohesive community, 

this prospect seemed to trouble him little. In fact, he concluded that “since there are 

several excellent historical journals published in the French language there would seem to 

be no real problem involved.”8 

 Nevertheless, the CHR continued to publish quality scholarship in a period in 

which Canadian historical research was entering a phase of renewal and transformation. 

                                                
8 J. B. Conacher, Hilda Neatby, R. A. Preston, Honorious Provost, and Lewis H. Thomas, “The Canadian 
Historical Association, the Canadian Historical Review, and Local History: A Symposium,” Annual Report 
of the Canadian Historical Association (1952): 50. 
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Possibly the most emblematic work of this period was North Atlantic Triangle by 

Brebner. This book sought to frame the historical development of Canada within the 

broader sphere of its relationship between the British Empire and the United States. His 

earlier scholarship on the Maritimes, experience in teaching the history of Britain, and 

research into the exploration of North America by Europeans contributed to the adoption 

of this global perspective. Brebner found it impossible to retell the history of Canada 

without addressing its intimate relationships with these two great powers. Here, he sought 

a middle ground that emphasized the deep and enduring connections that bound Canada 

to the Atlantic community.9 

 His landmark work tended to emphasize the positive elements in the network of 

relationships, though not without an awareness of the potential dangers that Canada faced 

from its more powerful influences. Yet even in cases where Canadians found themselves 

with little recourse but to make concessions in the name of salvaging Anglo-American 

relations, Brebner presented these incidents as relatively minor sacrifices in the name of 

more enduring gains. This position embodied a Realpolitik that acknowledged the 

inability of an independent Canada to exist without a stable relationship between Britain 

and the United States. As a whole, the framework elaborated in North Atlantic Triangle 

represented a reinvention of those dominant in the years before 1940 that emphasized the 

connection of Canada to Britain. Brebner harkened to the spirit of the historiography 

when he integrated the United States into the narrative, implying in doing so that the 

relationship between these “naturally interlocked relations” was a shining example to the 
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world. As a result, he suggested with a modicum of modesty that “no such group of 

nations is more experienced or more capable of contributing to collective security than 

Great Britain, the United States, and Canada, although they, like all other nations, have 

much to learn.”10 Soward implied its debt to Toynbee in his review of the book for the 

CHR when he hoped that it would come to the attention of the latter.11 The historians of 

the late 1940s and early 1950s tended to follow this line of interpretation, emphasizing 

the place of Canada within a broader Atlantic community that had given rise to liberal 

Western civilization. As a result, they emphasized the heritage of freedom they had 

inherited from this relationship, differentiating their way of life from that of the Marxist 

east.    

 Anxieties over mounting international tensions exhibited themselves in historical 

scholarship in other ways as well. The brewing conflict between liberal democracy and 

Soviet Communism led English-Canadian historians to continue their search for the 

origins and core values of this free society. In this context, the rejection of deterministic 

models of historical change was not merely a reaction against theories they perceived to 

be tainted with totalitarian associations. The simultaneous embrace of social and cultural 

history also provided liberal authors with a means of studying the development of a 

society rooted in individualism and personal freedom. 

 

The Philosophical Foundations of the New Liberal Framework 

 In many ways, the conception of historical scholarship that took root in these 

years echoed that of the interwar period. Just as before, a liberal concern with the 
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individual informed the methodological and philosophical framework that historical 

researchers adopted. The political context of the Cold War led contributors to the CHR to 

equate Marxist historiography with an academic approach that dogmatically distorted the 

historical record for nefarious purposes. Based on their own appraisals of Marxism, 

authors in the journal consistently equated the philosophy with a stodgy determinism, and 

consequently shied away from frameworks that relied upon historicist models of 

progress. As a result, they continued to embrace idealistic theories and methodologies in 

which the search for “spirit” remained a motive. Yet authors wrote much less of this spirit 

as a historicist force propelling historical change, and rather as a vague notion that 

remained the inspiration behind Canadian institutions. Now, they began to conceive of 

events and individuals existing in causal webs, abandoning conceptions of change that 

relied upon a chain of causality. Above all, contributors to the CHR relied upon the 

theories of R. G. Collingwood in conducting their research, turning their attention to the 

thoughts of the individuals they took as their subjects of study. While they continued to 

employ the concept of objectivity as a means of dealing with those who erred from the 

liberal consensus, the cumulative effect of these developments within the network led to 

an implicit and limited acceptance of the subjectivity of historical research.       

While few entries in the CHR had expressed a profound interest in the Soviet 

Union and had reluctantly accepted the socialist state as an ally in the Second World War, 

contributors now treated the country as a menace and described its behaviour in many of 

the same terms they had previously reserved for Nazi Germany. Despite his expressed 

desire for a discussion reflecting reason, B. S. Keirstead struck a dramatic tone that 

verged upon the propagandistic when analysing foreign affairs for the CHR in 1949. 
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Employing religious and martial imagery, Keirstead argued that the moral battleground 

would be decisive, since the great powers would likely hesitate to provoke a direct 

conflict in which the use of nuclear weapons would be a foregone conclusion. In this 

case, the academic world would prove crucial to the defence of democracy by reflecting 

the cultural norms of its environment and by countering Communist propaganda “with 

the strong assertion of the moral power of the liberal ideal.” He justified this 

abandonment of scholarly neutrality by noting that the academic, as a member of society, 

is invariably the product of cultural values. While an honest attempt at fairness was 

possible, “complete objectivity and impartiality in the social sciences are impossible to 

achieve.”12 The manner in which scholars described the Soviet government in the CHR 

reflected a sense of fear, apprehension, and profound mistrust. Writing at the height of 

the Korean War, Soward attributed Soviet pronouncements of a desire for peaceful co-

existence with the west merely to tactical considerations, insisting that its leaders would 

continue to utter such disingenuous pleas only “until the time seems ripe for another test 

of strength.”13 Given the rapid expansion of Communism in Eastern Europe and China, 

the CHR echoed the popular perception of the international movement, one whose 

momentum merely reinforced its confidence in the inevitability of its final victory.     

 Hence, the diplomatic climate led to a return of an existential crisis for the 

network. Apart from denunciations of aggressive behaviour, contributors to the CHR 

objected to the philosophical underpinnings they perceived behind Communist regimes. 

Marxism, especially in its Leninist and Stalinist incarnations, was a solidly deterministic 

creed that relied on an overly simplistic historical framework for its justification, with the 
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implication that its practitioners made no attempt at objectivity. In many places, authors 

describe it in the language of a religion, with Soward variously referring to “the gospel of 

Marx” and “Moscow infallibility.”14 Yet contributors to the CHR invariably believed that 

this faith in the inevitable victory of the proletariat was unfounded. In a review of two 

studies on the English peasant revolt of 1381, John Gordon Rowe of the University of 

Toronto objected to the attempts of the authors to jam their subject into a Marxist  

“Procrustean scheme of determinism” that “contributes to an oversimplified division of 

the social structure in terms of the class war” without appreciating the significance of the 

protracted conflict between the monarch, the nobility, and the commons in the 

Parliament.15 Political science professor H. B. Mayo wrote an analysis of Marxism for the 

CHR in 1953, noting the poor predictive ability of the theory to describe historical 

change. Though sympathetic with the broader aims of Marx, he damned the philosopher 

for his “fanatical zeal” and most especially for his “iron,” deterministic laws founded 

upon a “dialectical dogma.”16 For the network of the CHR, then, Marxism provided a 

ready-made pattern of historical change, but only at the cost of a gross distortion of the 

record of the past. Its deterministic logic failed to square with the complexity its members 

perceived within the events and phenomena they studied.  

 This pattern becomes readily apparent in the treatment of one author in particular 

who remained on the margins of the CHR network. Stanley Ryerson, a member of the 

Communist Party of Canada, had penned two works by this time that had received 

attention in the Review section of the journal. The first, an examination through a Marxist 

                                                
14 Soward, “Canada and Foreign Affairs,” 264, 268. 
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framework of the rebellion of 1837 in Lower Canada, received harsh criticism from 

Creighton for its lack of original content or research. He insinuated that the time-

consuming political commitments of the author left him with little space in his schedule 

to engage in archival work. To Creighton, this was no careful study of the theories of 

Marx in a Canadian context, but instead an “arbitrary assemblage of haphazardly selected 

evidence in support of a few given Marxist dogmas.”17 Sandwell treaded more softly 

when reviewing a study by Ryerson of the ties between the Catholic Church and French-

Canadian society. Yet he also perceived a tendency on the part of Ryerson to 

oversimplify in the name of a predetermined objective, specifically the decoupling of the 

relationship described in the book.18 In both instances, the main lines of attack the 

reviewers employed in deflating the arguments put forward by Ryerson were to question 

his commitment to scholarly objectivity and to identify his lapses in following the 

accepted norms of historical research. 

 The Marxist model of historical explanation ran against the grain of thought of 

contributors to the CHR. Their brand of liberal historical philosophy à la Croce, while 

imploring historians to search for the universal in the record of the past, denied the 

existence of a preordained logic or set of laws that determined the manner in which 

events unfolded. References to Croce in the Review remain scant, though out of the 11 

entries in which his name appears, five of these fall within the period between 1947 and 

1959, suggesting that many within their rank turned to him in search of a potent liberal 

rejoinder to a stodgy, simplified Marxism. Another influence on the thought of those 

                                                
17 Donald Creighton, “Review of Stanley B. Ryerson’s 1837 – The Birth of Canadian Democracy and 
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writing for the Review in this period was R. G. Collingwood.19 In many facets, the ideas 

that this English academic expressed were hardly revolutionary. When reviewing The 

Idea of History for the CHR, Flenley commented on its heavy debt to Croce. He added 

that Croce had long been an influence on Collingwood, and that the final views expressed 

by the Italian liberal philosopher in his Theory and History of Historiography bore the 

closest resemblance to those of his English disciple than to any other thinker.20 The 

release of the posthumous work by Collingwood was a boon to this generation of 

historical authors, as its heavy reliance upon the idealistic Croce lent it even greater 

appeal in the turn away from geographic and economic explanations of historical change. 

It also stands to reason that Croce and Collingwood were influential because their form of 

epistemological idealism allowed liberal historians to engage in their favourite 

methodology – namely the investigation of the thought of individuals – while providing a 

philosophical justification for doing so.  

 A number of comments by English-Canadian academic historians in this period 

capture the manner in which they imbibed such influences and how they shaped their 

conception of historical change. In his presidential address before the CHA in 1951, 

George Wilson of Dalhousie described history as a unity, “a seamless web.” He added 

that historians, when describing one fragment of the past, must remain conscious of the 

                                                
19 There is a rich literature exploring the philosophical thought of Collingwood. In fact, an entire periodical 
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Martinus Nijhoff, 1981); and William Dray, History as Re-enactment: R. G. Collingwood’s Idea of History 
(Don Mills: Oxford University Press, 1995) 
20 R. Flenley, “Review of R. G. Collingwood’s The Idea of History,” Canadian Historical Review 28, no. 1 
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broader whole.21 Glazebrook, in a defence of the study of political history, called upon 

researchers to reconsider the actions of governments with an eye to their broader 

significance. He believed that its detractors, in condemning its study, had failed to 

appreciate the means by which they might reinvigorate it. For Glazebrook, historians had 

a duty to explain the particular and the singular in the past with reference to the broader 

world in which the events in question took place.22 Such remarks suggested that he held 

an organic view of the relationship between various events in the past. Fieldhouse 

concluded that historians must explain events in terms of their relation to one another 

without any reference to a master plan. He sided with Collingwood in the belief that in 

treating history as a positivistic science, its practitioners ultimately reduced the discipline 

to eschatology. In searching for a cause and effect in the sequence of events, scholars 

split the historical world “in two parts, the one determining, isolated from the temporal 

process, and working not in that process, but on it; the other, which is determined, and 

supposed to be purely passive.” They consequently rendered the determining factor into 

“a false particular.” To Collingwood, this had been the cardinal sin of Marxist 

historiography.23 These academics in particular rejected explanations of historical change 

in linear cause-effect terms, opting instead to frame their questions within a multi-faceted 

causal network in which various factors acted upon one another without any one 

becoming the directive or the dominant. 

 In embracing Croce, and especially Collingwood, contributors to the CHR 

continued to turn away from previous conceptions of historical scholarship that 

                                                
21 George E. Wilson, “Wider Horizons,” Annual Report of the Canadian Historical Association (1951): 1-
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22 “Notes and Comments,” Canadian Historical Review 31, no. 4 (1950): 443-445. 
23 H. N. Fieldhouse, “The Autonomy and Limitations of Historical Thought,” Annual Report of the 
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envisioned it as a specialized science. Though entries in the Review on the subject had 

tended not to veer far in this direction, the influence of these liberal thinkers, combined 

with associations of Marxist historical method with scientific explanations of change, led 

authors to distance themselves further from the notion that theirs was a scientific 

endeavour. For instance, Glazebrook blamed the trend of specialization for the problems 

that had emerged in the study of political history, namely the compartmentalization of 

events and actions by governments and leaders without a consideration of their broader 

significance or the more general context in which they occurred.24 In his review of The 

Idea of History, Flenley agreed with the author that although historical scholarship was 

nothing like a natural science, it nonetheless represented a form of knowledge and 

possessed its own set of procedures.25 In this respect, the intellectual climate surrounding 

this question in the late 1940s did not entail a dramatic swing from that of the interwar 

period. Instead, there appeared a more emphatic delineation between the historical 

discipline and the natural sciences, and even between history and social science.    

 Especially in its first years, the CHR had been a venue in which contributors from 

various professions and disciplines had provided material. Sociologists, economists, and 

anthropologists, among others, had aided in the construction of Canadian historiography. 

Yet historical studies themselves tended not to rely extensively on the methods of the 

social sciences. In a review of George Edward Levy’s The Baptists of the Maritime 

Provinces, S. D. Clark,26 a sociologist at the Department of Political Economy at 
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Toronto, remarked that the substantial reliance of historians upon the tools and concepts 

of political science had in fact contorted their view of the past. Once they explored 

themes and topics outside of the strictly political, English Canadian historians had “no 

frame of reference by which to organize the vast array of material.”27 This position 

sparked a backlash. David Spring responded with a broader treatment of the dilemma in 

the following issue of the CHR. He believed that the demarcation line between sociology 

and history was often indstinct and that historians frequently relied upon their own 

unique methods for engaging the past. He added that historians had yet to agree upon a 

“conventional method” for their craft, and that while they often generalized as did 

sociologists, they nonetheless refrained from seeking broader laws and patterns of 

behaviour. The greatest differentiator between history and sociology, though, was that the 

former dealt with the study of the particular, of individual cases, and framed them in the 

form of a narrative.28 The affinity that the previous remarks bear to those of Collingwood 

is not coincidental, as Spring cited the work of the English philosopher on numerous 

occasions in his article.  

 Other pieces with reference to the work of Clark suggest an eagerness to delineate 

his work as a sociologist with that of academic historians. Brebner, in a review of Church 

and Sect in Canada, acknowledged the existence of a debate regarding whether the 

scholarship of Clark was sociological history or historical sociology, but chose not to 
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engage it since the monograph was largely free of “professional terminology.”29 Brown 

took the opportunity of reviewing Clark’s The Social Development of Canada to draw a 

distinction between the study of sociological problems and social history. While both 

approaches were desirable, Brown insisted that the study of a given issue or problem in 

isolation could lead to its overemphasis and thereby contribute to the distortion of the 

broader picture, which remained the domain of the social historian. As a concrete 

example, he noted that Clark confined himself to examining the frontier as a 

“conditioning influence” on social development. The social historian, however, needed 

the broader view and put the frontier “in its due place among other influences.”30 The 

distinction above is reminiscent of comments by Wilson, Glazebrook, and Fieldhouse, in 

that they shared a preoccupation not only with casting the particular within a broader 

contextual web, but also the concomitant aversion to causal explanations of historical 

change. Berger maintains that most academic historians were either indifferent or hostile 

to the work of Clark. They took issue with his application of the Frontier Thesis to 

historical problems at a time in which the influence of that theory was waning, and his 

tendency as a sociologist to stress the uniformities and recurring patterns in social 

development.31      

 In addition to Croce and Collingwood, Toynbee remained a formative influence 

on the interpretation of Canadian history in the CHR. Although some elements of his 

historical philosophy reflected an inescapable determinism – most notably the pattern 

through which civilizations disintegrate – his thought dovetailed well with both 
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contemporary currents of liberal theory and conceptions of history as a unique form of 

science. Underhill remarked in his review of the philosophy of Toynbee that the British 

author attempted to free himself from the cyclical determinism inherent in Spengler by 

avoiding both scientific explanations of historical change that attributed all to impersonal 

forces such as race and environment and the tendency to employ biological metaphors to 

society and then treat them as laws. Instead, Toynbee adopted the procedure of “the poet 

or seer” who relied on the creative power of the humanities in devising his theory. The 

overarching thrust of the pattern enunciated by Toynbee was one of progress, though not 

conceived of as a single linear incline from primitive to advanced forms of society, but as 

a striving towards the deepest truths regarding the relationship of humanity to the 

universe. Most notably, Underhill observed that in the schema offered by Toynbee, the 

civilizations whose rise and fall propelled humanity ever closer to this truth were 

comprised of individuals whose “free undetermined efforts or failures... [led] to the 

growth or decline of any collectivity of human beings.”32 The framework therefore 

buttressed the liberal view of the free individual whose agency remained unhampered by 

structural constraints.  

 In the years immediately following the war, scholarship in the CHR increasingly 

re-framed the historiography much along the lines of Toynbee in its consideration of the 

place of Canada within the broader civilization of the Atlantic and European world. In 

this respect, his work provided an idealistic and spiritual framework upon which to retain 

the internationalist outlook in Anglo-Canadian historical writing in the face of a shifting 

international order. The corpus of research in the Review also reflected a conception of 

history as the collection of innumerable events, forming a causal web in which it 
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appeared impossible to determine a definitive pattern. Though some made reference to a 

vague “spirit” that imbued the past with life, the general consensus rejected the 

possibility of devising a broad interpretative framework that purported to uncover the 

laws by which societies functioned. On this basis, authors for the CHR eschewed the 

application of social scientific methodology to their research, and focused instead on the 

pattern through which European – and mainly British33 – culture influenced the 

development of modern Canada. This epistemological framework dovetailed well with 

scholarship that sought to shore up a national history crafted as a celebration of liberal 

civilization.  

 

From “Colony to Nation,” or Canadian Historiography Comes of Age 

 The collective product of the CHR began to reflect this general shift in 

philosophical orientation as the 1940s drew to a close. Authors of research articles 

plumbed the depths of a diversity of topics dealing with the Canadian past, reflecting the 

implicit goal of uncovering the manner in which the country had gradually developed as a 

result of its grounding in an Atlantic civilization. Between 1946 and 1953, 12 articles 

covered topics that touched on questions of military history. An increased interest in this 

field makes sense within the context of the brewing tensions of the Cold War. Some such 

as Graham identified the connection between British naval power and its role in 
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cementing the economic and military ties between mother country and colony.34 Another 

15 articles examined subjects in cultural or social history. In the third issue of 1947, for 

instance, economist and historian Albert Faucher explored the controversy between the 

newspapers Le Canadien and the Quebec Mercury in the first decade of the nineteenth 

century, while McGill historian W. Stanford Reid examined the standard of living of the 

habitants of Mille-Isles between 1820 and 1850.35 Yet once again, topics dealing with 

political history were predominant in the CHR in this period, with 48 articles touching 

upon the subject to varying extents. Taken as a whole, the contents of the journal reflect a 

desire to uncover and comprehend the origins of the Canadian way of life.  

 This shift in the emphasis in the historiography becomes starkly apparent in a 

consideration of the contrast between historical scholarship on political subjects between 

the 1920s and its renewal in the period immediately following the Second World War. 

The conversation no longer hinged on the questions of autonomy, status, or the 

development of the constitutional framework as it had for the Nationalist School in the 

earlier part of the century. Contributions to the CHR now examined vignettes of political 

dramas, formative epochs in the development of parties and movements, and even the 

voting patterns of Canadians. In this vein, Acadia historian Paul Grant Cornell examined 

party politics in the province of Canada between 1854 and 1864, while Edgar Packard 

Dean surveyed voting trends in Canadian federal elections from 1867 to 1945.36 Such 
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studies covered a diverse number of periods and were not exclusively connected to the 

struggle for self-government.  

 Yet the most important difference in scholarship from the 1920s was the 

perspective through which authors narrated: rather than present the Canadian story as that 

of the constitutional push-and-pull between metropolis and colony along an upward path 

to autonomy, scholars now wrote political history to reframe it within the broader context 

of the Atlantic world. In this sense, the review policy of the CHR in the early 1950s 

reflected this trend. While the near one-to-one equation of “world history” with 

scholarship on the United States and the British Commonwealth certainly reflects an 

ethnocentric bias, this orientation is nonetheless revealing. Importantly, the emphasis on 

British and American history and the near complete absence of books dealing with 

France in the Review section in this period suggests that the editorial staff at the CHR 

equated this Atlantic civilization with Anglo-Saxondom. Also, reviews of monographs on 

British and American subjects with no direct connection to Canada suggests that they 

believed that there existed at their core a common thread that ran through the past in each 

of these countries, given that one of their overarching goals was to provide those 

interested in Canadian history with the relevant material to conduct research. Moreover, 

references to recent literature by Brebner, Creighton, Innis, and Graham that explored 

Canadian history in terms of its connections to the United States and the British Empire 

are frequent, though not overwhelming. A total of ten articles cite such works in their 

footnotes in the period between 1946 and 1953, indicating that this framework was 

gaining sway among researchers. All told, the corpus of literature in the CHR was 

reflective of a body of scholars attempting to reveal the hidden animus that undergirded 
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the liberal way of life in Canada, to trace its origins and the manner in which freedom 

flourished on Canadian soil.  

 The line of interpretation in a number of articles kept apace, observing with care 

the interplay between British and American influences on Canadian development. 

Characteristic of this trend was a revisionist piece in the CHR by American historian 

Helen Taft Manning, considering the question of the rebellion of 1837 and the 

achievement of Responsible Government from a different perspective. Importantly, 

Manning challenged the inherited assumption that London had remained steadfast in its 

opposition to political reform in the colonies prior to the rebellions. Instead, she argued 

that the Whig ministries of the 1830s had not only played a vital role in the push to 

reform the colonial governments of North America, but that they had also been largely 

responsible for the rise of political consciousness behind party politics in the colonies.37 

Walter Sage, in examining the controversy surrounding the Oregon Treaty of 1846, 

framed this diplomatic episode as a potential precedent for international co-operation 

between the United States and Britain. In particular, he saw the joint occupation of the 

territory in the years preceding the treaty as a prelude to contemporary Canadian 

participation in the mutual defence of the continent with the United States.38 Much as in 

North Atlantic Triangle, Sage offered a concrete historical episode in which the 

acceptance by both sides of sacrifices paid great dividends in the future.   

 The proponents of the turn against the nationalist perspective found an eloquent 

voice for many of their grievances in Creighton. In a piece for the CHR in 1948, he 

chastised his fellow colleagues of the Nationalist School for the blind spots in their view 

                                                
37 Helen Taft Manning, “The Colonial Policy of the Whig Ministers, 1830-37: I,” Canadian Historical 
Review 33, no. 3 (1952): 203, 235-236. 
38 Walter N. Sage, “The Oregon Treaty of 1846,” Canadian Historical Review 27, no. 4 (1946): 367. 
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of the past. Specifically, he believed that they had erred in defining Canadian history 

almost exclusively in terms of emancipation from the metropolis, when in reality the road 

to autonomy had been paved with a collection of bargains and compromises between 

London and its colonies. Such views had distorted the historical record. Yet he then 

preposterously added that the turn to environmental and economic forces in the 

historiography of the 1930s was largely a product of their dislike for all things British, 

and that their corresponding emphasis on the North American character of Canadian life 

only contorted their understanding of the past even further. Those who attempted to 

depict the country in this light had done so as a means of giving it a typical American 

past, and in their haste had failed to consider the applicability of these frameworks to the 

Canadian context. As a remedy, Creighton suggested that “we should ask ourselves what 

we mean by treating the North American environment as a solid, undifferentiated bloc.” 

According to the historiographical spirit of the day, he advised colleagues to “pay more 

attention to the cultural baggage, to the ideas and values, of the people who developed 

it.”39 

 The article elicited several positive responses from colleagues and readers of the 

CHR. Brebner observed that the piece injected the journal with “a shot in the arm just 

when it needed it most and I enjoyed the number for the first time in a long while.” He 

then encouraged Creighton to continue in this vein and reiterated his belief that 

“Canadian history must be written in terms first of Canada and then of the currents from 

Britain, [the] U. S., and [the] Vatican in which it swims.”40 Queen’s historian F. W. 

                                                
39 Donald Creighton, “Sir John A. Macdonald and Canadian Historians,” Canadian Historical Review 29, 
no. 1 (1948): 9-12.  
40 J. Bartlet Brebner to Donald Creighton, May 9, 1948, Library and Archives Canada, D. G. Creighton 
Fonds, MG 31 D77 Vol. 2.  
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Gibson praised Creighton for his “sparkling and illuminating article” in the CHR, as “it 

certainly struck several bells in my head. May I also say that while it expresses the 

urbanity you find lacking in Canadian historical writing, it pulls no punches worth 

pulling.”41 English constitutional historian Colin Rhys Lovell voiced his agreement with 

the evaluation Creighton enunciated of “those who regard Canadian History as something 

which can be understood with the concepts brought from South of the Border,” while 

William B. Munro wrote Creighton to express his wariness of the American influence on 

myriad aspects of Canadian culture.42 While Creighton expressly disavowed any 

intention of employing the piece to attack American currents in Canadian historical 

scholarship,43 the ultimate effect of the article was to blow wind into the sails of those 

dissatisfied with the historiographical trends of the 1930s that identified a North 

American influence in Canadian society and culture. The irony was that Creighton 

himself, along with Innis and others of his generation, had also recognized the impact of 

this current in their own writing.  

  While scholarship in the CHR continued to represent the active search for the 

origins of those unique traits that had given rise to a distinct Canadian national character, 

it nevertheless tended to weave the development of Canada in North America 

inextricably with the British heritage and an associated cultural legacy that supported the 

                                                
41 F. W. Gibson to Donald Creighton, May 4, 1948, Library and Archives Canada, Donald Creighton 
Fonds, MG 31 D77 Vol. 2. 
42 Colin Rhys Lovell to Donald Creighton, June 17, 1948, Library and Archives Canada, Donald Creighton 
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freedom of the individual. As a result, they no longer defined Canada strictly as a British 

country in their works; rather, they wrote with the assumption that the country possessed 

an original character, albeit one that exhibited compelling affinities with its imperial 

cousin. As a result, references to Martin’s Empire and Commonwealth reappear in the 

footnotes of articles in the CHR in the 1950s, reflecting a renewal of the emphasis on the 

British origins of the common culture. Authors imbued the hoarier tropes of British “fair-

play” and the “spirit of compromise” with new life as they sought the origins of the 

mentality they purportedly shared. In his study of the Oregon dispute, for instance, Sage 

framed the conflict as an instance in which both powers exercised the spirit of 

compromise – that trait which historians of the day believed to be definitive of English-

speaking nations – as a means of freeing their hands to deal with more pressing matters.44 

In this sense, the narrative becomes a tale of two conflicting powers that forged an 

entente so as to consolidate and extend their hegemony in their respective spheres. 

 After Brebner published North Atlantic Triangle in 1945, a number of other 

works appeared that also attempted to define the basis of the North Atlantic civilization. 

In 1950, G. M. Craig of the University of Toronto reviewed Gerald W. Johnson’s Our 

English Heritage for the CHR. Here, the reviewer praised the efforts of the author to put 

the “spirit of English compromise” into practice as Johnson attempted to trace the legacy 

of British colonists and immigrants upon the character of Anglophone settlements 

overseas.45 Edgar McInnis46 published a survey of the shared past of the Anglo-Saxon 
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peoples in 1949. R. A. Preston gave The English-Speaking Peoples a glowing review for 

the CHR, observing that the timing of its publication was appropriate, given that “the 

‘free way of life’ which half of mankind claims to desire is their particular creation.”47 In 

light of the challenge that Soviet Communism posed to liberal democracy, historians 

sought a firm basis upon which to defend its legitimacy. Some like McInnis, Johnson, 

and Sage borrowed from earlier concepts in the historiography that connected the 

development of modern democracy to an ethnic inheritance from the British national 

“genius.” When coupled with the narrative of Canada as “colony-to-nation,” such 

theories provided a means of injecting Canadian political institutions with the added air 

of legitimacy wrought by time. 

 The revival of an ethnic or racial underpinning to the foundations of the Canadian 

political system held troubling implications for the relationship between English and 

French Canadians in Confederation. In “Two Ways of Life,” Lower frequently quoted 

Lord Acton to chart the institutionalization of the concept of freedom in the English 

constitution. By drawing upon the British origins of the Canadian political system, he 

concluded that its purpose was also the defence of freedom. After providing a survey of 

the institutions of government in New France and the regimes that followed, he 

considered their relative contributions to the consolidation of a free society in Canada. 

Since Lower hastily concluded that French law was “weighted heavily against the 

individual,” he assigned to the British the role of the bearers of the liberal spirit that was 

                                                                                                                                            
Wardwell McInnis Fonds,” York University Archives, accessed September 27, 2015, last modified May 20, 
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47 R. A. Preston, “Review of Edgar McInnis and J. H. S. Reid’s The English-Speaking Peoples: A Modern 
History,” Canadian Historical Review 30, no. 3 (1949): 277. 
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to become entrenched in Canadian national institutions.48 Though the contours of his 

national narrative differed from those of Creighton, Lower cast the contributions of 

Francophone Canadians to the development of the country in a similar light. Here, they 

become the passive adopters of this liberal spirit. Even when assessing the role that 

Cartier played in forging Confederation, Lower portrayed the statesman as an exception 

to the rule. He reckoned that the rise of Cartier in Canadian politics “may be taken as 

marking the full acceptance by the French of English institutions, but not necessarily the 

full understanding of them, still less the full appreciation of the spirit which had 

engendered them.”49 The implicit message within this reflective essay was that 

Francophone Canadians had lacked a sufficiently nuanced understanding of liberal 

institutions and were perhaps even incapable on the basis of their culture from 

communing deeply with this spiritual force. Since the spirit of freedom was the defining 

trait of the national community, Francophones by extension were lesser Canadians. 

 As a consequence of the search for the enduring values of Canadian society, the 

Frontier Thesis once again received attention from the CHR. Notably, commentators in 

the journal revisited the concept just as criticisms of its shortcomings increasingly 

appeared in American academic circles. Morris Zaslow considered its future as a valuable 

theoretical framework in 1948, highlighting recent attacks upon its explanatory power. 

He criticised earlier generations of historians for treating their country in isolation from 

the broader international currents in which it floated. Here, the transformation of 

American public policy from isolationism to active intervention in world affairs played a 

role in the declining popularity of the Frontier Thesis. Now that the United States had 
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begun to assume the role of a great power, he observed that American historians were 

treating the expansion of the frontier as one further episode in the extension of Western, 

European civilization over the continent rather than the fountainhead of a uniquely 

modern American culture. For this reason, historians thus came to reason that “continuity 

proved stronger than change,” and that “the abiding heritage of traditional civilization 

outweighed, in a relatively brief period, the novelties acquired from Indians and 

wilderness.”50 Despite his aversion to historiographical trends imported from the United 

States, Creighton in his 1948 diatribe against the Nationalist School echoed such currents 

emanating from American scholarship. Both he and his counterparts in the United States 

favoured a search for the ideas and traditions that had influenced the development of their 

societies. In doing so, they both turned to networks of trade, thought, and diplomacy that 

linked their respective countries to Europe, emphasizing the similarities between the 

cultures of the countries that bordered the North Atlantic.  

 Central to the revision of the historiography of the 1930s in this direction was the 

research of J. M. S. Careless.51 Through a study of Toronto newspapers in the mid-

nineteenth century, he concluded that the opinions dominant in Upper Canada in the era 

bore a significant resemblance to those emanating from Britain. In formulating his 

position, Careless relied upon the scholarship of Dixon Ryan Fox, whom Novick 

identifies as a second-generation liberal New Historian.52 Fox had remained unconvinced 

by the arguments of those upholding the Frontier Thesis and instead claimed that the 
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major force in American development had come from a progressive transfer of European 

culture travelling from east to west. Consequently, Careless concluded that “the North 

American view or stress in our history similarly needs qualifying now by a regard for the 

transit of civilization. This, in the case of English-speaking Canada, means largely a 

regard for the influence of transferred British ideas and institutions on our part of the 

North American scene.”53  

 The article by Careless provided a new perspective into the formation of opinion 

in Upper Canada in this period. Unlike Underhill, who emphasized the role of frontier 

farmers and the agrarian movement in mid-Victorian politics, Careless tended to give 

primacy to the role of elites in Toronto in the dissemination of culture and the spread of 

political ideas. The shift in emphasis from the agency of the pioneers to that of influential 

urbanites in shaping Canadian politics reflected the conservative turn in the 

historiography. While one narrative highlighted the social democratic aspects of life in 

mid-nineteenth century Ontario, the other presented a hierarchical image of that very 

society. Flaws in the Frontier Thesis aside, the piece by Careless fit the mood of the era. 

The image of a frontier society operating as a participatory and social democracy likely 

lost its allure in a period in which historians were abandoning environmental explanations 

of historical change due to their perceived associations with socialism and Marxism. The 

model of democratic politics as presented by Careless betrayed a vision in which the 

individual was a passive participant in a framework organized by elites who set the tone 
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and parameters of public discourse. Furthermore, the emphasis on the progressive 

transfer of culture from Europe to the Americas dovetailed with the diplomatic climate. 

Works that emphasized the cultural similarities of the two continents were timely 

additions to the bookshelves of those who pushed for a defensive association of the North 

Atlantic in response to the threat of Communism. 

 Nevertheless, some historians resisted the conservative turn. In the innocuously 

entitled “Coming of Responsible Government to New Brunswick,” W. S. MacNutt 

observed in passing that Canadians were at a marked disadvantage to Americans, Britons, 

and French, as their country had not experienced a popular uprising. Since MacNutt 

believed that the popular memory of revolutions served as a primary catalyst in the 

formation of national identities, he implicitly conceded that the nation-building project in 

Canada was likely to fail.54 In a reply to the CHR, Eugene Forsey55 responded with 

reference to the British case. While the country had experienced many civil wars and 

uprisings in its past, none of these had played a significant role in the formation of its 

national identity. He also suggested that the almost complete absence of revolution in the 

Canadian past was itself a distinct marker of identity, as “the most significant thing about 

our history is that we have repeatedly refused to have one.”56 But Forsey likely 

overestimated the futility of enunciating a version of the national past that emphasized 

popular democratic challenges to the existing order. After all, the Communist Party had 

embraced the legacy of 1837 to such an extent that the force it sent to fight in the Spanish 
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Civil War was named the Mackenzie-Papineau Battalion. Yet the emphasis on the sober, 

responsible Canadian character fit well with the conservative political climate of the era. 

Given the perceived Communist threat, most in the academy likely felt it imprudent to 

attempt to define rebellion as a formative influence in the development of national 

identity.  

 As a result of the transformation of Canadian history in the postwar period, its 

study became the quest to identify the shared heritage of a nation firmly rooted in the 

Atlantic world.  As the weight of and emphasis within political studies demonstrate, this 

inheritance was the liberal way of life, transmitted from Europe – and particularly Britain 

– by networks of trade, defence, and migration. North Americans, and Canadians in 

particular, only made modest adjustments to European institutions and forms of 

government in adapting them to the exigencies of life on a new continent. In this respect, 

the historiography of the years immediately following the Second World War represented 

the re-invention of a British-Canadian nationalism to suit both the changed diplomatic 

environment and the correlated philosophical turn.  

 

Towards a Synthesis of the Master Narrative 

 By the middle of the 1940s, academic historians increasingly felt that they had 

amassed a sufficient amount of research to construct a synthesis of Canadian history. 

Both Colony to Nation by Lower and Canada: A Political and Social History by McInnis 

appeared on bookshelves across the country. These monographs were attempts to provide 

a comprehensive, discrete account of the formation of Canada as a nation-state and to 

suggest the common bonds that held its peoples together. Stacey, in reviewing Colony to 
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Nation for the CHR in 1946, remarked that this piece in particular was proof that 

Canadian historiography had come of age. Furthermore, the milestone represented by this 

synthetic work meant that historians “are now in a position to make a significant 

contribution to Canadian culture in the broadest sense and perhaps to exercise a positive 

influence upon the thinking of their countrymen at large on current national problems.”57 

Increasingly, historians found a greater audience for their publications in the general 

public. Some even perceived a distinct sense of national identity taking shape amongst 

English Canadians, and this audience displayed a voracious interest in the origins of their 

newfound identity. 

 Apart from Colony to Nation and North Atlantic Triangle, other works were 

written in the 1940s that attempted to provide the great statement regarding the Canadian 

national narrative. Included in this genre was Dominion of the North by Creighton and 

Canada: A Modern History by Brebner.58 This monograph, directed at the American 

public, integrated his own scholarship from the 1930s with that of his colleagues, 

presenting the audience with a skilful presentation of the manner in which economic, 

geographic, and political factors shaped modern Canada. For his part, Creighton 

presented a narrative in which the Anglophone entrepreneurial class was the most 
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dynamic force – apart from the geography of the St. Lawrence system – in the elaboration 

of the Canadian project.59  

This collection of master syntheses of national history represented in some 

respects a fulfilment of the dream of the academic historians of the 1920s, who, in their 

attempts to retrieve the bare facts of the past, anticipated that future generations would 

put the fruits of their collective labour to use in the construction of a definitive narrative. 

But this victory proved elusive. While on the surface these great statements on the 

national past appeared as the apogee of liberal historiography, none of these works 

proved capable of reconciling the great intractable forces they identified at the core of the 

Canadian conundrum. Lower put it most forcefully in the conclusion to Colony to Nation, 

conceding that Canadians had yet to embark upon the second part of the collective 

journey as implied by the title. He lamented the fact that Canada, “with its divisions of 

race presents no common denominator in those profundities which normally unite, in 

race, language, religion, history and culture.” He added:  

If the Canadian people are to find their soul, they must seek for it, not in the 
English language or the French, but in the little ports of the Atlantic provinces, in 
the flaming autumn maples of the St. Lawrence valley, in the portages and lakes 
of the Canadian Shield, in the sunsets and relentless cold of the prairies, in the 
foothill, mountain and sea of the west and in the unconquerable vastness of the 
north.60 

 
In a country populated with diverse peoples, scattered over a vast terrain comprising 

several distinct geographical regions, historians found it hard to identify a set of common 
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traits and experiences that proved capable of providing the foundations for an enduring 

conception of the national identity.  

 The intractable forces of language, ethnicity, and geography thus stymied efforts 

by Anglophone historians to conjure their hegemonic vision of Canadian identity into 

existence through the publication of a historical magnum opus. Still, the attempt 

continued on another front to delineate a narrative acceptable to all communities. In early 

1944, the Canada and Newfoundland Education Association solicited the aid of academic 

historians in the drafting of a manuel unique, or common history textbook for use in 

grade schools across the country. The organization, whose main objective was to promote 

the exchange of ideas across provinces regarding education and serve as a unifying 

national influence, comprised teachers’ organizations, school board superintendents, and 

even ministers of education, among others.61 It formed a committee that included such 

illustrious figures as Maheux and Lower, with a mandate to study the textbooks already 

in use and to make recommendations for the creation of a new volume that might foster a 

spirit of national unity among Canadian youth. In 1945, the committee released its 

findings. Its members concluded that history textbooks must reveal the traits that 

Canadians of all origins have in common. Moreover, they must do so without passing 

over previous frictions in their relations, dealing with them instead in a constructive 

spirit. The committee also recommended that textbooks allocate more space to 
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developments in economic and social history. Finally, the members suggested that all 

textbooks in every province present the same core facts to students.62  

 The project even sparked a debate in the Senate that drew attention from the 

media. Athanase David of Quebec moved that the house, “acknowledging the teaching of 

history as one of the fundamentals of patriotism in every country,” support the creation of 

a committee of historians named by attendees at the next Interprovincial Conference to 

prepare a single textbook of Canadian history for use in schools in every province.63 

While some expressed reservations regarding the feasibility or desirability of crafting 

such a book, the response was largely favourable and the Senate adopted the motion.64 

Thomas Chapais, however, believed the task of condensing the history of nine diverse 

provinces into one monograph too “arduous,” and deplored the consequences of enforced 

uniformity. He believed that such projects were “averse to progress,” and that uniformity 

was “the law of the closed door. It stems all efforts towards improvement. It kills 

incentive to achievement.” His view was thoroughly liberal, in that innovation sprang 

from the diversity inherent in humanity and any attempts to counter this fact would 

inhibit initiative. It also struck a faintly Actonian note, as Chapais asserted that unity 

sprang not from uniformity, but rather from the foundations of justice, tolerance, and 

liberty.65 Yet the broader contours of the debate suggest that the Senators were searching 

for a means of accommodating French Canada in the national narrative. The majority of 

speakers on the topic represented Quebec, and the bulk of the discussion revolved around 
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either the manner in which existing textbooks portrayed its history or the quality of 

historical instruction in its grade schools. Given the import they attributed to history in 

the formation of future generations of patriotic citizens, the debate by extension 

represented an attempt to define a version of national identity in which French Canadians 

could recognize themselves.    

 In 1950, André Laurendeau of L’action nationale garnered the opinion of 

academic historians from both linguistic groups regarding the prospects of creating a 

manuel unique of Canadian history. The reaction was generally unfavourable among 

those surveyed, with members of both linguistic groups expressing skepticism at 

historians’ ability to draft a narrative acceptable to all. Even Burt, who was in favour of 

such a project, believed that the ideal would be to approve a collection of texts that 

proved acceptable to all, allowing individual teachers, school boards, or provinces to 

select a given book according to their preference. Adair believed that the only way to 

arrive at a narrative acceptable to all Canadians would be to falsify the record, in the 

process diminishing the very historical controversies that stimulated the debates through 

which historians produced their knowledge of the past. Stanley noted the difficulties 

inherent in selecting which facts to include in the narrative, given that each regional and 

linguistic group would inevitably insist on emphasizing its own contributions to the 

creation of modern Canada. Lower, based on his experience in drafting History of 

Canada for High Schools, warned that any attempt to provide a national textbook based 

on academic research would encounter the opposition of teachers who insisted upon 

imparting their own views on the subject – for the large part uninformed “myth” – to 

students. The desire to protect the pluralism so dear to their liberalism and their 
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conception of Canada also influenced two of the responses. Burt saw an implicit 

“tyranny” within the project to provide a single authorized version of Canadian history. 

Gordon O. Rothney of Sir George Williams College was more frank. By teaching history 

in the same fashion as the multiplication tables or catechism, the curriculum inevitably 

became “propaganda for the glorification of the status quo” and such pedagogical 

strategies were more appropriate to totalitarian regimes.66  

 Francophone opinion in the academy was more negative. When the committee 

approached Groulx and Frégault in early 1944, they declined the offer to participate in 

the project. Privately, Frégault cast scorn on the concept, and contemptuously remarked 

that he had neither the interest nor the time to dedicate to the job.67 Groulx emphasized 

the difficulty in arriving at the interpretation of events once historians had agreed on the 

basic chronology and facts of the narrative. Historians, if they were to remain objective 

and scientific, would be unable to overcome such differences. Léo-Paul Desrosiers68 of 

the Municipal Library of Montreal agreed, noting that the only manner by which 

historians could draft a narrative acceptable to all would be through a falsification of the 

record. Maurault concluded that the quest to draft a manuel unique was doomed to 

failure, given the insurmountable nature of the linguistic and religious differences among 

Canadians.69 In the first bilingual presidential address to the CHA in 1952, Bruchési 

perceived the challenges inherent in devising a unifying curriculum. Given the diversity 
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of the groups that inhabited Canada, and given the fact that education was a provincial 

rather than federal matter, he concluded that the adoption of a manuel unique of Canadian 

history for instruction in grade schools across the country was unrealistic. Instead, he 

urged history professors and schoolteachers to improve the contents of the textbooks that 

were already in circulation, with the main goal of reaching some agreement on the 

broader contours of their contents.70 

 On occasion, both Anglophone and Francophone historians commented on the 

role of historical education in general as a potential means of engineering national unity. 

Bailey concluded by suggesting that a carefully crafted education system could foster 

some convergence in culture and attitudes between Anglophone and Francophone 

Canadians. His audience, however, expressed reservations about the possibility of 

achieving this goal. J. J. Talman, the Chief Librarian from the University of Western 

Ontario, noted that many of the characteristics of an individual form very early, and that 

by the time a child enters grade school, many of these have already been fixed. Bailey 

also reminded those gathered that although not inherited, cultural traits often prove very 

difficult to reform, and that on occasion they become even more so in the face of 

deliberate attempts to alter them.71 Maheux also believed that education provided a potent 

tool in the formation of national unity. His criticism of matters as they stood also 

revolved around the contents of the curriculum. In particular, he expressed dismay at the 

nationalistic tone it struck, as well as its emphasis on the cultural differences between 

English and French Canadians. His solution, reflecting the trends in historiography at the 
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time, was to focus on the social, cultural, and intellectual history of France and Britain 

with an eye to identifying their role in the formation of Canadian society.72  

 Despite the far-ranging discussion, historians did not band together to devise a 

common narrative of the past acceptable to all the sections of the Canadian population. 

As their comments on the subject demonstrate, they found the differences in opinion, 

both within the profession and the public at large, far too expansive to bridge. The variety 

of perspectives and philosophies between the linguistic groups in particular impeded this 

particular element in the nation-building project, thereby blocking any element within the 

profession from fashioning a narrative that reflected the hegemony of any single group in 

particular.   

 

The Entrenched Obstacles to the Revamped Liberal Narrative 

 A number of developments both at home and abroad shaped the contours of the 

emerging debates regarding the construction of a national narrative. Historians once again 

found themselves in an era of rapid diplomatic, political, and social changes. 

Paradoxically, victory in Britain spelled the end of its empire and its control over the high 

seas. As a result of diplomatic and constitutional agreements in the interwar period, 

Canada had become a sovereign state in personal union with the British crown, and the 

country employed its new status as vigorously as possible in prosecution of the war effort 

and the attempts to secure an enduring peace after its conclusion. Ironically, the exercise 

of this sovereignty came under threat just as the Canadian government began to apply it 

with greater confidence. The same geopolitical realignment that sounded the death knell 
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for British imperialism had contributed to a polarization of forces between the United 

States and the Soviet Union. Some in the academic community now feared that the 

growth of American power would inevitably bind Canadian foreign policy to that of its 

southern neighbour just at the moment when Ottawa had gained its freedom of action on 

the diplomatic stage.  

 But as of 1945, submissions to the CHR that mused about current affairs tended to 

convey a sense of optimism for the future. Many contributors to the journal were 

convinced that Canada had emerged from the Second World War as a potent world power 

that, if not the equal of the Big Five, was close behind in terms of influence, military 

capabilities, and economic clout. Both those in the network of the CHR and the general 

public believed that Canada would now employ its status as a “power of middle rank” to 

contribute to global reconstruction. The formation of the United Nations led many to 

hope that diplomats would finally construct a functional framework in which various 

countries might collaborate to settle common questions related to security and trade, and 

even provide a check on the machinations of its most powerful members. Overall, 1945 

was to have ushered in a new international order of solidarity and co-operation. Canada 

was to make significant contributions to this idyllic and noble project. However, Lower 

believed that the inability to articulate a coherent foreign policy as late as 1948 reflected 

“a weak sense of community. In other words, English Canadians in the mass hardly yet 

know that they are Canadians.” But even in spite of this, Lower remained cautiously 

optimistic, noting that “before 1940, Canada in a spiritual and emotional sense, was not 
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much more than a new-born infant with its umbilical cord still unsevered. Today, we are 

taking our own faltering steps.”73 

 Yet this ambitious optimism quickly waned as experience demonstrated that 

Canadian diplomats still lacked clout. Their experience at the peace negotiations in San 

Francisco particularly shattered these illusions of grandeur. According to Adam 

Chapnick, Canada emerged from the Second World War as a small, albeit independent 

and active state. The politicians, academics, and journalists who viewed the San 

Francisco Conference in 1945 as evidence of Canada playing a new role internationally 

had overemphasized the significance of the “half-triumphs” of its diplomats and 

erroneously presented them as victories. In reality, Canada occupied a peripheral position 

in negotiations, while the great powers played the most significant role in forging the 

United Nations Charter.74 Some historians were quick to perceive the implications of the 

Canadian position in global politics. W. L. Morton75 critiqued the “middle power” trope 

in the CHR in 1947 while labelling the previous year one of “sudden deflation” for the 

Canadian ego. Despite its formidable military and economic contributions to the war 

effort and the growth of its independence, diplomatic status, and prestige, Canada had 

already “reverted with disconcerting speed to its normal position of a weak North 

American state, overshadowed by the United States.” He insisted nevertheless that the 

acknowledgement of their limited agency had not scuttled national foreign policy, and 
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that Canadian delegates continued to make effective contributions to the various bodies 

of the United Nations.76 But by 1952, the place of Canada in international politics had 

become little more than that of an American satellite. The country had become embroiled 

in the Korean War under a force that, though ostensibly led by the United Nations, was in 

fact one in which the Americans played the leading role. In these circumstances, K. W. 

McNaught concluded that “America’s foreign policy becomes more and more clearly 

Canada’s problem, in the sense that just as British policy decisions used to spell peace or 

war for Canada, in the future that question will be determined by American decisions.”77 

 Other developments arising from the political climate of the era also challenged 

such implicit conceptual frameworks of the profession as the notion of a shared Anglo-

Saxon culture. In light of the horrors committed by the champions of extreme forms of 

nationalism during the Second World War, academics in many countries began to 

reconsider the phenomenon in a more critical light. According to Anthony D. Smith, 

earlier debates regarding the characteristics, origins, and behaviour of nations and 

nationalisms suddenly appeared out of mode and increasingly irrelevant. So too did 

conceptions of the nation as an organic entity whose members carried with them an 

innate and immutable collective character.78 In fact, some theorists even prematurely 

heralded the decline of nations and nationalism as formative forces in politics. As early as 

1944, Smith College historian and theorist of nationalism Hans Kohn argued that the very 

forces that brought the modern nation into being – namely democracy and 

industrialization – were now choking off its existence by contributing to a “shrinking 
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world” whose international borders were becoming ever more porous. As a result, Kohn 

labelled the era after 1919 the “evening of the historical day of nationalism.”79   

 Developments in science and anthropology aided them in their speculation. The 

carnage resulting from the Second World War and the Holocaust not only tainted 

perceptions of nationalism, but they also served to discredit scientific racism. Human 

rights specialist Elazar Barkan notes that by 1950, mainstream science had repudiated 

bigotry and concluded that there was no biological basis upon which to construct 

hierarchies of race.80 Canadian historians were quick to adopt the new findings and draw 

useful implications from them that might dissolve barriers to national unity.81 However, 

like the scientists that Barkan examined, some historians sought to explain national 

differences by turning to the theme of culture in their research.82 In 1947, anthropologist 

and ethno-historian A. G. Bailey addressed the CHA, attempting to identify the main 

markers of distinction between the two main linguistic groups in Canada. He concluded 

that such differences were neither racial nor biological; instead, they were culturally 

acquired. Though he avoided entering into a detailed analysis of the Canadian case, 
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Bailey surveyed contemporary research suggesting that “race” was not only a murkily 

defined concept, but that many had mistakenly applied it to individual traits that were 

neither biological nor acquired through inheritance.83   

 Yet the most formidable challenge to the revised liberal historiography was taking 

shape in Quebec. At the banquet of the Société Saint-Jean-Baptiste in Montreal on 24 

June 1946, Groulx shared with the audience his personal dream, to found an institute for 

the academic study of the history of French America. The most crucial barrier to doing so 

had been a complete lack of resources, though he noted that the miserable conditions 

under which he and Frégault had laboured would not prevent them from seeing the 

project to fruition. On a gloomy mid-December night that year, a number of historians 

gathered at the humble Outremont apartment of Groulx to found an association of 

“hommes de métier.” That night, the Institut d’histoire de l’Amérique française was born. 

The goal of the new organization was to seize the multitude of expressions of the “French 

fact” in America and assemble them into a coherent perspective. The IHAF was to foster 

exchanges among historians engaged in the study of this field, to publish works and assist 

students financially, and to offer public courses on the national past, among other tasks.  

But the jewel of the crown was to be the Revue d’histoire de l’Amérique 

française, a quarterly journal containing academic research, historical commentary, and 

reviews of scholarly publications.84 For Groulx, the Revue was to be a venue for the 

publication of research adhering to the highest of scholastic standards, and to this end, he 

sought to maintain the strictest sense of editorial neutrality. As a frequent reviewer of 
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books for the journal, he was so meticulous in the pursuit of this ideal as to refuse any 

form of compensation, seeing it as “question de garder mon absolue indépendance.”85 He 

also turned away material from potential contributors that he deemed of an ideological or 

propagandistic nature, as he did in the case of an offer by Wallonian nationalist Charles 

Becquet in 1947.86 Their Anglophone counterparts at the CHR would no longer be able to 

disregard Francophone scholarship as unscientific with such ease as they had done in 

earlier decades. For Groulx, objectivity and impartiality were to be the primary values 

guiding the editorial policy of the journal.  

 The collection of contributors to the first issue of the RHAF contrasts rather 

starkly with that of the CHR in the same period. Out of the 20 individuals who aided in 

its production, 16 hailed from the province of Quebec, and eleven of these resided in or 

near Montreal. Of the academic historians holding positions at universities, five were 

employed at the Université de Montréal, while the sixth – Gordon O. Rothney – was 

based at Sir George Williams College. Though residents of Montreal were the dominant 

force, the remaining contributors lived in Manitoba, the United States, France, and Haiti. 

Yet the most striking statistics appear when one considers the profession of those who 

wrote for or edited the RHAF. Much like the first generation to participate in the 

production of the CHR, university historians were in the minority – six to be precise – 

partly because departments at Laval and Montréal were only then in the process of 

expansion. Half of the contributors were clerics, while one librarian, one graduate 
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student, one school teacher, one administrator, and one French literature professor, 

among others, either wrote for or edited the first issue.  

 A survey of the contents from the first three volumes of the RHAF provides a 

telling overview of the nature of the project. In these three years, the Revue published a 

total of 87 articles of varying length touching upon a variety of themes. Some of these 

pieces featured biographical sketches of those who had figured prominently in the 

development of French life in America, others touched upon genealogy, parish histories, 

current affairs, and military matters. Yet the bulk of the research articles that appeared 

dealt with the period of New France, with a strong emphasis on the exploration and 

settlement of the land, missionary work, and the religious life of the habitants. A total of 

ten articles touched upon various phases of colonization and exploration, while 17 

covered the history of religion. The Management Committee of the IHAF, which was 

responsible for the editing and publication of the RHAF,87 also took seriously its role in 

supporting the new organization in its effort to engage in historical scholarship of the 

most rigorous academic standards. They did so through the pages of the Revue by 

publishing a piece in almost every issue that either reviewed extensively a work dealing 

with methodology or suggested procedures for the proper study of a particular subject. In 

this vein, Raymond Douville treated the audience to a guide to the methods of crafting 

the history of a seigneurie in the third volume of the journal.88 

 The founders of the IHAF conceived of the Revue as a venture apart from the 

CHR, rather than a subordinate project dealing with only one aspect of Canadian history. 

There existed no indication that its leadership would collaborate in any significant 
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manner with the Review. Frégault, when promoting the new journal in Quartier Latin, 

wrote that the RHAF was “une excellente initiative qui comble enfin une lacune: jusqu’ici 

nous n’avions rien de vraiment scientifique à placer à côté de ‘Canadian Historical 

Review’ publiée à l’Université de Toronto.” Groulx labeled the foundation of the Institut 

and the Revue a notable French-Canadian advance. Though he believed that his people 

had never lacked excellent historians, they had been deficient in developing the 

institutional means by which to engage in collaborative work and to group together. In 

history and in other fields, “quelques-uns de nos amis ont imposé, en ces dernières 

années, la présence canadienne-française.”89 The comment on the lack of an institutional 

framework for French-Canadian historical authors suggests that Groulx and others had 

found the CHA an insufficient organ in this respect. In some respects, the IHAF and 

RHAF represent a rival to the organs in which the Anglophones remained dominant.  

 This parallel project implied a corresponding organization, one whose individual 

elements were more finely woven into an integral whole than those of the Anglophone 

historical researchers. In some sense, the RHAF served as the lynchpin. Not only was it a 

showcase for premium historical research on French America, but it also kept a far-flung 

network of scholars abreast of the latest developments at the IHAF with its regular 

feature entitled “Vie de l’Institut.” In sum, the journal was the tangible fruit of their 

common endeavour. A key element of this project was affiliation with local and regional 

historical societies, whose collaboration Groulx actively sought. He clarified the role of 

such organs within the IHAF to Alphonse Gauthier of the Rigaud Historical Society in 

1948, stating that “l’Institut ne cherche pas à se faire du crédit aux dépens de ses sections, 

mais elle a besoin de ses sections et de la collaboration de tous les ouvriers d’histoire 
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pour atteindre ses fins.”90 This was not to be a closed organization in which academics 

laboured at a distance from or above the enthusiasts and hobbyists, but rather a 

collaborative venture in which all were to strive together for a common objective. 

Through the diligence and stature of Groulx, the IHAF rapidly took shape, and in a letter 

to Montreal Mayor Camillien Houde in March 1948, he could boast the adherence of 37 

individual membres-correspondants and that of a number of local historical societies – 

including one in New England – to the new association.91 

Most importantly, the journal narrated the past of a very different nation than that 

which appeared in the CHR. Its title was itself an implicit rejection of this framework. 

The geographical contours of the entity it sought to describe – l’Amérique française – 

overlapped with those of the Review much like a Venn diagram. Though the CHR had 

always adopted a wide perspective in determining the relevance of articles and book 

reviews to Canadian history, its focal point had consistently been Canada. Not so for the 

RHAF. Although the vast majority of its contents in the first two volumes pertain to 

Canadian and Quebec themes, a significant number of contributions deal with the 

exploits of New France in the Ohio Valley or Illinois, the life of Francophone Canadians 

in New England, and even the history of French possessions in the Caribbean. From this 

perspective, the foundation of the RHAF represents the establishment of a counter-

hegemonic project to that of the CHR. Even while facing dire financial troubles,92 the 
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IHAF and its journal endured as a vibrant project distinct from that of its Anglophone 

counterpart, representing a tangible reminder of the failure of historical scholars in 

English Canada to unite the discipline under their banner. But this is not the only 

implication to draw from the title of the new journal and its contents. Just as 

Anglophones had consistently framed Canadian history as a transnational affair, so too 

did Groulx and contributors to the RHAF by casting the scope of the project in such wide 

terms.   

Nevertheless, there existed an enduring gap between the stated geographical 

scope of the Revue and its contents, which mostly encompassed historical events in 

Canada. Early correspondence between Groulx and others suggests some plausible 

explanations for the shortcoming, largely arising from the geographical composition of 

the network of the RHAF. When advising Antilles historian G. Debien on the type of 

journal article he hoped to receive, Groulx instructed him to provide material of a general 

nature because the audience – more than 80 percent of whom resided in Canada – knew 

very little about the region.93 Yet Groulx, ever the indefatigable promoter of the history 

of le fait français, took measures to rectify the imbalance in membership and 

subscriptions, albeit with limited results. In a letter to Michel Pobers, Editor of France-

Amérique, Groulx lamented the inability of the RHAF to publish more on the history of 

France and the survivance in the United States. Although he had reached out to potential 

contributors south of the border, these efforts had garnered no fruit.94  
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 The institutional location of the RHAF also invites suggestive comparisons with 

that of the CHR. While the former was the product of a non-profit organization of 

historians and others interested in the study of the past, the latter was the responsibility of 

the University of Toronto Press. The IHAF relied on income from donations and 

subscriptions to the Revue and did not have the capacity to run annual deficits like those 

incurred by the CHR. As a product of the University of Toronto Press, the CHR faced a 

much less precarious future than the RHAF. The affiliation with Toronto also meant that 

by necessity the editorial staff for the Review came from their History Department. The 

RHAF, however, was not linked to a university, though its location in Montreal did give 

members of the History Department at the Université de Montréal the upper hand 

logistically. Most importantly, the integral relationship between the Revue and the IHAF 

lent the nascent network of the journal a greater sense of community than that at the 

CHR. The RHAF was the flagship project of the Institut, a historical organization with 

affiliated groups of academic historians and history buffs in many parts of Canada and 

the United States. The journal was therefore a product of a community in a more concrete 

sense than was the CHR, and the RHAF was its organ for disseminating important 

information about the organization. Each issue contained a section entitled “Vie de 

l’Institut,” in which Groulx provided members with the latest developments in various 

projects under the guidance of the IHAF. 

 Reaction by Anglophone historians to the foundation of the RHAF appeared 

rather muted. The Editors of the CHR failed to make any mention of its founding in the 

Notes and Comments section of the journal, and only published a review of the first 

edition nine months after its release. Overall, Saunders maintained a positive tone when 
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appraising the Revue, believing that it would make a “valuable contribution to historical 

studies in America.” Yet even here, he could not refrain from voicing anxiety over its 

editorial direction. Saunders wondered “to what degree this new journal will become an 

expression of the kind of ‘French-Canadian nationalism’ that has come to be associated 

with Canon Groulx and his disciples,” adding that “the cultivation of such an attitude 

would greatly reduce the value of the journal, making it but an organ of propaganda.”95 

Yet Saunders was not alone in expressing doubts about the venture. In a retrospective 

speech commemorating the foundation of the RHAF, Stanley admitted in 1957 that there 

were many Anglophone historians “qui se demandaient si ce n’était pas simplement un 

instrument de propagande nationaliste. Et vous savez bien que le nationalisme canadien-

français est l’épouvantail qui met en fuite vos collègues de langue anglaise.” 

Nevertheless, Stanley asserted that such fears had proven unfounded, and that the 

scientific spirit had triumphed over those who would have deployed the journal as an 

organ of nationalist propaganda.96  

 Ultimately, the founding of the IHAF and the RHAF were the expression of a 

more expansive transformation that was taking place within historical circles in Quebec. 

Scholarship began to evolve in tandem with contemporary currents of thought. A new 

school of historical interpretation coalesced around Maheux at Université Laval, and it 

challenged the nationalists who oriented themselves toward Groulx at the Université de 

Montréal. Unlike the followers of Groulx, those at Laval tended to apportion blame more 

heavily to French Canadians themselves for their economic and social weakness relative 
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to English Canada. They concluded that an excessive attachment to Catholicism and the 

emphasis placed on the defence of their language and identity had merely served to 

impede material progress. They proposed a program of economic modernization and the 

establishment of a secular welfare state as key solutions to the imbalance. Unsurprisingly, 

the Laval School tended to embrace federalism with more gusto than their colleagues in 

Montreal.97 The prevailing conceptions of nationalism in this period gave a competitive 

edge to those who were skeptical of the claims made by the Montreal School and repelled 

by the combative tone of Groulx.  

 

 The tone and emphasis in English-Canadian historical scholarship had shifted 

dramatically between 1940 and 1950. Where once academics were incorporating broad, 

anonymous forces into explanations of historical change, they now retreated partially into 

a treatment of the past that identified the European cultural, institutional, and intellectual 

inheritance of Canada. In doing so, they relied on a conservative historical framework 

that reflected an idealistic view of their craft. Though they did not completely disavow 

the fruits of their research from the 1930s, these historians incorporated new elements 

into their interpretation that emphasized a more hierarchical view of society than had 

earlier narratives that drew attention to the egalitarian aspects of life on the frontier. A 

hierarchical concept of the nation also manifested itself in the Anglophone 

historiography. Through the tone struck and the juxtaposition of facts, they continued to 

cast English Canadians implicitly in the leading role of the drama. While they perceived 

of Canada as a democratic nation of many peoples, they nonetheless assumed on the basis 

of individual character traits associated with ethnicity that some were better equipped to 
                                                
97 Rudin, Making History in Twentieth-Century Quebec, 93-95. 
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lead than others. The default image of the ideal Canadian – against which all were 

measured and according to whose values the national political institutions were crafted – 

was that of the Protestant Anglophone. French Canadians, First Nations, and myriad 

ethnic groups then implicitly became the passive Others who, although nominally equal 

to their English-Canadian compatriots, did not possess the cultural background necessary 

for becoming active partners in Confederation.   

 This liberal narrative met its most formidable challenge yet in the form of the 

RHAF. It was to be a venue for a scientific, objective, and thoughtful study of the past 

held to the highest standards of scholarship. This journal rapidly became the premier site 

for publication in French on the history of New France and its legacy in North America. 

The goal was therefore to narrate the past of an entirely different entity than that of the 

CHR, and the vision of Canada represented in its pages amounted to the identification of 

a nation defined rather dissimilarly from that of English-Canadian historical researchers, 

operating according to a logic uniquely its own. As an integral part of the IHAF, which 

itself sought to combine within its organization all historical societies dedicated to 

uncovering the French legacy in North America, it represented part of a hegemonic 

project similar in tactics and objectives to that of the CHR. The following chapters 

highlight some of the similarities and differences in the manner in which these rival 

networks practiced history and defined the past. 
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Chapter 6: The Apogee of Liberal Historiography 

 Historical scholarship in English Canada continued to evolve in the 1950s as the 

collective product grew higher atop the edifice constructed by previous generations. In 

many respects, the contents of the CHR represented the logical culmination of trends that 

had begun in the early 1940s. Within its pages, authors once again embraced the study of 

political history, revising the findings of scholars from the 1920s to strip the genre of its 

connection to anachronistic debates about the achievement of self-government and 

Dominion status. In their place, researchers now traced the formative role that Britain had 

played in the elaboration of the Canadian state and its institutions while expanding their 

surveys to include episodes in political history that had figured little in the expansion of 

autonomy. Transnational influences therefore remained central to their understanding of 

Canadian history. This era was also the golden age of biography, as scholars examined 

the lives of those deemed to be the greatest Canadians. These research interests were 

emblematic of a more consistent embrace of liberal individualism among those writing 

for the CHR. They now relied on an idealistic methodological framework that drew its 

inspiration from the philosophical concepts enunciated by Croce and R. G. Collingwood. 

As a result, commentators in the CHR rejected with greater insistence the notion that 

history was a social science.  

 While historical researchers continued to produce novel material, their broader 

project encountered a growing threat that the editorial staff of the CHR proved unable to 

meet. Under the determined leadership of Groulx and the Institut, the RHAF cemented 

itself as a leading historical publication in Canada. The journal offered its audience a 

series of articles, reviews, and documents that captured the vivacity of the French legacy 
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in America in all its diverse aspects. Articles examining the social history of New France 

sat alongside those that covered the ecclesiastical response to the union of the Canadas in 

the 1840s. Other contributors studied the economic life of the habitant, while still others 

exposed the audience to the latest methodological and theoretical trends in historical 

research. In sum, the RHAF presented a vision of history that conformed to the highest of 

scholarly standards. While a smashing success for Groulx, the Revue represented a 

crucial failure of the project as embodied in the CHR, for now there existed two academic 

historical journals purporting to recount the past of two rather starkly contrasted Canadas.  

 This chapter relates developments in the study of history in Canada by first 

examining some subtle, yet influential changes to the composition of the network of the 

CHR. After a consideration of the predominant philosophical trends and the means 

through which they came to influence the scholarly output of the Review, attention then 

turns to the various ways that the academic historians disseminated its broader message 

in the public sphere. Finally, the chapter considers the character of scholarship emanating 

from the RHAF, highlighting its key features, trends, and affinities with its English-

Canadian counterpart.   

 

Passing the Torch: A New Generation at the Helm of the CHR 

 On the surface, there appeared to be little change in the contents, editorial policy, 

or the composition of the network that contributed to the publication of the CHR as the 

1950s wore on. Nevertheless, some differences are readily apparent. By 1954, for 

instance, the team that managed the editing responsibilities of the journal had grown 

smaller. Only eight years before, this group consisted of an Editorial Committee, 
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comprised of Brown, Creighton, Glazebrook, and Saunders. They were in charge of 

searching for material to publish, assigning reviewers to recently published books, 

sending article submissions for review, and assembling the various parts into a collection 

of approximately 100 pages every three months. In this, they found support from an 

Advisory Board of 12 academics spanning the country. While four historians continued 

to sit on the Editorial Committee, the Advisory Board was reduced to six. In this sense, 

control over the contents and editorial direction tightened somewhat around a closer-knit 

group. Another change occurred in 1957, with the abandonment of the Editorial 

Committee model of management in favour of placing nominal responsibility and control 

in one figure. John T. Saywell1 at the University of Toronto took on the role of Editor, a 

position he held for the next six years. 

  In some respects, the network of contributors to the CHR also remained rather 

static through the 1950s. A comparison of the authors and editors from the first issue of 

1956 with previous editions sampled, for instance, continues to reveal an overwhelmingly 

male population. Only three of the 31 contributors – McGill PhD candidate Allana Reid 

Smith, University of Saskatchewan historian Jean E. Murray, and political science 

Professor Gwendolen M. Carter – were women. Just as in the previous decade, those 

writing for the CHR were scattered across the country. Its various authors lived in 

Vancouver, Saskatoon, Winnipeg, Hamilton, Quebec City, Fredericton, and other 

Canadian cities. Two lived in the United States. Yet just as before, the Torontonians were 

overrepresented, comprising approximately one third of this sample. Among academic 

                                                
1 John T. Saywell finsihed a PhD at Harvard in 1956, and then took up a position at the History Department 
at Toronto. His areas of research included Canadian legal and political history, and he wrote on issues 
surrounding federalism. Sandra Martin, “Frenetic Life Didn’t Hinder Work of Historian,” Globe and Mail, 
May 14, 2011. 
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historians, 11 – or exactly half – of this group held positions at the History Department of 

the University of Toronto.   

This figure also suggests the continuation of another trend that had continued 

since the early days of the journal: its professionalization. Of the 31 contributors to the 

March 1956 issue, 22 were historians employed at universities. The sample also 

contained a political scientist, an archivist, and one person employed in the military. Yet 

even among the nine contributors who were not employed as academic historians, several 

of these had intimate connections to this world. Other than school teacher Allana Reid 

Smith, this group contained Underhill, who was now the curator of Laurier House in 

Ottawa, and Stacey, who continued in his position as chief army historian until his return 

to the faculty at the University of Toronto in 1959. Whereas the CHR in the 1920s was a 

venue open to all those engaged in historical research according to academic methods, it 

had now largely completed its transformation into an outlet for publication by 

professional historians. 

 Another figure from this sample, though highly misleading, was the average age 

of the contributors. After a period in which it decreased, it once again rebounded. The 

sample from the March 1951 issue yields an average age of 44 years, while in March 

1956 this figure had risen modestly to 49. At the extreme end of the spectrum was 

University of Toronto historian D. J. McDougall, who in 1956 had reached the ripe age of 

87. Of those whose age is known (only two fall outside of this category), John T. 

Saywell, also of the University of Toronto, was the youngest at 26. Only nine of the 

contributors had not yet reached the age of 40.  
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 Despite the statistics dealing with the age of the contributors, there were strong 

indications of a generational shift in the CHR network. Though the editorial staff had 

noted the difficulties they faced in attracting submissions from prominent academic 

historians in the 1930s, names such as Lower and Creighton appeared on occasion in the 

journal. As these academics aged and became increasingly burdened with writing projects 

and departmental duties, they had little time to contribute in any significant manner to the 

CHR. Creighton, for example, had become the head of the History Department at Toronto 

in January 1955, a position he held for another four years.2 Still, a perfunctory glance at 

the Notes and Comments section of the CHR in the latter part of the decade reveals 

another reason why the iconic historians of the previous decades were no longer 

appearing in the journal: they were dying. The Review noted the death of J. Bartlet 

Brebner in its June 1958 issue, as well as that of Chester Martin in the following number. 

Harold Innis had died in November of 1952.3 While some familiar figures contributed to 

the March 1956 issue – notably Brown, Saunders, and Underhill – a whole new 

generation of academics began to appear within its pages. They were to become fixtures 

in the study of Canadian history in the decades to come. Careless, aged 37, had become a 

central figure in the publication. J. B. Conacher of the University of Toronto was also 

under 40. Joining them in the same department were G. M. Craig and Saywell. H. Blair 

Neatby, another key personality in the academic network of historians, was a lecturer at 

the University of British Columbia at this time.    

                                                
2 See Wright, Donald Creighton: A Life in History, chapter 9.  
3 “Notes and Comments,” Canadian Historical Review 33, no. 4 (1952): 405-406; “Notes and Comments,” 
Canadian Historical Review 39, no. 2 (1958): 182-183; and “Notes and Comments,” Canadian Historical 
Review 39, no. 3 (1958): 263-264. 
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 The most striking feature of this up-and-coming generation of academic historians 

is their educational background. The education level of four of the contributors to the 

March 1956 edition of the CHR remains unknown. Three historians at Canadian 

universities within this sample received training at Oxbridge, while another studied at the 

University of Manchester, and yet another held a Master’s degree from King’s College in 

London. The majority, however, now held doctorates. Nine of the historians in this 

sample had received a PhD from an American university, while five had completed 

doctoral degrees in Canada. This was in stark contrast to just ten years before, when ten 

of the academic historians contributing to the CHR had studied at Oxbridge and only four 

held PhDs from North American universities. By the 1950s, then, the PhD had become 

the standard in training for those who sought to become historians in university 

departments. As Donald Wright observes, this trend had begun with the post-1918 

generation of academics as the measure of suitable candidates for such positions 

increasingly emphasized the production of studies based on original research.4 The 

figures also reveal another startling change: the decline of the central place that Oxford 

held among this network as a place of higher learning. While their peers certainly would 

have held those with degrees from these illustrious institutions in high esteem, the 

expansion of universities in North America, and with them the programs offered in 

history departments, meant that aspiring historians could now stay closer to home when 

pursuing their studies. Despite this turn, idealistic influences from Europe and Britain 

continued to prove influential upon historical scholarship in Canada, and the 

philosophical response by those at the CHR to the challenge of Marxism varied in some 

crucial respects from that of the American historians.  
                                                
4 Wright, The Professionalization of History in English Canada, 54-56. 
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Idealism Continued: A Distinctly Canadian Reaction to the Marxist Challenge 

 As the 1950s progressed, there was little evidence of a shift in the manner in 

which those at the CHR collectively conceived of historical change or in the way they 

regarded the relationship of the individual to society. Philosophical commentary in the 

journal continued to privilege idealistic incarnations of historical theory in line with a 

liberal, Crocean view of the craft. In this vein, they also rejected deterministic models of 

describing change and insisted that the methods of the natural sciences were a poor fit 

with the daunting task of the historical researcher, namely the reconstruction of the past 

through a sympathetic examination of the actions of individual actors and the 

identification of the influences that guided their behaviour.       

 A comparison of the thought of Isaiah Berlin with statements on the nature of 

historical research emanating from the CHR provides an illuminating gateway into the 

predominant framework among the network in this decade. In Historical Inevitability, 

Berlin began with a consideration of the legacy of Comte on the development of the 

social sciences. While Comte never explicitly stated that social phenomena were 

sufficiently reducible to render them into a natural science, Berlin insisted that his 

musings tended in that direction. The most troubling consequence of doing so for Berlin 

was that the attempt to ape the natural sciences in sociological studies lent itself to a drive 

to consider larger patterns in the process of history. While he certainly advocated the 

adoption of a standard and method for historical scholarship, Berlin perceived a tendency 

by those who considered history a science to explain gaps in knowledge with reference to 

these broader theories without a consideration of the complexity inherent in social 
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relations.5 In addition, Berlin appeared to be taken with the notion that deterministic 

theories ultimately absolved the individual of personal responsibility. Yet in this work, 

his liberal preoccupation with the responsibility of individuals for their choices often 

translated into a fixation on the means of apportioning culpability for wrongdoing rather 

than a celebration of achievement or an emphasis on the domain of free will.6  

 On the surface, the emphasis Berlin placed on the importance of the individual as 

a free agent acting upon the environment certainly sat comfortably within the dominant 

vein of historical interpretation in the CHR through this decade. For instance, Creighton 

and Careless, though cognizant of the means by which geography framed the unfolding 

of the Canadian narrative, had nonetheless focused upon the transplantation of European 

culture and society to North America by settlers who adapted the environment to their 

needs, rather than the reverse. Yet Bailey,7 in his review of Historical Inevitability for the 

CHR, remained sceptical of the broader thrust of the argument. He observed that Berlin 

had not fully explored the possibility that history represented the impersonal product of 

the interaction of individual wills each acting in their own free and limited spheres. 

Though Bailey believed the author argued cogently, he nonetheless concluded that Berlin 

had failed in freeing his conception of the moral order of decision-making factors from 

                                                
5 Isaiah Berlin, Historical Inevitability (London: Oxford University Press, 1955), 3-5, 51-53. 
6 As Nancy Christie observes, a number of influential Canadian intellectuals, including liberals such as 
Lower, emphasized individual responsibility over individual rights in the postwar period. For them, the 
trappings of the modern welfare state eroded the sense of obligation that one had to the family and the 
community, replacing it with an attitude in which citizens developed a passive dependency upon the state 
for the obtainment of their needs. Instead, they favoured an organic, anti-materialist vision of society in 
which social ties expanded outwards from the family. This, combined with an emphasis on spirituality and 
the development of individual character, would foster a more voluntaristic approach to citizenship. Nancy 
Christie, “‘Look out for Leviathan:’ The Search for a Conservative Modernist Consensus,” in Micheal 
Gauvreau and Nancy Christie, eds., Cultures of Citizenship in Post-War Canada, 1940-1955 (Montreal and 
Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2003), 72-77.   
7 In some respects, Bailey is an idiosyncratic figure within the network in the postwar period. Although 
liberal in orientation, he nonetheless continued to employ an anthropological methodology that was more 
reminiscent of the 1930s in much of his research. 
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the relativism he set out to criticize. Berlin denied the subjective nature of moral 

judgments, yet his defence of this stance was insufficient. Bailey believed that his attempt 

to link them to “canons accepted as normal” in societies around the world and across time 

provided an inadequate defence against charges of relativism.8      

 The dual attack on relativism and subjectivity was central to the response of 

American academics to the threat they perceived from Soviet Communism. According to 

Novick, historians in the United States had erroneously come to conflate relativism with 

scepticism, in the process associating Croce, Beard, and Becker with intellectual heresy. 

The academy south of the border had reacted to the political climate by embracing an 

absolutism that insisted upon the singularity and immutability of “truth.” Novick, 

however, draws the distinction between sceptics on the one hand and relativists on the 

other. The former deny that the truth is discoverable, while the latter cautiously refute the 

notion that there exist universal and timeless criteria for the judgment of societies, eras, 

and methodologies.9 There exists very little evidence to suggest that contributors to the 

CHR similarly conflated scepticism with relativism. In fact, Bailey hoped that all 

historians would agree with the assertion of C. Vann Woodward, who in calling out the 

“venal misrepresentations” of Beard and Becker, nonetheless insisted that the historian 

“retain ‘a fundamentally unshakeable conviction that the past is real – however hard it 

may be to define its nature and write an unbiased record of it.’”10 With reference to a 

collection of unnamed articles by Beard in the American Historical Review from the mid-

1930s, Flenley defended the ability to write objective history through the Crocean 

                                                
8 Alfred G. Bailey, “Review of Isaiah Berlin’s Historical Inevitability and C. Vann Woodward’s American 
Attitudes Toward History,” Canadian Historical Review 37, no. 1 (1956): 95.  
9 Novick, That Noble Dream, 262-263.  
10 Bailey, “Review of Isaiah Berlin’s Historical Inevitability and C. Vann Woodward’s American Attitudes 
Toward History,” 96. 
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method. In doing so, he acknowledged that some element of subjectivity was inherent in 

historical method, since there existed no universal criterion for selecting the evidence 

with which researchers constructed their studies.11  

 The dominance of the Crocean view of historical method as filtered through 

Collingwood, namely the call to reconstruct the past by imaginatively engaging with the 

thought of individuals, precluded academic historians in the CHR from waging an attack 

on relativism or subjectivity. Acknowledgment of an element of subjectivity in historical 

scholarship was certainly compatible with their view of the individual, one that 

encouraged the free scholar to examine evidence independently and question the 

conclusions of their peers. In addition, views similar to those of Bailey and Flenley 

appear in other book reviews in the journal through the decade. Wallace K. Ferguson, an 

academic who specialized in the study of civilizations and historical thought, gave a 

highly favourable review in the CHR of a collection of essays that surveyed the varieties 

of history as practiced since Voltaire. He noted that the work carried two morals, namely 

that history was “a relative thing, constantly changing,” and that “the historian will 

probably approach much closer to objective truth if he recognizes the subjective nature of 

his own interpretation of the data.”12 Saunders expressed scepticism at the attempt by one 

academic who believed it possible to discover absolute standards of truth through the 

study of biography. The work in question had sprung from the urge of the author to attack 

relativism from a Christian framework. Yet as Saunders astutely remarked, if the word of 

God was to be absolute truth, and each person understands this word differently, then it 

                                                
11 R. Flenley, “History and its Neighbours Today,” Canadian Historical Review 34, no. 4 (1953): 330. 
12 Wallace K. Ferguson, “Review of Fritz Stern, ed.’s The Varieties of History from Voltaire to the 
Present,” Canadian Historical Review 38, no. 1 (1957): 73. 
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offers no escape from relativity.13 Such statements are suggestive of a comfort with the 

concept of relativity and an acceptance on the part of English-Canadian academic 

historians of the inherently subjective nature of their scholarship. In fact, the recognition 

of the limitations of historical thought ultimately contributed to their doubt in the ability 

of a study of the past to yield universal patterns that guided human development. 

 Another strain of historical thought that directly influenced some of the content in 

the CHR was that of Herbert Butterfield, especially his treatise on the errors of Whig 

history from 1931. He began with a premise that was unproblematic among this network 

of researchers, namely that all historical inquiry rested upon the ability of the scholar to 

plumb the minds of others to comprehend the motives behind their behaviour. Errors 

occurred in this process when researchers entered into the realm of the past and 

interpreted the facts with direct and constant reference to the present, in search of the 

origins of contemporary values or institutions. Butterfield alleged that this method – 

which he labelled the Whig interpretation – caused its practitioners to draw a line of 

causation through the past along which individuals and events become helpers or 

hinderers of progress to the present. This method squared poorly with his own conception 

of the historical process, in which change over time was “the result of the continued 

interplay and perpetual collision” of opposing forces. Institutions such as the British 

constitution were therefore in every sense the “product of history,” as they organically 

embodied “all the balances and compromises and adjustments that were necessitated by 

this interplay.”14 Though he declared the futility of a search of the past for general truths 

or formulas of historical change, Keith C. Sewell nonetheless observed that Butterfield 

                                                
13 Richard M. Saunders, “Review of Mario M. Rossi’s A Plea for Man,” Canadian Historical Review 37, 
no. 4 (1956): 375. 
14 Herbert Butterfield, The Whig Interpretation of History (London: G. Bell and Sons, 1959), 9-33, 41-42. 
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repeatedly claimed a belief in the operation of Providence in the world. While he 

conceded that the ability to trace this influence was beyond the means of the historian, the 

concept nevertheless ordered his perception of the past and the construction of his 

historical narratives.15  

Much of his worldview fit well within the predominant liberal framework of the 

CHR, particularly the rejection of causal explanations of change in favour of “a 

labyrinthine piece of network.”16 Evidence also exists to suggest that Butterfield indeed 

influenced the thought of many within the postwar network of the Review. References to 

him appear six times in the journal between 1946 and 1963, while his name appears 

seven times in the Annual Report between 1946 and 1967. As demonstrated later in this 

chapter, some contributors to the CHR adopted the essence of his critique of Whig history 

and applied them to their own appraisals of Anglo-Canadian historiography.  

 In turning to Croce, Collingwood, and others, authors for the CHR had taken up 

the call to examine the living past, to relive moments as experienced by historical actors 

in their own minds. When engaging their subjects of study, they remained aware of 

myriad potential motivators of action, each of which simultaneously acted on one 

another, forming a web in which the individual in question was enmeshed. As they had in 

the years immediately following the Second World War, commentators in the CHR 

therefore continued to minimize affinities between history and the natural sciences. 

Fiedhouse panned a report by the Social Sciences Research Council for two of its 

assumptions, namely that history was a social science and that historical writing entailed 

                                                
15 Keith C. Sewell, Herbert Butterfield and the Interpretation of History (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2005), 3. For a biography of Butterfield that delves into his thought on historical methodology, science, and 
religion, see Michael Bentley, The Life and Thought of Herbert Butterfield: History, Science, and God 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011). 
16 Butterfield, The Whig Interpretation of History, 45. 
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a positivistic process. To him, it appeared as if its authors were unaware of the theories of 

Dilthey, Croce, Oakeshott, and Collingwood. He insisted that the study of history 

achieved its greatest successes only where it achieved its independence from the social 

sciences and rejected the slavish application of broad theories to the complexity of the 

narrative.17 The rejection of scientific methods echoed the critique outlined by Karl 

Popper in The Poverty of Historicism. Here, he linked the search for patterns and laws 

that was common to many strands of social science, notably Marxism, to a desire to 

predict the course of history. His liberal critique of historicism rested on a pluralistic 

conception of society, one in which the infinite complexity and unpredictability of 

individual action made the identification of predictive laws impossible and led historicists 

to make grave errors in the application of their theories to the body politic.18 Not only did 

historians in the network reject social science due to the incompatibility of its aims with 

their conception of the complexity of society, but they also likely came to associate such 

intentions with those of Marxists.  

 Saunders displayed an affinity with Fieldhouse and Popper in his own critique of 

efforts to convert historical scholarship into a form of social science. The association of 

history with the search for explanatory social laws was fundamentally at odds with the 

quest to describe the manner in which the past had actually unfolded, as the complexity 

of human experience defied the oversimplification necessary to craft vast generalizations. 

His views on human nature evidently bled into his musings. Saunders believed that when 

humans appeared on the “world scene,” they brought at the same time an “element of free 

                                                
17 H. N. Fieldhouse, “Review of the Social Science Research Council’s The Social Sciences in Historical 
Study: A Report of the Committee on Historiography and UNESCO’s The Teaching of the Social Sciences 
in the United States,” Canadian Historical Review 36, no. 3 (1955): 256-259. 
18 Karl Popper, The Poverty of Historicism, Boston: The Beacon Press, 1957. 
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decision and consequent uncertainty” that made speculation on likelihood and probability 

– essential to any theory purporting to predict historical change – nearly impossible. 

Historians placed themselves in a position to predict the future only by fitting humanity 

in a “deterministic straitjacket” and closing their own eyes to swaths of evidence. The 

result was a distortion of the past as it had actually existed.19 The conflation of scientific 

history with determinism suggests that many within the CHR responded to the hegemonic 

threat posed by Marxism through an embrace of a liberal idealistic philosophy, one that 

emphasized the free will of historical agents. In this context, they entered a defensive 

mode and reacted by adopting a revamped version of the idealism that had been dominant 

in Anglo-Canadian intellectual circles in the first decades of the century. Their preferred 

target of attack – determinism – represented a quest on behalf of those writing for the 

CHR to put their own ideological house in order. It therefore stands to reason that authors 

in the Review responded to the challenge of Marxism by following the implications of 

their own brand of liberal philosophical idealism. 

 While Marxism had not been a formative influence on any of the Anglophone 

academic historians, some nevertheless continued to perceive pernicious influences 

within the discipline. At the annual meeting of the CHA in 1957, Creighton delivered a 

presidential address that scathingly reproached his colleagues for their previous attempts 

to import frameworks from other fields and countries and apply them to a Canadian 

context, namely the Frontier Theory and Marxism. In his tirade, he asserted that such an 

approach was mistaken, since their business was that of carefully and imaginatively 

studying the facts of the Canadian past without reference to ready-made deterministic 

                                                
19 Richard M. Saunders, “Some Thoughts on the Study of History,” Canadian Historical Review 37, no. 2 
(1956): 114-116.  
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frameworks. For this grave error he blamed the nationalists within the academy, who had 

“imported intellectual reach-me-downs which were as ill-fitting as they were 

fashionable.”20 While Creighton was certainly not opposed to fashioning overarching 

narratives though which to interpret history, here he expressed a liberal vision of 

historical scholarship, reflecting a desire to focus on local events and patterns before 

formulating a more general and synthetic analysis of the past. Nevertheless, he remained 

conveniently silent regarding some of the deterministic implications of his own 

scholarship in the 1930s, particularly those arising from his characterization of the St. 

Lawrence and Great Lakes as a natural geographic and economic unit.  

 The audience reacted to the venomous diatribe with both disbelief and disgust. 

Underhill, one of the chief targets of the address, had organized a reception at his home 

following the event, where the conversations inevitably centred on the surreal spectacle 

they had just witnessed.21 Yet despite his exaggeration, Creighton identified the kernels 

of a number of sentiments with which many in the audience would have agreed. The 

Frontier Thesis had fallen out of the conversation, and those of his peers who had 

experimented with environmentalist frameworks had long since abandoned them due to 

their perceived implications of determinism. In fact, the character of scholarship in the 

CHR tellingly came to reflect the idealistic turn in a number of key aspects, as historical 

researchers continued their exploration of the liberal way of life as it had developed in 

Canada. 

 

 

                                                
20 Donald Creighton, “Presidential Address.” Annual Report of the Canadian Historical Association 
(1957): 5-6, 10, 12. 
21 Wright, Donald Creighton: A Life in History, chapter 9. 
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Constructing the Pantheon of Canadian History 

 A survey of the contents of the CHR from 1954 to 1959 yields a number of 

glaring trends in historical scholarship. Among the research articles, subjects dealing with 

political history clearly carry the day, with 35 out of 55 pieces focusing partly or entirely 

on such themes. Several of these were vignettes, studying a particular historical question 

or episode in the Canadian past. In many cases, authors chose to narrate by focusing on 

one or a few pivotal characters that played a decisive hand in these. One such example 

was the study of the rout of the Conservatives in the 1925 federal election in Quebec. 

Here, Regina College historian Roger Graham22 explained the defeat through the 

character of the thoroughly uncharismatic leader Arthur Meighen and a number of 

strategic missteps on his part and that of E. L. Patenaude, his right-hand man in the 

province.23 Historian Alvin C. Gluek Jr. of Michigan State examined the question of 

American involvement in the Riel Rebellion by focusing on the efforts of a small band of 

Minnesotan annexationists to sway Washington to intervene in the unfolding drama.24 

Overall, there existed the faint echo of a Crocean idealism within this narrative pattern. 

Here, researchers such as Graham and Gluek attempted to arrive at a more profound 

understanding of the historical episodes in question by examining them through the 

perspectives of those they identified as their key protagonists.  

                                                
22 Roger Graham completed his B.A. at United College, Winnipeg, before earning an M.A. and PhD at 
Toronto. He taught at the University of Regina, the University of Saskatchewan, and Queen’s. He is best 
known for his biographies, especially that of Arthur Meighen. Gordon Goldsborough, “Memorable 
Manitobans: William Roger Graham (1919-1988),” Manitoba Historical Society, accessed August 15, 
2016, last modified March 12, 2011 http://www.mhs.mb.ca/docs/people/graham_wr.shtml . 
23 Roger Graham, “Arthur Meighen and the Conservative Party in Quebec: The Election of 1925,” 
Canadian Historical Review 36, no. 1 (1955): 17-35. 
24 Alvin C. Gluek Jr., “The Riel Rebellion and Canadian-American Relations,” Canadian Historical Review 
36, no. 3 (1955): 199-221. 
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 When examining these historical episodes, contributors to the CHR tended to 

frame them as narratives, a pattern common to many of the articles that appeared in the 

journal since its founding in 1920. This proclivity for story-telling fit particularly well 

with an academic network that was averse to applying theories to the interpretation of 

documentary evidence and keen to uphold the agency of the liberal individual. Hayden 

White asserts that the weight of explanation in the narrative mode rests upon on the 

selection and organization of the facts presented. The assumption behind this method was 

that the particular arrangement of details in the story implicitly yielded an explanation of 

what had occurred if historians presented the materials correctly. Narratives therefore 

served as convenient tools with which to present explanations of historical change 

without explicit recourse to theoretical or ideological constructs.25  

 The idealistic turn also manifested itself in other choices that researchers made in 

selecting subjects of study. Some articles of the political genre also attempted to penetrate 

the thought of prominent Canadian party leaders, ostensibly with the goal of clarifying 

the motivations that lay behind their actions in public life. In this vein, academic H. S. 

Ferns and diplomat Bernard Ostry examined the activities of Mackenzie King in the years 

immediately prior to the First World War as a means of understanding the manner in 

which he viewed the world.26 Lillian F. Gates identified a common thread that ran 

                                                
25 Hayden White, Metahistory: The Historical Imagination in Nineteenth-Century Europe (Baltimore: 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1973), 142-143. 
26 In this article, the authors highlighted what they perceived to be a tendency toward fickleness on the part 
of the future Prime Minister. Their portrayal of King was highly negative, and they concluded that “he 
possessed neither consistency of understanding nor consistency of emotion.” The piece sparked a cutting 
rejoinder from Lower, who detected bias in the views of the authors. Despite his lack of enthusiasm for 
King, Lower noted that his pre-war pacifism – a key element in the article – was not an opportunistic move, 
but the expression of a common sentiment in Canada in those days. He doubted that “it is good history to 
see in his attempts to interest people in International Conciliation anything subterranean or Machiavellian. 
I doubt if it maintains good historical perspective to make so much of what, after all, was no great matter. 
Finally, I doubt whether obvious bias and a constant spray of weak acidic solution, unpleasantly scented, 
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through the thought of William Lyon Mackenzie. Rather than a “chattering agitator 

without any overall conceptions,” the radical leader displayed a primary concern in his 

writing with the economic development of Upper Canada and the means by which 

settlers might receive an equitable share of the wealth they produced.27  

 Given the popularity of the Crocean analytical approach, it comes as no surprise 

that the 1950s represented a golden age of biography in English-Canadian historiography. 

The genre became a natural and favourite tool for understanding the complexities of life 

in the past, since it lent itself to an emphasis of the role of the individual in the historical 

process. As Rudin observes, its popularity also reflected anxieties dominant in American 

historiography at the time, particularly the search for the enduring achievements of 

Western civilization in light of the challenge posed to it by Soviet Communism.28 The 

most notable biography on the Canadian scene in this period was the two-volume study 

of John A. Macdonald by Creighton, with the first released in 1952 and the second 

following in 1955. On the release of the second volume, Stacey reviewed this “brilliant” 

tome for the CHR, noting that “the completed work is more than a mere study of an 

individual; it is both a fundamental original contribution to the history of Canada, and a 

permanent addition to Canadian literature.” Still, he chastised the author for his overly 

sympathetic portrayal of Macdonald, one that occasionally led Creighton to adopt some 

                                                                                                                                            
upon the subject of the biography can constitute good biography.” H. S. Ferns and Bernard Ostry, 
“Mackenzie King and the First World War,” Canadian Historical Review 36, no. 2 (1955): 93-112; and 
“Notes and Comments,” Canadian Historical Review 36, no. 3 (1955): 292.  
27 Lillian F. Gates, “The Decided Policy of William Lyon Mackenzie,” Canadian Historical Review 40, no. 
3 (1959): 185-208. 
28 Rudin, Making History in Twentieth-Century Quebec, 107. 
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of the attitudes of the first Canadian Prime Minister without exercising a sufficiently 

critical detachment.29  

 The biographical mode of historical writing also served a crucial purpose for 

those engaging the past with an eye to distilling the essence of Canada, as such studies 

provided the public with accounts of exemplary individuals whose deeds had shaped the 

history of the country. According to Alan Gordon, heroic figures are never emblematic of 

an existing national ideal, but instead they play a pivotal role in their construction. Given 

the perpetual change of modernity, such individuals provide the nation with a sense of 

time. As figures embodying the virtues of the nation, heroes act as forces of social 

cohesion, aiding in the formation of a bond between its members.30 From this 

perspective, the apparently drastic shift in the scholarship of Creighton – from a 

deterministic fixation on the St. Lawrence to an individualistic reverence for Macdonald 

– displays a greater continuity. In both cases, he wrote of heroes through which he sought 

to discover the timeless values of a Canadian nation.    

 Creighton was not the only figure crafting the biography of a pivotal Canadian 

politician in this decade. For instance, the article by Graham on Meighen and the election 

of 1925 was a by-product of his far more ambitious project to write a biography of the 

Conservative leader. Before his death in July 1958, Dawson had been engaged for the 

previous seven years in research for the official biography of Mackenzie King.31 

Collectively, academic historians in English Canada had embarked on an attempt to 

provide accurate and stimulating portraits of formative and influential political leaders. 

                                                
29 C. P. Stacey, “Review of Donald Creighton’s John A. Macdonald: The Old Chieftain.” Canadian 
Historical Review 37, no. 1 (1956): 77. 
30 Gordon, The Hero and the Historians, 3-7. 
31 “Notes and Comments,” Canadian Historical Review 40, no. 1 (1959): 90-92. 
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They had begun to people the pantheon of Canadian history in earnest, and many of the 

pieces in the CHR, such as that by Creighton on the portrayal of Macdonald by Canadian 

historians in 1948, reflected this change of emphasis in research. Biographies accounted 

for a significant, though hardly striking share of the monographs reviewed in the journal 

in this decade as well. In 1952, for example, five of the 63 titles that appeared in this 

section were biographical. The greatest number of reviews of biographies came at the 

turn of the 1950s. A whopping 13 of the 51 books that appeared in the general review 

section were from this genre in 1948, while nine of the 74 titles reviewed in 1950 were of 

the same category.  

 Despite the appeal of biography among the network of the CHR in the 1950s, the 

journal itself was notable for the absence of articles comprising short studies of the lives 

of influential Canadians. The editorial staff shied away from the publication of such 

pieces since the medium of biography itself tended to dovetail poorly with the broader 

aims of the Review. Conacher addressed the issue at a symposium of the CHA in 1952 

that dealt with the relationship between that body, the CHR, and local history. He 

remarked that the Review tended as a rule to reject many of the biographical articles it 

received, mainly on the grounds that they were too narrowly of local interest without any 

expansive relevance to Canadian history. To fit within the editorial policy, submissions of 

a biographical nature had to treat a “central thread in the history of one of the constituent 

parts of Canada” or provide “illustrations of broader themes.”32  

 The contents of the CHR reflected trends in research such as the turn to 

biography. Yet there were broader methodological and philosophical themes taken up by 

                                                
32 Neatby, Conacher, Preston, Provost, and Thomas, “The Canadian Historical Association, the Canadian 
Historical Review, and Local History: A Symposium,” 52. 
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the CHR network. Building upon earlier theoretical work, Careless penned an article for 

the CHR in 1954 to appraise the progress achieved by his colleagues up to that point in 

charting Canadian history. Here, he examined the strengths and weaknesses of previous 

frameworks of interpretation and anticipated novel avenues of investigation. His survey 

of postwar literature in Canada led him to suggest the adoption of a fresh conceptual 

scaffolding upon which to construct the national narrative. Dubbed the “metropolitan 

approach,” it served as a means of recasting environmentalism and dovetailed well with 

the existing historiography. 

 Careless observed that by framing the broader patterns of national history through 

an emphasis on the guiding role played by its urban elite, the historiography then 

achieved a greater harmony with the actual historical record. Moreover, such a 

framework matched well with the tendency of the federal government to centralize 

power. Since the inherited narrative emphasized the collaboration of the public and 

private spheres in overcoming the physical barriers to national unity, Careless believed 

that a new interpretative framework necessarily had to account for “the history of the 

forces seeking to organize communication systems and extend commerce.” He even 

asserted that “the building of the C. P. R. so far ahead of settlement, and Macdonald’s 

policies of economic nationalism in general, were plain manifestations of the power of 

metropolitan influences in Canadian politics.” In formulating his hypothesis, Careless 

built upon the scholarship of Creighton in particular, whose Laurentian School 

emphasized the hierarchical nature of the trade and communication networks that created 

the foundations of the Canadian economy.33 Though a novel approach, it nonetheless 

                                                
33 J. M. S. Careless, “Frontierism, Metropolitanism, and Canadian History,” Canadian Historical Review 
35, no. 1 (1954): 16, 19-21. 
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built upon previous historiographical trends without rejecting them entirely. Yet within 

the sedimentary layers of accumulated frameworks, the Creightonian narrative had come 

out most dominant.  

 Apart from the influence of Creighton, Careless borrowed from other sources in 

delineating the outline of his framework for interpreting Canadian history. In fact, he 

noted a study of nineteenth-century Toronto by D. C. Masters from 1947 as the direct 

inspiration for his novel approach. In The Rise of Toronto, 1850-1890, this University of 

Toronto historian described the transformation of the city from an insignificant colonial 

settlement to a major urban centre on the cusp of bringing a wide swath of its hinterland 

under its economic and cultural dominion.34 Yet the inspiration behind the framework 

through which Masters interpreted the growth of Toronto came from the research of a 

professor at Harvard in the early 1920s named N. S. B. Gras.35 The pattern of 

development as described by Gras exhibited a great compatibility with the accumulated 

historiography of the Anglophones. The backbone of the thesis rested upon a framework 

in which economic and geographic structures determined the development of vast 

regions, paralleling the thrust of research of some historians of the 1930s. Moreover, it 

highlighted the critical role of trade and communications networks in this process, 

proving to be a compelling element of the theory for a network of academics who 

                                                
34 See D. C. Masters, The Rise of Toronto: 1850-1890 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1947). 
35 In his survey of the development of the modern capitalist economy, Gras outlined a process by which 
some cities became the nodal points around which trade and finance pivoted. Such a centre was a 
“metropolis,” which he defined in terms of its function, rather than its size. As a prosperous city evolved 
into a metropolis, it began to exercise commercial dominance over a wide swath of territory in a given 
region, subordinating other cities and towns in its hinterland to the influence of its markets. As a result, 
these cities then broke free from the “tutelage” of the parent metropolis under which they had developed. 
At the final stage in the evolution, the metropolis also served as centre for the production of culture, which 
then spread to the hinterland through the existing networks that had arisen as the result of commercial 
activity. N. S. B. Gras, An Introduction to Economic History (New York: Harper and Brothers, 1922), 184, 
266-269, 328-329. 
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emphasized the role that the construction of such links through public and private 

ventures had played in forging a united Canada. But the Metropolitan Thesis also 

dovetailed with more recent developments in Anglophone historical scholarship. Its 

emphasis on the hierarchical nature of the relationship of various settlements with the city 

and the metropolis provided these researchers with a conceptual framework with which to 

describe the process whereby European civilization had spread to North America. Here 

was a theory that appeared to account for the predominantly British character of Canada.  

 Perhaps the greatest trait of the Metropolitan Thesis was the flexible manner in 

which academics might interpret and employ it. The theory appeared to be compatible 

with and conformed to the thrust of much of the scholarship that had appeared in the 

CHR since its foundation. While Careless crafted his article with the intention of 

recasting environmentalism, he warned his audience against an excessive application of 

the concept to research, lest academics merely reject a “frontier determinism” in favour 

of another in a metropolitan guise.36 In light of the turn towards biography and the search 

for the enduring roots of Western civilization, some researchers employed the theory as a 

means of re-introducing the “great man” mode of historical narration through the 

backdoor. In reviewing a study by Jacob Spelt on urban development in south-central 

Ontario, Masters, who was well familiar with the Metropolitan Thesis, critiqued the more 

deterministic implications of the work that emphasized the role of environmental factors 

in shaping the rise of cities. Masters noted that “it is difficult in a work of this nature to 

avoid the impression that the rise and fall of towns is the result of a series of impersonal 

forces: geographic, economic, and the like.” Though the thesis outlined by Gras 

attributed primary significance to such forces in determining which cities evolved into 
                                                
36 Careless, “Frontierism, Metropolitanism, and Canadian History,” 21. 
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metropolises, Masters evidently interpreted the theory in another light. Instead, he 

suggested that Spelt focus more on “the importance of personality” in his study, tracing 

the influence of such notable figures as the Boultons, McMasters, and Gooderhams in 

accounting for the rise of Toronto as a metropolitan centre.37 While he demonstrated a 

lack of awareness of the implications behind the theory that he had helped to disseminate, 

Masters nonetheless suggested its protean nature in the manner in which he critiqued this 

study. 

 But surprisingly few references to “Frontierism, Metropolitianism, and Canadian 

History” appear in the footnotes of journal articles in the CHR. A search of citations 

yields only one reference to the piece.38 Rather than a landmark survey of the literature 

that broke with the historiographical tradition, the article by Careless sought to channel 

recent developments and provide them with a coherent framework. In this respect, the 

work merely reflected the broader pattern it traced. The quest to comprehend the complex 

nature of the relationship between Canada and its European heritage continued in earnest 

through the 1950s, and contributions to the CHR strongly reflected this trend. A perusal 

of its contents yields a striking amount of material that considered the formative role that 

Britain played in the creation and development of the Canadian state and its institutions 

from the Conquest to the twentieth century. Jack M. Sosin of the Political Economy 

Department of the University of Toronto penned an article that considered the place of 

French settlements in the interior of the continent in British policy in the 1760s and 

                                                
37 D. C. Masters, “Review of J. Spelt’s The Urban Development in South-Central Ontario,” Canadian 
Historical Review 37, no. 1 (1956): 85-86.  
38 In “The Concept of Social Class and the Interpretation of Canadian History,” S. R. Mealing of Carleton 
noted the article.  The author believed that the piece by Careless might, like the work of Arthur Schlesinger, 
leave room to think about class differences as a means of complicating analyses of sectional and regional 
interests. S. R. Mealing, “The Concept of Social Class and the Interpretation of Canadian History,” 
Canadian Historical Review 46, no. 3 (1965): 217. 
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1770s.39 Stacey wrote on the offer by Macdonald in 1885 to the government in London to 

raise troops for its activities in Sudan.40 James Eayrs, also of the Department of Political 

Economy at Toronto, chronicled the activities of the Canadian Round Table Movement, a 

group that in the second decade of the twentieth century included Wrong among its 

ranks.41  

 Stacey also crafted a study regarding the British decision to withdraw its troops 

from North America by framing it in the context of European power politics.42 

Ultimately, this article was characteristic of historical scholarship in the latter part of the 

1950s in many respects. Stacey treated the subject without searching for a cause-and-

effect relationship, but instead by uncovering the manner in which a number of 

simultaneous events affected one another in a complicated nexus. While providing a 

discrete study of a vignette in Canadian history, he sought to comprehend landmarks in 

the formation of the Canadian nation-state within the broader context of events not only 

in North America, but also in Britain and Europe without reference to more 

comprehensive theories imported from the social sciences. This, and other articles, tended 

to highlight historical figures and fragments of the past that emphasized their 

individuality. 

 In this period, Stacey and other historians such as Creighton tended to emphasize 

the positive, constructive role of the Crown and British culture in the formation of 

Canadian institutions. James A. Gibson, in studying the influence of the Colonial Office 
                                                
39 Jack M. Sosin, “The French Settlements in British Policy for the North American Interior, 1760-1774,” 
Canadian Historical Review 39, no. 3 (1958): 185-208. 
40 C. P. Stacey, “John A. Macdonald on Raising Troops in Canada for Imperial Service, 1885,” Canadian 
Historical Review 38, no. 1 (1957): 37-40. 
41 James Eayrs, “The Round Table Movement in Canada, 1909-1920,” Canadian Historical Review 38, no. 
1 (1957): 1-20. 
42 C. P. Stacey, “Britain’s Withdrawal from North America, 1864-1871,” Canadian Historical Review 36, 
no. 3 (1955): 185-188. 
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in the Confederation debates, perceived a bilateral relationship at play. He noted that the 

issue of Canadian federation played a significant role in bringing the department to the 

forefront after years of obscurity and decades of criticism from Little Englanders. 

Moreover, the corollary to his thesis was that before 1864, earlier attempts to unite the 

British North American colonies in a federation had actually suffered from the influence 

of the Colonial Office, since the tendency of the ministers in charge was to endure in the 

face of opposition rather than to innovate. The mechanics of British politics “actually 

obscured the project of Canadian federation” until the ascension of Cardwell, whom 

Gibson saw as responsible for the reinvigoration of government policy in late 1864.43 

Although his study still assigned primary agency to British politicians in achieving a 

Canadian federation, it nonetheless adopted a more balanced view of the beneficence of 

this influence.  

 While some academic historians employed the turn in scholarship merely to 

reorient the historiography without rejecting previous research in its entirety, others 

adopted the logic of the Metropolitan framework in a more aggressive manner. Saywell, 

in a revisionist piece for the journal in 1956, attempted to uncover the determining role 

that the Governor-General had played in the selection of Prime Ministers between the 

death of Macdonald in 1891 and the election of the Liberals in 1896. His stated goal was 

to examine the “positive role” of Governors-General in Canadian politics. With an 

unmistakable sarcasm, he opined that “much has been written about the Canadian 

                                                
43 In fact, Gibson hinted that the main reason for the shift in tone by British politicians in 1864 was a 
realization of the cost and burdens of defending its North American colonies given the tense international 
climate of the decade. James A. Gibson, “The Colonial Office View of Canadian Federation, 1856-1868.” 
Canadian Historical Review 35, no. 4 (1954): 279-280. For a more thorough study of the relationship 
between the federation question and the Colonial Office by a Canadian historian in this decade, see David 
M. L. Farr, The Colonial Office and Canada, 1867-1887 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1955).  
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Governor-General, but almost without exception the emphasis has been on the decline in 

his power and influence as Canadians groped their way to the liberal heaven of 

responsible government and Dominion autonomy.”44 This swipe at the nationalists 

echoed that of Creighton and was a rebuke for their perceived abandonment of important, 

practical political questions. He believed their enthrallment with the path along which 

Canada travelled to autonomy had led them to ignore facets of the past that proved 

crucial to comprehending the very process they claimed to describe.  

 The attack on nationalist historiography by Saywell, and even that of Creighton in 

his 1948 piece regarding the interpretation of Macdonald, evoked the same pattern of 

critique as that of Butterfield against the Whig historians. Creighton inveighed against 

not only what he perceived to be partisan bias toward the Liberal Party and its program in 

the literature, but most importantly the selection of a contemporary phenomenon – here 

the achievement of Canadian autonomy – and an interpretation of history that labeled 

events and leaders in terms of their contribution to or hindrance of that progressive 

evolution. He had argued that the Nationalist School had distorted understanding of the 

past by defining it almost exclusively in terms of emancipation from British control, 

thereby replicating the mistakes of the Whig historian Macaulay in their “parochial, 

contemporary, and argumentative” stance.45 Others took on the perspective of Butterfield 

as well in historical studies. J. K. McConica of the University of Saskatchewan examined 

the works of the nineteenth-century author William Kingsford to identify the core traits 

                                                
44 John T. Saywell, “The Crown and Politicians: The Canadian Succession Question, 1891-1896,” 
Canadian Historical Review 37, no. 4 (1956): 309. 
45 Creighton, “Sir John Macdonald and Canadian Historians,” 5-9. 
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of the mid-Victorian Whiggish liberal narrative of Canadian history.46 At the annual 

meeting of the CHA in 1957, K. W. McNaught revisited Canadian politics on the eve of 

the Second World War to identify the manner in which the Whig interpretation of 

national history came to influence the foreign policy of King and criticize the means by 

which he implemented it.47 In its application to the nationalist historiography, the line of 

attack offered by Butterfield became a formidable resource for those who sought to mute 

the similarities between Canada and the United States while shoring up the British 

inheritance in the national character.  

 There also exist some suggestions in the literature that the Metropolitan Thesis 

and the broader thrust of its implications provided researchers wary of the growing 

influence of the United States in Canadian life with a powerful and convincing way of 

resisting it. In this sense, the insistence upon the British nature of Canada was a reaction 

to broader diplomatic trends. Historical researchers plumbed the depths of earlier 

conceptions of national identity, emphasizing the British nature of Canada as a ready-

made means of enunciating the origins of its uniqueness. For Morton, the core of a 

national identity rested on a set of virtues common to the people who comprised the 

nation. In reviewing Foundations of Canadian Nationhood by Chester Martin for the 

CHR, he noted the “shallow” perspective of the author. While Martin identified Canadian 

nationality as a political creation whose British form of government provided the 

keystone to unity, Morton suggested that culture, language, the monarchy, and respect for 

                                                
46 He defined the core of the Whig approach in this period as the emphasis on the adoption of British 
political institutions in Canada. This, plus the innovation of the federal framework within the Westminster 
system, was for Kingsford and his generation the basis of a uniquely Canadian national identity. J. K. 
McConica, “Kingsford and Whiggery in Canadian History,” Canadian Historical Review 40, no. 2 (1959): 
108-120. 
47 K. W. McNaught, “Canadian Foreign Policy and the Whig Interpretation: 1936-1939,” Annual Report of 
the Canadian Historical Association (1957): 43-54. 
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tradition and authority all weighed heavier than political institutions in maintaining 

Canadian independence.48 Although the line of interpretation to which Martin adhered 

had not evolved significantly since the 1920s,49 Morton nonetheless identified a subtle 

distinction in his narrative that captured many of the trepidations of the Anglophone 

historical authors regarding the essentiality of the role assigned to French Canadians in 

the narrative. As Martin identified the origins of Canada in the ruins of first British 

Empire, the American Revolution thus becomes its moment of birth. Yet Morton 

suggested that by altering the plot to present New France as the birthplace of modern 

Canada, the Conquest then becomes the great divide and the American Revolution, as a 

result, is transformed into “a deliverance.” The question was “fundamental,” since it 

would determine “whether British Canadians remain in union with French Canadians in 

an independent nation, or slide slowly into the United States.”50 Here, Morton qualified 

Martin in an attempt to modify the narrative offered by the latter. The result was the 

enhancement and renewal of the British incarnation of Canadian identity. 

 The collective product of scholarship by the late 1950s marked the culmination of 

an underlying shift in the philosophical framework that had begun fifteen years prior. 

Rather than experiment with materialistic theories of historical change in their research, 

contributors to the CHR turned instead to a search for the roots of the liberal way of life 

in Canada. In doing so, they adopted a Crocean idealistic view of their craft that led them 

                                                
48 W. L. Morton, “Review of Chester Martin’s Foundations of Canadian Nationhood,” Canadian 
Historical Review 36, no. 4 (1955): 348-349. 
49 In this light, the thrust of the main argument in Foundations of Canadian Nationhood differs little from 
that of his landmark Empire and Commonwealth from 1929. Common to both are a Whiggish, teleological 
line of argument that presents the history of Canada within the broader framework of the development of 
the Commonwealth. Moreover, both present the history of the evolution of Canadian institutions as an 
organic process. See Chester Martin, Foundations of Canadian Nationhood (Toronto: University of 
Toronto Press, 1955).   
50 Morton, “Review of Chester Martin’s Foundations of Canadian Nationhood,” 348. 
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to recoil from conceptions of history as a scientific pursuit, associating this approach with 

deterministic frameworks that challenged their belief in the supremacy of individual free 

will. Consequently, the contents of the CHR evolved once again towards the production 

of a political history that examined the deeds of those prominent Canadians and 

Britishers who were its protagonists. Gone from the historiography were the debates 

regarding Dominion status and the emphasis on the achievement of self-government, 

since Creighton and others alleged that an insistence upon these themes implied the 

incompatibility of Canadian interests with those of Britain. Instead, many of the most 

influential members of the CHR network reinterpreted the subjects that were the mainstay 

of the Nationalist School, thereby salvaging from the narrative the emphasis on the 

distinctly British character of Canadian political institutions.   

 

The CHR Network on the Wisdom of Active Engagement of the Historian in Society 

 A perfunctory glance at the Notes and Comments section of the CHR in 1954 

reveals a network of historical researchers and academics actively engaged with the 

public. This persistent concern with educating Canadians was indicative of their long-

standing drive to teach the citizenry about the liberal foundations of their county. 

Significant numbers of academic historians in this period took part in the activities of 

local historical societies, either by drafting reports, speeches, and articles, or by taking on 

a managerial role in their organizations. Lewis Thomas of the University of Alberta gave 

a paper at the annual meeting of the provincial Historical Society that informed the 

audience of recent research into the history of Saskatchewan. R. A. Preston had become 

the secretary of the Kingston Historical Society, and Stanley of the Royal Military 
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College presented a paper dealing with the Battle of the Windmill at one of its meetings. 

W. Kaye Lamb was the President of the Champlain Society. Conacher served as its 

Honorary Editor, and enlisted the aid of several academic historians in producing the 

source volumes it assembled. For instance, Martin was assigned the task of preparing the 

diary of Lord Selkirk for print, while Underhill had edited the Dufferin-Carnarvon 

correspondence, and Morton assembled a volume on the Red River rising of 1870.51   

 In addition, academic historians continued the practice of disseminating a distilled 

version of their research for public consumption. For instance, G. W. Simpson of the 

History Department at the University of Saskatchewan was busy collaborating with 

journalist J. F. C. Wright in the production of a history of the province for its fiftieth 

anniversary.52 The CHA had also launched its series of historical booklets aimed partly at 

the general reading public. By May 1954, the Association had already released two under 

the guidance of the first Editor of the project, R. A. Preston. The goal of the program was 

to provide a source of accurate historical knowledge and to promote sound teaching in 

Canadian history, free of prejudice. Its first volumes garnered praise among academics, 

the media, and the general public, with the CHA realizing a modest profit from the 

publication.53 In the meantime, The Commercial Empire of the St. Lawrence had been 

such a commercial success that by the middle of the decade, it had sold out and second-

hand copies were selling for the same price as some rare books. The volume of demand 

prompted Macmillan to reprint an unmodified version of the landmark work in 1957.54 

Comments that delve into the nature of historical works at the time tended to seek a 

                                                
51 “Notes and Comments,” Canadian Historical Review 35, no. 2 (1954): 182-186; “Notes and Comments,” 
Canadian Historical Review 35, no. 4 (1954): 359-362. 
52 “Notes and Comments,” Canadian Historical Review 35, no. 2 (1954): 182. 
53 “Notes and Comments,” Canadian Historical Review 35, no. 3 (1954): 276. 
54 “Notes and Comments,” Canadian Historical Review 38, no. 1 (1957): 90. 
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balance between rigorous scholarship and the aesthetic appeal of the final product, 

largely as a means of engaging the public with quality scholarship. As Dominion 

Archivist W. Kaye Lamb55 noted in his presidential address before the CHA in 1958, 

historical writing must maintain the interest of the audience rather than attempt to amass 

a great deal of factual information.56 Flenley believed that most historians would agree 

with two propositions offered by G. M. Trevelyan, namely to produce a readable history, 

and for the general public to engage more with their work.57  

 While some academic historians such as Creighton continued to publish for an 

educated audience, others took to the airwaves to connect with the public. In 1960, 

Underhill and University of Toronto political scientist Paul W. Fox presented a two-part 

series on CBC Television on the radical tradition in Canadian history.58 Earlier in the 

decade, Lower had presented a six-part series on CBC Radio that, in the spirit of the 

times, sought to identify the core components and origins of the liberal way of life in 

Canada. He later revised the ideas he presented into a book, entitled This Most Famous 

Stream. Here, he identified liberalism with the Christian emphasis on the value and 

dignity of the individual. This in turn allowed Lower to transform liberalism into 

“something which, equated to ‘the eternal spirit of man,’ can virtually transcend 

                                                
55 W. Kaye Lamb obtained a B.A. and M.A. from the University of British Columbia before studying for a 
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history.”59 The political institutions that supported the liberal way of life evolved through 

centuries of push and pull between British governments, social movements, and 

individuals in an organic, piecemeal fashion. As the final product embodied the Christian 

spirit – and by extension human nature – any attempt to intervene in this historical 

process with grand blueprints for reform ultimately disrupted the flow of the liberal 

stream in history and invited tyranny to enter through the backdoor. In addition, his 

analysis of the liberal tradition suggested that only the Anglo-Saxon peoples of the 

Protestant tradition held the cultural traits necessary for its proper functioning. In the 

preface to the book, Lower invited his audience to “take out the institutions of freedom 

evolved by the English-speaking people and tested over the centuries.” The removal of 

the Anglo-Saxon societies and Protestantism from the world left Communism as the sole 

creative force. Though other creeds and cultures possessed unique merits, “the force that, 

for good or ill, has made the Western world is the way of life of which English-speaking 

Protestantism has been the nucleus. One only has to contrast Protestant Germany with 

English Protestantism to see this, or English Canada with French.”60  

 Despite the external appearance of confidence that such attempts at public 

education exude, some within academic circles began to question the effectiveness of 

their involvement in life outside of the ivory tower. Saunders identified a common 

critique of historians that had gained ground among his generation, namely that they had 

failed to provide the public and governments with sound guidance for future action. He 

then attributed this failure to the fact that historians were unable to identify scientific laws 
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that might allow them to propose sound solutions to social dilemmas.61 The critique of 

classifications that identified history as a science contributed to a growing malaise, one 

that also combined with fatigue from the constant bouts of introspection that had yet to 

identify the roots of a common Canadian nationality. Careless, for instance, remarked 

upon the habit of Canadians to call Royal Commissions “to inquire into the state of our 

national consciousness. In fact, the thought comes to mind that this particular plant might 

possibly thrive better if Canadians were not always anxiously pulling it up by the roots to 

see whether it is growing.”62 Such remarks suggest that Careless preferred a more 

organic, laissez-faire approach to the question. His comparison of Canadian national 

consciousness to a plant is also instructive, as it implies that not only did he view the 

development of culture as a natural process whose various products take on a life of their 

own, but also that any attempt to intervene in its progression counterproductively 

disrupted growth.  

 In the wake of the inquiry into the state of arts and culture in Canada by the 

Massey Commission, English-Canadian academic historians found themselves engaged 

in a debate regarding the merits and pitfalls of acquiescing to active state intervention in 

the cultural sphere.63 Though the CHR is remarkable for an almost complete absence of 

material on such matters, the Report of the Commission undergirded much of the debate 
                                                
61 Saunders, “Some Thoughts on the Study of History,” 114. 
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regarding national identity in the second half of the 1950s. At a CHA symposium on 

Canadianism in 1956, Hilda Neatby, who had served as one of the commissioners, 

reiterated her conviction that the creation of a distinctive Canadian culture required 

guidance and support by the state. In this sphere, she believed it would be detrimental for 

Canadians to allow the government to assume the role of the night watchman state; 

instead, Neatby advocated the adoption of the French perspective, in which the state was 

“a great social institution representing life in its wholeness.” Fellow commentator R. A. 

Preston agreed with most of the opinions provided by Neatby, though expressed 

disagreement with the tack of the Massey Commission. He insisted that any attempt to 

stimulate the development of an artificial Canadian culture would invariably encourage a 

mass of uniform, sterile products. Instead, he believed that a sophisticated people, even 

with the active support of the state in cultural production, would instinctively reject 

undesirable alien influences in the final product.64 Like Careless, Preston remained 

doubtful whether state intervention in the arts and education was in and of itself sufficient 

to foster a vibrant, unique Canadian culture. This approach to the construction of national 

identity assumed the existence of a Canadian spirit whose intrinsic uniqueness would 

manifest itself if artists and cultural workers were left to their own devices. 

 The divergent views of Neatby and Preston reflect two currents of social thought 

prevalent among Canadian intellectuals at the time. The first underscored the necessity of 

an educated elite to channel the products of modern mass culture in a fashion that would 

strip it of its consumerist excesses. They recommended that the state contribute actively 

to the production of an authentically Canadian highbrow culture. This paternalistic view 
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of cultural production reflected unease with a postwar material prosperity that critics 

feared would ultimately render Canadians a passive and docile people.65 The second 

current also harboured these very preoccupations, though its adherents responded in a 

different way. They saw the rise of an interventionist state in the postwar period as a 

threat to the individualist, idealist tradition of Canada. Unlike the more communally 

minded cultural elitists, they insisted that a dependence upon the state to ensure material 

welfare ultimately undermined the tendency of citizens to engage voluntarily in their 

community.66 Consequently, they remained suspicious of efforts by the state to intervene 

not only in economic affairs, but also those of culture. Although English-Canadian 

academic historians continued to engage with the public on an individual basis through 

many avenues, they also exhibited a parallel tension regarding their own efforts to 

intervene in the life of the country. This bout of soul-searching and self-doubt came 

precisely at a time when what appeared to be the greatest challenge to the project 

embodied by the CHR was consolidating.  

 

The RHAF as an Entrenched Challenge to the CHR 

 Historical scholarship in Quebec flourished after the Second World War, and the 

RHAF became a central venue for its dissemination. By as early as 1949, Groulx had 

become overwhelmed with the number of articles submitted to the Revue.67 Despite the 

financial challenges faced by its management, the publication had survived its first years 
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to become the focal point of a network of researchers who sought to comprehend the 

complexity of the French fact in America. In fact, the IHAF was an organization strapped 

for cash from its foundation through the 1950s. This situation only appeared to ease in the 

following decade, as indicated by the decision to pay contributors of material to the 

RHAF an honorarium.68 The Revue relied entirely upon the effort of volunteers to ensure 

the publication of each issue.69 What income the IHAF obtained came mostly from 

subscriptions to the journal and from generous donations from benefactors. Many 

members of the association, moved by admiration for the project and a desire to ensure its 

survival, provided modest sums of money. Subscribers such as Émile Deguire of Collège 

de Saint-Laurent occasionally topped up their annual subscriptions with an added 

donation, in this case twenty dollars.70 Under these circumstances, unforeseen 

eventualities and special projects could wreak budgetary havoc and threaten the stability 

of the Institut. The decision to provide the first Index for free to all subscribers in 1957 

had sunk the IHAF into a serious deficit, an error in judgment the management did not 

repeat ten years later.71  

 Until his death in 1967, Groulx was in most respects the management of the 

Revue. Correspondence emanating from the IHAF in this period suggests that Groulx, as 

Editor of the journal, took charge of finding collaborators and, with the assistance of 

secretary Juliette Lalonde,72 handled the more mundane tasks surrounding the 

                                                
68 Lionel Groulx to Léo-Paul Desrosiers, August 6, 1964, Fonds de l’Institut d’histoire de l’Amérique 
française, Bibliothèque et Archives Nationales du Québec, CLG 75 2009-08-003/1080. 
69 Lionel Groulx to G. Debien, August 2, 1949, Fonds de l’Institut d’histoire de l’Amérique française, 
Bibliothèque et Archives Nationales du Québec, CLG 75 2009-08-003/1080. 
70 Émile Deguire to Lionel Groulx, October 10, 1948, Fonds de l’Institut d’histoire de l’Amérique 
française, Bibliothèque et Archives Nationales du Québec, CLG 75 2009-08-003/1080. 
71 Juliette Rémillard to Rosario Bilodeau, January 31, 1967, Fonds de l’Institut d’histoire de l’Amérique 
française, Bibliothèque et Archives Nationales du Québec, CLG 75 2009-08-003/1079. 
72 After her marriage, she is referred to variously as Juliette Lalonde-Rémillard and Juliette Rémillard. 



 

 317 

publication. In a letter to Desrosiers, Groulx admitted to the suspicions his friend was 

harbouring, with the remark that “vous savez un peu comme je suis seul, et qu’en 

pratique, on m’abandonne tout le travail.”73  Despite the existence of a committee to 

manage the Institut, Groulx was the motor behind its inception and consolidation. It was 

Groulx who sent letters to various researchers such as Desrosiers in 1946 coaxing them to 

become leading members of the association; it was Groulx who promoted the exchange 

of the RHAF for other journals such as the AHR and CHR with their publishers; and it 

was Groulx who attempted to boost the profile of the Institut by inviting Mayor Houde to 

their first annual meeting in 1948.74 While a network of contributors emerged to provide 

the Revue with fresh and stimulating material, Groulx was the central node that welded 

them together in a single forum. 

The composition of this developing group of collaborators changed only modestly 

in the 1950s, though an examination of the profile of its members reveals some telling 

characteristics. Just as with the CHR, contributors to the RHAF were predominantly male. 

Of the authors that appeared in the first issue of volume six in 1952, only one of the ten 

was female. This figure rose to two out of 12 in the first issue of the eleventh volume in 

1957, comprising Montreal librarian Marie-Claire Daveluy and public educator 

Marguerite Michaud. Though neither held a position as a historian at a university, 

Michaud had received a doctorate in history from the Université de Montréal in 1947 and 
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previously studied at the Sorbonne.75 In fact, contributors to the RHAF in this period were 

employed in a number of fields, though many of them held positions associated with 

historical research. One librarian, one museum curator, and two archivists had written for 

the journal in the edition sampled from 1957.  

 Yet just as had been the case in the first issue of the RHAF in 1947, there 

remained a strong clerical presence in the network of contributors. In the sample issue 

from 1952, four of the ten authors were Catholic priests, and five years later, this figure 

jumped to exactly two thirds. Nevertheless, these clerics were intimately connected with 

the study of history or allied subjects. René Baudry76 was a teacher at the Collège Saint-

Joseph in Memramcook, New Brunswick, while Benoît Lacroix was a professor of 

medieval history at the Université de Montréal. André Vachon was employed at the 

provincial archives at Quebec, and Thomas Charland of the Université de Montréal was a 

professor of paleography and bibliography. Furthermore, several of the clerics who 

contributed to the issues sampled had received university training in history. Lacroix had 

completed his doctorate in medieval history at the University of Toronto. Léon Pouliot 

studied for his at the Gregorian University in Rome before becoming the archivist at the 

Collège Sainte-Marie. Archivist Honorius Provost held a Master’s Degree in history from 

Laval, while Vachon, who held a Bachelor’s Degree from the same university, was in the 

process of pursuing higher studies.77           
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  Collectively, this group of historical scholars continued to study the diverse 

aspects of life in French America over its long and storied past. Articles that appeared in 

1954 covered such themes as nationalism within the religious sphere, the explorations of 

Cartier, Father Dablon, and Father Druillettes, the expulsion of the Acadians, and the role 

that livestock played in the economy of New France. Pouliot wrote on the reaction of the 

bishops of Lower Canada to the union of 1840. Graduate student André Surprenant 

examined the missionary work of Father Pierre-Joseph-Marie Chaumonot among the 

Hurons. Groulx also continued to remain active in the Revue, publishing notes on a 

document dealing with the transport of the Acadians to Louisiana from 1760. 

 Contributors to the RHAF differed from those to the CHR in that they continued 

to explore a wide array of themes in their research without narrowly defining their craft 

around past politics. Like the network at the Review, however, those writing for the 

RHAF relied heavily on imported concepts for their methodology. The ideas of the 

French Annalistes became a popular framework through which many in this network 

perceived the past. Rudin identifies their scholarship as one of many formative influences 

on Groulx, who as a result called for an integral history that accounted for the interplay of 

social and economic forces in the collective life of French Canada.78 The particular type 

of Annaliste methodology that appeared to influence Groulx most was that of the earlier 

generations, of figures like Bloch, Febvre, and even Braudel, rather than that of 

Labrousse and the Marxists who came after. Yet apart from Groulx, the greatest influence 
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of the Annalistes appears among those at Laval.79 Though citations of their work appear 

only modestly in the footnotes of the RHAF in the 1950s, their group is the most 

commonly cited, after English- and French-Canadian scholars. Moreover, the individuals 

citing Annaliste scholarship – including Claude Galarneau of Laval and Michel Brunet of 

Montreal80 – were either university academics or graduate students, suggesting that their 

research influenced the scholarly output of the professionals more that it did for those 

outside of the academy.  

Galarneau was the first postwar Francophone historian to study in France, and 

accordingly applied much of the Annaliste influence he had imbibed there to an 

interpretation of the past in Quebec.81 He called for a study of history that aided in 

understanding present conditions, albeit without approaching the subject with 

preconceived notions. Above all, he urged his colleagues to study long-term trends and 

phenomena, such as social class, political institutions, and religious sentiment, while 

disparaging discrete studies of individual events as being of mediocre importance. His 

engagement with the work of the Annalistes likely supplied the greatest inspiration 

behind his calls for a reformed study of the past, especially since in doing so he invoked 

the scholarship of Bloch, Febvre, Gaston Roupnel, and Labrousse as potential models for 

emulation.82 
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 Indeed, contributors to the RHAF displayed greater comfort than those to the CHR 

not only in borrowing from academics who embraced the methods of the social sciences, 

but also in collaborating with them. French economist Pierre Massé studied the 

community of Acadians at Poitou in the March 1952 edition of the journal.83 In the same 

issue, sociologist Marcel Rioux contributed a reflective piece on methods for the study of 

agricultural societies. Two years previously, he had published another such article on the 

definition of “culture” as employed by anthropologists.84 Some contributors to the RHAF 

also employed statistical analyses in their research as a means of lending their findings an 

added rigour. Robert-Lionel Séguin85 relied upon census data to determine the relative 

importance of livestock to the economy of New France, while Trudel compiled 

information for a variety of sources as a means of discerning the fate of the Church 

during the Conquest.86 As suggested by these examples, statistical research tended to 

appear mostly in articles that dealt with broad social or economic questions rather than in 

those that examined ecclesiastical history or exploration. The adoption of social scientific 

methodology led them to frame journal articles around a given historical problem or point 
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of disagreement. In this they departed from their Anglophone colleagues, who continued 

almost entirely to adopt a narrative structure when presenting their research.  

Still, one cannot assume on the basis of the contents of the RHAF that the 

adoption of social scientific methods by those engaged in historical research ran 

unopposed. Lacroix, in a review of Brunet’s La présence anglaise et les Canadiens, 

critiqued the mixture of historical and sociological methods on the part of the author, 

leading him to appear “de vouloir tout faire à la fois.” The historian narrated, 

demonstrated the veracity of the facts presented, and then explained their significance. 

Sociologists, though working often with the same material, were to study behaviours and 

institutions, which were “le formel de ses recherches.”87 

Similar to postwar trends in Anglo-Canadian historical writing, many in the 

network of the RHAF were engaged in crafting biographies. Groulx exhibited an affinity 

with Creighton in his attempts to celebrate the deeds of Adam Dollard des Ormeaux and 

thereby render him into the national hero of French Canadians in the earlier part of the 

twentieth century. Frégault wrote the biographies of Pierre Le Moyne d’Iberville, 

François Bigot, and Pierre de Rigaud de Vaudreuil.88 In the 1950s, biographical studies 

appeared on occasion in the RHAF itself. Roger Comeau provided a sketch of the life of 

Nicolas Denys, as did Fernand Potvin for the life of Canadian martyr Antoine Daniel.89 

Rudin attributes this trend in biographical research to the same impulses that inspired the 
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Americans and Anglophone Canadians to recount the lives of former great figures, 

namely as a means of highlighting the agency of the individual in the climate of the Cold 

War.90 Moreover, the existence of a diversity of methods of narrating the past within the 

RHAF points to a liberal acknowledgment of a multitude of possible perspectives in 

interpreting history.    

 Liberal assumptions also manifest themselves in other elements of the research 

that appeared in the Revue. One explanation for the appeal of social scientific 

methodology lay in the motivations of many of this generation of academic historians, 

namely the drive to identify the sources of French-Canadian economic and social 

inferiority. As Jean Lamarre observes, historians such as Séguin, Frégault, and Brunet 

came of age in the Depression era, a period in which their economic inferiority to 

Anglophones appeared especially acute. But after the Second World War, the sources of 

capital had not changed languages and the disparity in wealth became even more 

apparent in this period of prosperity. Rudin notes that universities in the province became 

“a hotbed of debate” on the subject. Adherents to both the Laval and Montreal Schools 

sought to explain the source of the inequality and to offer potential solutions.91 This 

perspective led several authors for the RHAF to envision historical research as the study 

of individuals living in society, or more specifically to take social groups as their unit of 

analysis, as they approached the past with a desire to comprehend imbalances in the 

power relations between two defined collectives. Viewed in another light, this debate had 

as its motivation a desire to secure for the Francophone individual the same rights and 

freedoms enjoyed by the Anglophone majority.  
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 In their desire to address this conundrum, many contributors to the RHAF reached 

beyond the boundaries of their nation in search of solutions. References to the scholarship 

of Burt, Creighton, Graham, Harvey, Lower, and others appeared throughout the journal. 

No single author stands out in number or influence, with the exception of Burt, though 

out of the four mentions of his work in the Revue, three are critical of his line of 

interpretation. The work of Jesuit scholar Jean Delanglez also received a great deal of 

attention. But the most telling statistics arise from the number of articles that cited the 

research of prominent French-Canadian academics. Groulx and Frégault both received 

citations in 12 articles, while authors consulted Marcel Trudel92 of Laval seven times.  

 Such figures suggest that the Montreal School possessed the upper hand in the 

drive to shape the collective narrative emerging from the pages of the RHAF. Among the 

academic historians, their names come out on top. Trudel was the most prolific, however, 

publishing 15 articles in the 1950s. Groulx penned 12, while Frégault authored eight and 

Brunet five. Another subtle trend suggested their dominance. While research articles 

from 1954 cover topics from a diverse set of periods in French-American history, those in 

1959 centre more closely on the era of New France. In that year, 13 out of the 20 articles 

examined the period preceding 1760. The goal of the Montreal School had been to 

identify the sources of the social and economic inferiority of French Canadians, and this 

search led them to concentrate their efforts on a study of life in New France and the 

effects of the Conquest upon their society. Consequently, the shift in concentration on 

events before 1760 suggests that even if their vision of history did not become completely 

                                                
92 Marcel Trudel earned his PhD from Laval in 1945 and became the first Professor of History there in 
1947. He studied the era of New France with an eye to challenging the nationalist narrative of Groulx and 
his followers. Valérie Borde, “Trudel, Marcel,” Lauréates et lauréats, Prix Léon Gérin, accessed October 
17, 2015, last modified October 29, 2012 www.prixduquebec.gouv.qc.ca/recherche/desclaureat 
.php?noLaureat=207 . 
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dominant in Francophone circles, their conclusions were sufficiently provocative as to 

steer the course of the conversation. 

 This collection of scholars, who held substantial responsibility for reinvigorating 

the nationalist movement in Quebec, claimed to have crafted a narrative of the past 

devoid of political bias. They attributed their ability to do so to their reliance on 

“scientific” methods, namely those from sociology, anthropology, and economics. Brunet 

derisively remarked that his predecessors in both English and French Canada were “too 

often literary men who become students of society by accident, and their approach is 

often that of the novelist.” He even went so far as to call into question the detachment and 

objectivity of Anglophone historical authors and social scientists, claiming that their 

feeling of solidarity with the conquerors of New France had led them to vindicate the 

actions of these historical figures. Brunet also suggested that they failed to address what 

he perceived to be the Canadian question – the relationship between Anglophones and 

Francophones – as they were either afraid to challenge the status quo or unconscious of 

the manner in which they replicated it in their own studies.93 Consequently, this mindset 

contributed to the scepticism of the Montreal School regarding a number of aspects of the 

inherited narrative.  

As a result, they launched on a quest that often devolved into a crusade to 

discover and debunk the various “legends” in the historiography. In particular, they 

contested the long-held assumption that the habitants had been an insular, agrarian folk 

since the first days of settlement on the shores of the St. Lawrence.94 Brunet, in 

introducing a pamphlet from the eighteenth-century Lower Canadian revolutionary Henri 

                                                
93 Michel Brunet, “The British Conquest: Canadian Social Scientists and the Fate of the Canadiens,” 
Canadian Historical Review 40, no. 2 (1959): 93-94, 104-105. 
94 Rudin, Making History in Twentieth-Century Quebec, 116-118. 
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Mezières in the RHAF, contested the notion that French Canada had been until recently a 

society closed to the outside world. This document, urging French-Canadian subjects of 

the British Crown to follow the example of their brethren in France and rebel against 

their masters, provided Brunet with evidence that external forces had indeed influenced 

affairs in the region. Furthermore, they had provoked profound effects as well, as he also 

cited a number of disturbances in the colony between 1794 and 1796 to reinforce his 

conclusions.95 

 The thrust of the Decapitation Thesis, as their argument came to be known, was 

that New France was a typical colonial society before the Conquest. Its inhabitants 

governed themselves in a state that was independent from imperial control in matters that 

were of a strictly local nature. Brunet noticed the formation of a domestic bourgeoisie 

that played a formative and guiding role in their new land. This class always defended the 

social order that best suited its interests and attempted to rally the majority around its 

main tenets. The masses, in turn, espoused the positions this elite defended, shared its 

convictions, and accepted its leadership. He then concluded with a hint of cynicism, 

remarking that all societies throughout time have possessed a directing elite, and that 

“prétendre le contraire c’est ignorer l’histoire de l’humanité et se laisser égarer par des 

idéologies qui ne tiennent nullement compte des réalités et des exigences de la vie en 

société.”96 Historian Rosario Bilodeau of the Royal Military College at Saint-Jean-sur-

Richelieu also shared this hierarchical conception of society, arguing in a piece for the 

                                                
95 Michel Brunet, “La révolution française sur les rives du Saint-Laurent,” Revue d’histoire de l’Amérique 
française 11, no. 2 (1957): 155-158. 
96 Brunet believed that while the same held true for New France, the habitants had never been the blind 
followers of the French governors, clergy, or business class. This same willingness to challenge authority 
exhibited itself as well in the first years following the Conquest when dealing with the British. Michel 
Brunet, “Les Canadiens après la conquête: Les débuts de la résistance passive,” Revue d’histoire de 
l’Amérique française 12, no. 2 (1958): 170-173. 
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RHAF that the colonists of New France enjoyed their greatest measure of economic and 

political freedom in the very periods in which the upper bourgeoisie of New France held 

the reins of power. Conversely, when this class found its power curbed, pressure from all 

sides mounted for its re-inclusion into the fold. After a consideration of the evidence he 

presented, Bilodeau concluded that despite the mercantilist policies of the mother 

country, the Canadiens possessed a government whose powers approached those of an 

independent state. New France then formed “un ‘self-government,’ dans le cadre de 

l’empire français.”97 In this respect, the Conquest becomes the point at which the 

fledgling society crumbles, as the new masters deprive the home-grown elites of their 

power.  

 One illuminating characteristic of scholarship by the academic historians was its 

willingness to employ class as a key category of analysis. A pivotal assumption upon 

which much of the argument of the Montreal School rested was that individuals 

belonging to a given class tend to act in accordance with a similar economic perspective 

and definition of self-interest. While those such as Creighton had crafted their own 

studies in the 1930s with a recognition that class played a significant role in explaining 

the dynamics of a society, many within the network of the RHAF accepted this 

proposition at the very time that discussions of class were markedly absent from the 

CHR. Yet the narrative offered by the Montreal School is also significant for its 

implications regarding the future of Francophones in Canada. In La guerre de la 

conquête, Frégault cast the defeat of the French as a colossal disaster for the fledgling 

society, as the Canadiens, though still existing as a distinct people, lost control of their 

                                                
97 Rosario Bilodeau, “Liberté économique et politique des Canadiens sous le régime français,” Revue 
d’histoire de l’Amérique française 10, no. 1 (1956): 53. 
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government and economy. As the French had left them to fend for themselves under an 

alien political system, Frégault concluded that it was erroneous to consider the 

termination of the war as merely the end of a chapter in their long history; instead, the 

defeat represented the dramatic finale to the book itself.98 Groulx, writing in the RHAF, 

thoroughly disagreed with the manner in which Frégault presented his argument. Without 

denying the powerful effects of the Conquest on French Canada, Groulx presented a more 

moderate appraisal of its effects. Unlike the Acadians, the Canadiens were neither 

expelled nor endured confiscations of their property, and despite his belief that 

Anglophones still controlled an inordinate share of the power in Canada, the historical 

record demonstrated that Francophones nevertheless had grounds to believe that they did 

indeed share the country with those who came after.99    

 Beneath the veneer of cordiality among those participating in the IHAF, 

correspondence between Groulx and his confidant Desrosiers indicates that both the 

iconoclasm and the attitude of contempt that leading members of the Montreal School 

held for the scholarship of their predecessors were indeed provoking discord. Desrosiers 

was particularly incensed by an article by Brunet that appeared in the March 1953 issue 

of the RHAF. Though dismayed by what he perceived as a lack of sound evidence to 

support the thesis, namely that the French colonists had submissively resigned themselves 

to governance by the British,100 Desrosiers objected most vehemently to the arrogant 

sense of superiority of the author. He suggested to Groulx: “pourquoi ne pas dire à ce 

jeune, et à ces jeunes que c’est un peu simpliste que d’adopter sans plus des idées 

                                                
98 Guy Frégault, La guerre de la conquête (Montreal: Fides, 1955), 8-9, 455. 
99 Lionel Groulx, “Review of Guy Frégault’s La guerre de la conquête,” Revue d’histoire de l’Amérique 
française 9, no. 4 (1956): 584. 
100 Michel Brunet, “Premières réactions des vaincus de 1760 devant leurs vainqueurs,” Revue d’histoire de 
l’Amérique française, 6, no. 4 (1953): 506-516.   
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contraires à celles de leurs ainés (sic) et que de cette façon leur histoire sera aussi bien à 

refaire que celles du passé.” Groulx, for his part, condemned their tendency to adopt the 

opposite stance of that upheld by previous generations of authors. He even went so far as 

to admit to fearing that “leur esprit de système – car cela devient un système qui n’a pas 

beaucoup à voir avec la méthode scientifique – fausse complètement leur travail.” In fact, 

fear was the predominant emotion inspired by the behaviour of members of the Montreal 

School, with Groulx noting that “ce que l’on craint, c’est que les nouveaux-venus, sous 

prétexte d’améliorer le contenu scientifique de la Revue, la réduisent à un petit 

Bulletin.”101 

 Another troubling aspect that Groulx identified in the scholarship of his protégés 

was the pessimism they evoked with the deterministic implications of their conclusions. 

In many respects, the research of the Montreal School resembled that of the Anglophone 

historians of the 1930s. Rudin observes the influence of these historians on the neo-

nationalists, especially that of the more deterministic implications of studies by Innis and 

Creighton that emphasized the role of economic ties of the British North American 

colonies to France and Britain in shaping modern Canada.102 This influence also led the 

historians of the Montreal School to distance themselves from the historiography of 

previous generations of Francophone historians by embracing a materialist approach to 

their investigations. In this, they parted from Groulx, who, though accepting the validity 

                                                
101 Léo-Paul Desrosiers to Lionel Groulx, April 14, 1953, Fonds de l’Institut d’histoire de l’Amérique 
française, Bibliothèque et Archives Nationales du Québec, CLG 75 2009-08-003/1080; Lionel Groulx to 
Léo-Paul Desrosiers, January 8, 1958, Fonds de l’Institut d’histoire de l’Amérique française, Bibliothèque 
et Archives Nationales du Québec, CLG 75 2009-08-003/1080; Lionel Groulx to Léo-Paul Desrosiers, 
August 18, 1961, Fonds de l’Institut d’histoire de l’Amérique française, Bibliothèque et Archives 
Nationales du Québec, CLG 75 2009-08-003/1080. 
102 Rudin, Making History in Twentieth Century Quebec, 106-107. 
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of many of their conclusions, remained firmly in the idealist camp.103 Despite his 

generous praise for Brunet’s Canadians et Canadiens, he nonetheless took issue with the 

more damning conclusions that his pupils drew from their framework of analysis, 

especially the manner in which its author disparaged the history of French Canada as one 

that lacked greatness, one brimming with empty hopes, and one in which his compatriots 

lacked any significant agency.104 The vision of the Conquest as cast by Brunet struck an 

unmistakably pessimistic note. Lacroix echoed Groulx when he observed that the 

tendency to pose the Conquest as the single explanatory factor in accounting for the 

economic and political inferiority of Quebec ultimately led Brunet to adopt a historical 

determinism that denied French Canadians any possibility of improving their situation.105  

 Despite the pessimistic note struck by the determinism inherent in the scholarship 

of Brunet and Frégault, the RHAF had, as a whole, developed into a robust journal that 

explored a wide variety of historical research. Nevertheless, its contents tended to revolve 

around a particular methodological and interpretative framework of its own. In that 

respect, the RHAF represents a liberal project distinct from that of the CHR. Within its 

pages, authors examined the history of French life in America, and although the majority 

of articles dealt with Canadian subjects, the geographical scope of the mission implied a 

rejection of the framework that Anglophone historical scholars took for granted. 

Moreover, the management of the RHAF exhibited a willingness to print submissions that 

relied on statistical analyses and the publication of instructive methodological pieces that 

frequently gave prime consideration to social scientific approaches. Both practices were 

                                                
103 Lionel Groulx, “Review of Michel Brunet’s Canadians et Canadiens: Études sur l’histoire et la pensée 
des deux Canadas,” Revue d’histoire de l’Amérique française 9, no. 1 (1955): 120-129. 
104 Groulx, “Review of Michel Brunet’s Canadians et Canadiens: Études sur l’histoire et la pensée des 
deux Canadas,” 124, 128. 
105 Lacroix, “Review of Michel Brunet’s La présence anglaise et les Canadiens,” 432-433.  
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reminiscent of a brand of reform liberalism that English-Canadian academics had long 

since abandoned. They were also suggestive of a philosophy that defined society through 

a greater emphasis on the collective welfare of its members. The implicit motivation of 

their research – namely rectifying the political and economic inferiority of their nation in 

the Canadian state – thus lent itself to the adoption of such an approach.  

 

  By 1960, there existed in the country two academic historical journals 

representing two distinct visions of Canada. The first was the CHR, a predominantly 

English-language publication that was on the cusp of celebrating its fortieth anniversary. 

It depicted the development of one political nation that housed two distinct peoples of 

contrasting language, customs, and religion. Throughout the process, the influence of 

British culture and political life had shaped the formation of a new society in North 

America, one that gave primacy to the role and agency of the liberal individual. The 

second journal was a French-language publication that imagined Canada as one political 

state housing two nations. Like the Anglophone contributors to the CHR, they also took 

the nation to be their primary unit of analysis. But for them, this nation was French 

Canada. Motivated in part by a desire to improve their lot in Canadian life, many of its 

contributors adopted a social scientific approach that lent itself to the study of collectives. 

As a result, the RHAF contained studies of a diverse number of themes and subjects, 

including the social and economic history that had fallen out of vogue among 

contributors to the CHR. At this point, the divergent views of history provided little stable 

ground on which to construct a coherent, unified version of the Canadian past that proved 

acceptable to members from both sides of the linguistic divide. In the following decade, 
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the gulf only continued to widen, as the CHR and its network of scholars entered a period 

of soul-searching and attempted to change how the study of history in English Canada 

was pursued.   
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Chapter 7: Crisis and Fragmentation: The Liberal Frameworks in Flux   

The scholarly output of the CHR in the early 1960s greatly resembled that of 

previous decades. Authors published articles treating discrete episodes in the political 

history of Canada, highlighting the achievements of prominent figures who were deemed 

to have played a pivotal role in their outcome. The main thrust of research continued to 

frame the Canadian past with a consideration of its transnational relationships, either 

insinuating or boldly declaring that Canada was a British nation. Inspiration for such 

narratives continued to spring from a strain of idealist methodology and philosophy that 

confidently identified the liberal individual, whose agency was unencumbered by 

structural determinants, as the primary force in historical change. However, as a new 

generation of academic contributors began to point out, this approach had led historians 

to ignore a number of explanatory factors that ultimately narrowed their perspective and 

distorted their view of the past. Moreover, the concentration on political history through a 

“great man” lens had produced yawning gaps in their knowledge. As a result, several 

authors began to appear by mid-decade who explored novel themes such as labour 

history, while others approached subjects from the recent past with an eye to 

understanding present concerns. Some even questioned the implicit goal of the project as 

embodied in the CHR, namely the construction of a national history. In the process, 

academic contributors to the journal began to transform the liberal framework and release 

it from its nation-building vocation. 

 Meanwhile, a diversity and richness of content continued to characterize research 

in the RHAF. Contributors submitted articles dealing with political history, the 

development of the Church in French Canada, and the economic life of the habitants, 
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among a vast array of other themes. This diversity of output reflected a methodology that 

encouraged researchers to construct a holistic history of life in French Canada. As a 

result, many within their rank adopted social scientific methodology as the most effective 

means of describing the transformation of the life of the collective over time. But the 

vitality of scholarship also came about partly as a result of a running debate amongst 

academic contributors to the RHAF regarding the origins of French-Canadian national 

consciousness and the sources of their underdevelopment relative to English Canada. In 

this respect, the debate between the Montreal and Laval Schools both echoed and were a 

proxy for those being waged in contemporary Quebec society. Scholarship in the RHAF 

therefore subtly reflected its own crisis, as well as a unique set of assumptions and 

methodologies distinct from those at the CHR. 

 This chapter considers the mounting critique of the dominant threads of historical 

interpretation at both journals. It begins with an examination of the changes to the 

network of contributors to the CHR and the challenges a new generation of academically 

trained historians mounted both to the inherited narrative and the philosophical 

framework that supported it. Attention then turns to the varied manner in which 

Anglophone scholars attempted to commemorate Confederation while addressing the 

mounting crisis of unity in Canada. The chapter then concludes with a treatment of the 

response to the same questions by the network of authors writing for the RHAF. 
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The Pressures of Professional Publishing: The CHR Approaches its First Half-Century 

 When John Saywell passed the editorial torch to Ramsay Cook1 in 1963, affairs at 

the CHR proceeded much as they had in previous decades. The journal continued to 

operate at a deficit, one that the University of Toronto Press obligingly absorbed.2 

Subscriptions had grown only modestly, and by 1965 Cook estimated circulation figures 

between 1,200 and 1,300.3 Moreover, he continued to face the same challenges that 

previous editors had faced in tracking down material of a sufficient quality for 

publication. In the months before assuming the position of Editor in January 1963, Cook 

circulated a letter to all the major departments of history in Canada, fishing for 

contributions from professors and graduate students. He asked the recipients of the letter 

to compile an inventory of their staff and a brief description of their teaching and 

research interests.4 The various responses provided Cook with a survey of the 

composition of history departments in Canadian universities at the time, one that 

suggested potential reviewers of books for the journal. As he wrote to Margaret Prang in 

1962, the vitality and breadth of this feature of the Review depended upon the 

identification of academics qualified to provide thoughtful treatment on a variety of 

subjects.5  

                                                
1 Ramsay Cook studied at the University of Manitoba and Queen’s before pursuing a PhD at the University 
of Toronto, where he joined the faculty of history. Questions of Canadian nationalism dominated his 
research, which often centred on political and social history. Some of his major works include a study of 
John W. Dafoe and the Winnipeg Free Press and Canada and the French Canadian Question. Doug 
Owram, “George Ramsay Cook,” The Canadian Encyclopedia, accessed September 29, 2015, last modified 
December 16, 2013 www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/george-ramsay-cook . 
2 Harald Bohne to Frank Milligan, March 15, 1968, Canadian Historical Review Fonds, University of 
Toronto Archives, A1973-0023. 
3 Ramsay Cook to Mrs. George McCullagh, November 2, 1965, Canadian Historical Review Fonds, 
University of Toronto Archives, A1973-0023. 
4 CHR Correspondence, Canadian Historical Review Fonds, University of Toronto Archives, A1973-0023. 
5 Ramsay Cook to Margaret Prang, August 8, 1962, Canadian Historical Review Fonds, University of 
Toronto Archives, A1973-0023. 
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 Not long after his arrival at the helm, however, the situation rapidly changed, and 

the CHR received so many relevant and stimulating articles for publication in 1965 that 

its Editor could not accommodate these authors. R. Craig Brown, who acted as the right-

hand man of Cook in editing the Review, informed Helen Taft Manning6 that a piece she 

had submitted would not appear in print for approximately one year due to the immense 

surplus of material that the journal had recently accumulated.7 Though Brown and Cook 

believed the situation to be temporary, a continued influx of articles rapidly dissuaded 

them of this notion. The University of Toronto Press had agreed to expand the length of 

the Review by eight pages per issue in 1966, but this soon proved insufficient. In the 

following year, Cook wrote Marsh Jeanneret, the Director of the Press, to grant them a 

further expansion of 16 pages. For Cook, the situation had become worrisome, as he 

feared losing the best submissions to one of the new journals in Canadian studies that had 

recently been launched.8 As a result, the CHR risked losing its position as the premier 

journal for the publication of material on Canadian history, and with it the status and 

authority that accompanied this stature. Yet there are some indications that the University 

of Toronto Press was reluctant to expand the CHR even further, especially given its 

precarious finances. The correspondence files for the Review contain a copy of a letter 

from 1968 by Harald Bohne, business manager at the Press, to the assistant director for 

the humanities and social sciences at the Canada Council, in which the former requested 

a grant for the publication of the CHR. Here, Bohne remarked that the net loss projected 

                                                
6 Helen Taft Manning was a history professor at Bryn Mawr. Her research revolved around questions of the 
British Empire and its constitutional system. “Helen Taft Manning, Ex-Dean of Bryn Mawr,” New York 
Times, February 23, 1987. 
7 R. Craig Brown to Helen Taft Manning, December 2, 1965, Canadian Historical Review Fonds, 
University of Toronto Archives, A1973-0023. 
8 Ramsay Cook to Marsh Jeanneret, March 8, 1967, Canadian Historical Review Fonds, University of 
Toronto Archives, A1973-0023. 
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for the journal was becoming untenable and that the Press required financial aid in 

meeting the expanding deficits.9 In only a matter of years, then, the nature of the 

pressures facing Cook had reversed: rather than confronting a paucity of articles for 

publication, he now encountered a deluge that placed unique financial and editorial 

constraints upon the journal. 

 While Cook and Brown attempted to meet the challenges through an expansion of 

the CHR, they also found other means to stem the swelling tide of material they received. 

One of these concerned the interpretation of their editorial scope. Though the staff had 

expanded their consideration of Canadian history in the early 1950s to include 

developments in Britain, the Commonwealth, and the United States, the subject matter of 

published articles continued to revolve tightly around relevance to the development of 

modern Canada. Brown notified G. W. Ditz in 1965 that the CHR was unable to publish 

his study of utopian symbols in the British Labour Party on the grounds that “the editorial 

policy of the journal is to publish articles in Canadian history or relating directly to 

Canadian history.”10 The following week, he also wrote G. G. Arnakis, stating that the 

CHR would not print a critique of the first volume of his Americans in the Greek 

Revolution, citing “very severe space limitations of the American history review 

section.”11 Yet even the amount of journal space that Cook and Brown had conceded to 

reviews of works dealing with other fields provoked some criticism. W. E. Greening 

wrote Cook in 1963 to lament the decreasing amount of space the journal provided to 

reviews of studies in Canadian history. Cook replied by noting that the devotion of such 

                                                
9 Harald Bohne to Frank Milligan, Canadian Historical Review Fonds. 
10 R. Craig Brown to G. W. Ditz, October 4, 1965, Canadian Historical Review Fonds, University of 
Toronto Archives, A1973-0023. 
11 R. Craig brown to G. G. Arnakis, October 12, 1965, Canadian Historical Review Fonds, University of 
Toronto Archives, A1973-0023. 
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space to works in other fields was a common practice of academic journals abroad, and 

that the pursuit of such a stance struck him instead as a “sign of maturity.”12 

 The equation of “academic” history with “maturity” hints at a significant shift in 

the implicit editorial policy of the CHR. Since the founding of the journal, the network of 

contributors had gradually become a more homogeneous band of academic historians 

employed in universities and those holding positions in allied fields such as archival 

work. Nevertheless, its editorial staff had emphasized the importance of publishing 

material that appealed to a wider, erudite reading public. The remark by Cook, however, 

suggests that he viewed the CHR as a primarily academic publication and that the 

transformation of the journal into an outlet for a tightly defined professional group 

represented an advancement in its quality and stature. 

 Other significant indicators exist that hint at the increasing professionalization of 

the CHR. By the 1960s, the journal had become the exclusive enterprise of academics. A 

survey of the contributors to the March 1961 and March 1966 issues shows a network 

overwhelmingly comprised of historians at universities. Among the 30 who wrote for or 

edited the CHR in 1961, 25 held positions in a history department. Of the remaining four 

whose professional background is known, one was an archivist, another was a political 

scientist, still another taught French-Canadian studies, and one pursued graduate 

research. Five years later, the trend became even more pronounced. Precisely 25 of the 27 

who contributed to the production of the CHR in March 1966 were academic historians, 

while one geographer and one economist rounded out the tally. Gone were the days when 

                                                
12 W. E. Greening to Ramsay Cook, February 11, 1963, Canadian Historical Review Fonds, University of 
Toronto Archives, A1973-0023; Ramsay Cook to W. E. Greening, February 28, 1963, Canadian Historical 
Review Fonds, University of Toronto Archives, A1973-0023. 
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a member of the public who studied history according to academic methods published 

material in the Review. 

 Within this network, the Toronto historians remained dominant. Seven of the 30 

contributors in March of 1961 held positions there, while nine out of 27 were employed 

in the History Department at Toronto five years later. Yet one modest shift stands out. 

While the CHR had long published works by Americans throughout its history, the 

sample issues from the 1960s contain a subtle increase in the material published by 

academics in the United States. While the proportion of Americans within this network 

fluctuated in previous decades, they came to represent six of the 30 contributors in 1961, 

and seven of the 27 in 1966. Some wrote research articles for the journal, but many 

appeared as reviewers of books. Given the expansion of the review section to include 

more works dealing with the history of other countries, it comes as little surprise that the 

editorial staff sought competent academics to appraise the merits of the monographs 

under consideration, searching for these figures wherever they might reside.  

 The most striking development in the composition of the network of contributors 

to the CHR was a certain changing of the guard. As in the late 1950s, flattering 

commemorations of the life’s work of dead colleagues appeared with a discouraging 

frequency in the Notes and Comments section of the journal. In March and June of 1964 

alone, the Review noted the deaths of five academics, including George Brown and Sage. 

Even more disheartening was the absence of research articles from those 

historiographical heavyweights such as Creighton who were still alive. Yet a wide array 

of fresh faces appeared in the table of contents as new legions of academically trained 

historians rushed in to fill the emerging void. Ramsay Cook was himself only 31 when he 
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became Editor of the CHR. D. M. L. Farr13 of Carleton contributed reviews to both issues 

sampled. This Oxford graduate was 38 in 1961. Saywell of Toronto was only 31, while 

Margaret Prang14 had just turned 40. Common to this generation was a particular form of 

training that emphasized the pursuit of a PhD in history. Saywell had obtained his at 

Harvard, while John Norris of the University of British Columbia had earned a doctoral 

degree in history from Northwestern. Laurier L. LaPierre,15 a French-Canadian studies 

lecturer at the University of Western Ontario, was at the time a doctoral candidate in the 

History Department at Toronto. Prang had also received her PhD there, as had Cook. In 

fact, the University of Toronto had become the primary institution in Canada for graduate 

research in history, further contributing to the expansion of its influence in the network. 

Wright observes that by 1960, the History Department at McGill had awarded 13 PhDs, 

while its counterpart in Toronto had eclipsed them by granting 41.16 

Though statistics such as these hint at the enduring dominance of Toronto in the 

production of English-language historical research, other developments in this decade 

appeared to challenge its position, most notably the rapid expansion of universities across 

Canada. In some respects, this phenomenon provided an opportunity for Toronto to 

                                                
13 D. M. L. Farr studied at the University of British Columbia and at Toronto before pursuing a PhD at 
Oxford. He spent his career at Carleton, where his research centred on Canadian political history. “Farr, D. 
M. L. (David Morice Leigh), 1922-,” Archeion, accessed September 29, 2015, last modified n.d. 
www.archeion.ca/farr-d-m-l-david-morice-leigh-1922 .  
14 Margaret Prang earned her PhD at the University of Toronto and taught in the History Department at the 
University of British Columbia. Though she explored a number of themes in Canadian history over her 
career, one of her best known works is a study of N. W. Rowell. “Margaret Prang.” The Vancouver 
Sun, January 19, 2013. 
15 Laurier L. LaPierre received a PhD from the University of Toronto in history in 1962. Though he taught 
French-Canadian studies at the University of Western Ontario, Loyola College, and McGill, he is perhaps 
best known as the co-host of the CBC television program “This Hour Has Seven Days.” Eric Koch, 
“Laurent L. LaPierre,” The Canadian Encyclopedia, accessed September 29, 2015, last modified March 4, 
2015 www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/laurier-lapierre .  
16 Of the 13 who received PhDs in history at McGill, five were female. This proportion diminishes for 
Toronto, where only six of the 41 successful doctoral candidates were women. Wright, The 
Professionalization of History in English Canada, 103. 
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expand its influence once more by colonizing the history faculties at newly-founded 

universities. Saywell became the founding Dean of Arts and Sciences at York in 1962, 

only three years after the establishment of that university. Underhill became affiliated 

with Carleton in his twilight years.17 But other consequences of expansion hinted instead 

at the waning influence of the historical narratives championed by this cohort at Toronto. 

According to Jeffrey Cormier, the post-secondary education system grew across Canada 

after 1960 in response to the enrolment of baby boomers. With them came a sociological 

transformation of the student body; whereas the university degree had before been the 

domain of a middle class with sufficient wealth to cover tuition and living expenses, the 

expansion of the system now created an adequate number of spaces to make post-

secondary education accessible to all.18 This demographic trend hinted at the potential for 

a diversification of the graduate student body in the years to come, as well as the eventual 

entrance of academics from a working-class background into positions at history 

departments. Their mere presence in the academy alone, as well as that of women and 

people whose descendants were not of British heritage, potentially heralded the arrival of 

multiple perspectives from which historical studies might be narrated and therefore the 

disintegration of the liberal idealistic narrative and methodology that had been the 

mainstay of a corpus of scholars that was overwhelmingly white, Anglophone, male, and 

middle-class. Overall, the vast transformation underway within the network at the CHR 

ultimately paralleled a change in the contents of the journal. A new generation of 

academically trained historians came to measure the accumulated historiography and 

                                                
17 Martin, “Frenetic Life Didn’t Hinder Work of Historian”; Garth Stevenson, “Frank Hawkins Underhill,” 
The Canadian Encyclopedia last accessed July 20, 2015, last modified December 16, 2013 
http://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/frank-hawkins-underhill/ . 
18 Jeffrey Cormier, The Canadianization Movement: Emergence, Survival, and Success (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 2004), 87. 
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found it wanting in many respects. They took issue with what they found to be 

parochialism in the study of Canadian history and sought to study phenomena through 

more global patterns such as the development of social classes.  

 

Editing the Toolbox: CHR Historians Explore New Methodologies 

 The CHR continued to be the flagship venue for showcasing historical research on 

Canadian history into the 1960s. While the research articles published in each edition 

shone new light on scintillating topics, the sum of the contents gave the impression that 

Anglophone historians had failed to innovate either in their methodology or in their 

framework of interpreting the past. Authors frequently narrated events through the lens of 

either one or a handful of prominent individuals, mostly men, who had played a 

prominent role in forming the Canadian nation-state. The review section continued to 

lavish praise on books that dealt with methodology or theory that emphasized an 

idealistic approach, reflecting the predominance of a mode of thought that had emerged 

40 years before. In sum, the contents of the CHR began to evoke a sense of sterility and 

staleness in Canadian historical scholarship as the 1960s progressed. 

 At this point, academic historians had arrived at the conclusion that theirs was a 

discipline unlike the others, one that possessed a method and objectives all of its own. 

Bailey praised American historian Warren B. Walsh for his contention that attempts to 

classify history as a science had failed. Echoing the author, Bailey agreed that the study 

of history was nonetheless a valid academic pursuit. With other disciplines, history 

shared “something of the subjectivity of the physical sciences,” a remark by Bailey that 

suggested skepticism regarding the objectivity of scientific disciplines. History, however, 
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possessed its own aims and techniques, rendering it “the equal, in its own way, of any 

other pursuit requiring ‘curiosity, intellectual integrity, persistence, responsibility, and the 

capacity for conscientious hard work.’”19     

 Academic historians in the CHR appeared to have become at ease with the 

subjectivity inherent in their idealistic approach to the study of history and they 

accordingly emphasized the tentative nature of the conclusions they drew from their 

research. As late as 1962, Saunders was still wrestling with the problem of the 

preconceptions of historians trickling into their analyses. He called for sharper awareness 

of the limitations in blocking bias from their work entirely. By accepting the fact that 

historians necessarily write from a given perspective and with certain pre-selected 

questions in mind, their peers would then become open to accepting new perspectives. 

But this openness had a caveat. Saunders warned against employing this perspective as a 

means to apply history to current problems. He echoed Butterfield in stating that such 

practices by necessity opened the door to distortions and oversimplifications of the 

historical record. Historians were not committed “by any study of history but like all men 

by their sense of values, their view of life, their ideology, philosophy, religion. On this 

basis they select, interpret, and explain history. They bring meaning to history. They do 

not find meaning in it.”20 William Dray, the University of Toronto professor who later 

penned a work on the thought of Collingwood,21 also noted that historians lacked any 

purely objective criteria for determining causal relationships in their research.22 

                                                
19 Alfred G. Bailey, “Review of Warren B. Walsh’s Perspectives and Patterns: Discourses on History,” 
Canadian Historical Review 44, no. 3 (1963): 262. 
20 Richard M. Saunders, “History, Pure and Applied,” Canadian Historical Review 43, no. 4 (1962): 325-
327. 
21 See Dray, History as Re-enactment: R. G. Collingwood’s Idea of History. 
22 William Dray, “Review of H. L. A. Hart and A. M. Honoré’s Causation in the Law,” Canadian 
Historical Review 42, no. 3 (1961): 238-239.  
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 Given the recurrent portrayals of society as a complex, contingent entity whose 

causal relationships defied formulaic descriptions, historians at the CHR believed that 

idealistic approaches provided the best means of seeking the truth about the past. 

Saunders underscored his adulation for Lucien Febvre by celebrating his emphasis on the 

individual nature of human beings and their “remarkable degree of plasticity and 

freedom,” despite the use by the author of “modern scientific means” of probing the 

past.23 For Morton, history represented “something at once less and more than a social 

science,” since its eclectic data of “uncertainties, equivocations, compromises, and 

contradictions” precluded the generalization from normative laws that was inherent in the 

study of sociology.24 Not only did such practices allegedly distort the historical record, 

but commentators in the CHR felt that they provided an incomplete understanding of the 

motivations that lay behind the actions of the figures they studied. In a reflection of the 

ingrained bias among Anglophones against the application of social scientific 

methodology to historical inquiry, W. J. Eccles25 stated in a review of Jean Hamelin’s26 

Économie et société en Nouvelle-France that Francophone historians had already 

overemphasized the economic question in their scholarship. While Hamelin had written 

an important work, Eccles nonetheless remarked that statistics alone would not provide a 

                                                
23 Richard M. Saunders, “Review of Lucien Febvre’s Pour une histoire à part entière,” Canadian 
Historical Review 44, no. 1 (1963): 43-44. 
24 W. L. Morton, “Review of S. D. Clark’s The Developing Canadian Community,” Canadian Historical 
Review 44, no. 3 (1962): 235. 
25 W. J. Eccles studied at McGill and the Sorbonne before becoming a historian at the University of 
Alberta. In 1963, he joined the faculty at the University of Toronto. His research largely focused on the 
history of New France. “Eccles, W. J.,” The William Ready Division of Archives and Research Collections, 
McMaster University Libraries, accessed September 29, 2015, last modified July 6, 2009 
www.library.mcmaster.ca/archives/findaids/fonds/e/eccles.htm . 
26 Jean Hamelin took his graduate studies in Lyon and Paris, where he came under the influence of the 
Annalistes. At Université Laval, he focused on social, economic, and cultural history. Réal Bélanger, “Jean 
Hamelin,” The Canadian Encyclopedia, accessed August 15, 2015, last modified December 15, 2013 
http://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/jean-hamelin/ . 
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clear view of Canadian society in the past “any more than an individual’s income tax 

return gives the true measure of his worth.”27     

 Yet frank disavowals of the social scientific approach such as that by Eccles 

gradually fell out of fashion as academic historians noted a shift in attitudes in their 

midst. Saunders observed that recent historiography in the West had become increasingly 

diverse with respect to both the nature of the subjects researched and the methodological 

approaches engaged.28 Morton noted a return to vogue of interdisciplinary studies.29 In 

the Canadian context, commentators in the CHR had grown frustrated with the narrow 

scope with which historians had come to explore historical questions. Laval PhD 

candidate Fernand Ouellet30 chided Manning for the manner in which she examined the 

development of the political crisis in Lower Canada in the early nineteenth century. 

Ouellet found inexplicable her strict focus on the constitutional question without 

consideration of the social and economic issues that undergirded it. He accepted the right 

of historians to limit their own field of investigation, “mais il ne lui est pas loisible 

d’ignorer le jeu complexe de la réalité humaine.”31 LaPierre disparaged the contents of 

the Cahiers des dix on similar grounds. He remarked that their contribution to historical 

research would become more significant only when they “have abandoned the tendency 

of historical simplification, the doctrinaire tone, and the insistance (sic) on the myth of 

                                                
27 W. J. Eccles, “Review of Jean Hamelin’s Économe et société en Nouvelle-France,” Canadian Historical 
Review 42, no. 4 (1961): 336. 
28 Richard M. Saunders, “Review of S. William Halperin, ed.’s Some 20th Century Historians: Essays on 
Eminent Europeans,” Canadian Historical Review 42, no. 3 (1961): 240. 
29 Morton, “Review of S. D. Clark’s The Developing Canadian Community,” 235. 
30 Fernand Ouellet completed his PhD at Laval. In the 1950s he worked at the Provincial Archives of 
Quebec, and in 1961 joined the faculty of history at Laval. Jean-Marie Tremblay, “Fernand Ouellet: 
Écrivain, historien et professeur québécois (1926-),” Université du Québec à Chicoutimi, accessed 
September 29, 2015, last modified November 28, 2010 www.classiques.uqac.ca/contemporains/ouellet_ 
fernand/ouellet_fernand_photo/ouellet_fernand_photo.html . 
31 Fernand Ouellet, “Review of Helen Taft Manning’s The Revolt of French Canada, 1800-1835: A 
Chapter in the History of the British Commonwealth,” Canadian Historical Review 43, no. 4 (1962): 351. 



 

 346 

the ‘grands hommes.’”32 These comments reflected an increasing fatigue with the 

perceived narrowness of scope and perspective in recently published studies and hint at a 

desire among several members of the network to consider novel factors in exploring 

historical phenomena.  

 More substantial signals emerged that pointed to a potentially radical 

transformation of the character of historical research in English Canada. Thus far, none of 

the commentators in the CHR had offered a sufficiently appealing hammer with which to 

break the dominant mold. Even those who experimented with the environmentalist 

approach of the 1930s, with its emphasis on the broader structural forces at play in the 

development of Canadian society, had still crafted their works by framing them as studies 

of the development of the modern Canadian state. But now, murmurings of discontent 

became increasingly audible. Authors identified vast swaths of uncharted territory in the 

historiography, areas sparsely explored or entirely ignored. Many of these themes, such 

as migration and social class, proved difficult to examine so long as contributors to the 

CHR continued to view history through the myopic lens of the nation-state. Prang 

lamented “the poverty of Canadian historiography” by pointing out that studies of 

working-class movements and the social consequences of migration from and within 

Canada had been minimal. Even their understanding of “ethnic pluralism” – a central 

concern of historians in its “English-French dimension” – was paltry.33 

 Only one year prior, S. R. Mealing had delivered a scathing appraisal of the 

manner in which historical authors in English Canada had treated class conflict. 

                                                
32 Laurier L. LaPierre, “Review of Cahiers des dix, Vol. 23,” Canadian Historical Review 42, no. 1 (1961): 
64. 
33 Arthur Lower and Margaret Prang, “Review of John Porter’s The Vertical Mosaic: An Analysis of Social 
Class and Power in Canada,” Canadian Historical Review 47, no. 2 (1966): 156. 
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Colleagues had made very few attempts to deal with this subject, and those who did often 

received “and would appear to have deserved, a rather chilly reception.”34 Clark, a 

veteran in the study of historical sociology in Canada, also concluded that “Canadian 

history has tended to be written as if social classes were something almost which did not 

exist.”35 Mealing, like Prang, noted the lack of any sufficient history of trade unions, 

charities, or the administration of welfare. Apart from the most general and obvious 

knowledge of the social composition of nineteenth-century migrants, historians had 

uncovered nothing else about these segments of the early population of Canada. In the 

previous decade, only a smattering of articles had appeared in the CHR touching on these 

subjects, and Mealing found no evidence of any active attempt to repair such glaring 

omissions in the historical record.36  

 Clark suggested reasons for the existence of this gap in the literature. He 

emphasized the perceived limits of historical inquiry and the techniques that historians 

commonly employed. He believed that historians’ methods of investigation prevented 

them from properly untangling the interests of social classes from those of other 

prominent interests such as regionalism or religion.37 Mealing, however, suggested that 

the collective neglect of questions of social class was ultimately rendered comprehensible 

with reference to the backgrounds of individual historians. In line with Saunders and 

others, he noted that historians derived their worldview from the society in which they 

                                                
34 Mealing, “The Concept of Social Class and the Interpretation of Canadian History,” 207. 
35 S. D. Clark, The Developing Canadian Community (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1962), 242. 
There are a number of works that examine the intellectual legacy of Clark. For more on this theme, see 
Deborah Harrison, The Limits of Liberalism: The Making of Canadian Sociology (Montreal: Black Rose 
Books, 1981); Dennis William Magill and William Michelson, eds., Images of Change (Toronto: Canadian 
Scholars’ Press, 1999); and Harry H. Hiller, Society and Change: S. D. Clark and the Development of 
Canadian Sociology (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1982). 
36 Mealing, “The Concept of Social Class and the Interpretation of Canadian History,” 208. 
37 Clark, The Developing Canadian Community, 242. 
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lived rather than from that which they studied. As Canadians “live in a society that may 

be considered remarkable either for its freedom from class differences or for its 

reluctance to talk about them,” it surprised Mealing little that their historians rarely 

engaged the subject. While no historical researcher overtly subscribed to the myth that 

North American societies were classless, the notion nonetheless carried weight and 

tainted the term “class” with pejorative connotations. Historians thus felt a reluctance to 

engage with the topic. Mealing concluded by questioning their objectivity with the 

remark that this was “a middle-class attitude, and there is nothing remarkable about 

middle-class historians writing middle-class history... The historian’s place in society, 

rather than the absence of class from that society, has predisposed him to be sceptical of 

the concept of social class.”38 Though historians certainly acknowledged the existence of 

social class, there is some evidence to suggest that the dynamics that Mealing identified 

were certainly present in their thinking. When Alan Wilson proposed a more biographical 

approach to the study of history, he encouraged his audience to focus not upon the “great 

men,” but the so-called second- and third-rank Canadians of the “steadily expansive 

middle-class,” who were as much the makers of the country as the political giants.39 

While explicitly recognizing the existence of social class, this point of view continued to 

reflect a hierarchical historical perspective that emphasized the leadership of an elite 

within the middle class, framing them as the primary movers of change. 

 Yet Mealing also proffered other, more mundane explanations for the glaring 

omission in the historiography. The very social forces that appeared to invite a 

consideration of class – the politics of welfare, organized labour, and the complex 

                                                
38 Mealing, “The Concept of Social Class and the Interpretation of Canadian History,” 214-215. 
39 Alan Wilson, “Forgotten Men of Canadian History,” Annual Report of the Canadian Historical 
Association (1965): 76. 
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problems that face an industrial society – were only relatively recent arrivals to Canada. 

The perception of the proper tasks of the historian in this period also contributed to the 

problem. Most Anglophones in the profession saw it as their responsibility to make the 

events of the past intelligible, or to describe discrete episodes without any reference to 

any general, theoretical framework. Mealing pointed out that although class might be 

used as a theory that both explains and predicts, historians nonetheless had use for it in its 

explanatory capacity, even if they felt reluctant to engage the concept on any deeper or 

theoretical level.40  

 At least one historian warned of the consequences of an excessive reliance upon 

social science as a method for arriving at a more concrete form of truth about the past. 

Lower, in a joint review with Prang of The Vertical Mosaic, reprimanded author John 

Porter for his turn in this direction. The veteran historian understood Porter’s quest to 

identify “myths” in the historiography to be nothing more than a search for all beliefs that 

could not be “rationalized and technologized.” Here, Lower expressed his wariness at 

Porter’s apparent acceptance of faith and reason as exclusive absolutes. He added that 

since the dogmatic rationalist holds that every idea must find support in a reason, which 

in turn needs a reason of its own for verification, the chase for evidence continues ad 

infinitum. On that basis, Lower suspected that Porter “would have only derision for those 

who ‘believe in’ nationalism, say, as in French Canada, while approving as solid men 

those who ‘believe in’ rationalization and modern technology. Every sociological inquiry, 

driven far enough, becomes first philosophical and then theological.”41 Though the desire 

to escape from the previous frameworks and to construct a historiography relevant to the 

                                                
40 Mealing, “The Concept of Social Class and the Interpretation of Canadian History,” 210, 213. 
41 Lower and Prang, “Review of John Porter’s The Vertical Mosaic: An Analysis of Social Class and Power 
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world of the new generation of historians is certainly understandable, the word “myth” in 

this particular case refers to scholarship that is insufficiently social-scientific. The manner 

in which academics deployed the term suggests in turn that those who claimed objectivity 

did not share any consistent research methods or philosophical perspective. Instead, the 

label became a means of attacking scholarship they saw as outmoded in their broader 

quest to encourage others to leap aboard their bandwagon, much as it had functioned for 

the Montreal School in the previous decade.  

 Commentary on historical methodology in the CHR from the 1960s marked the 

beginning of the decline of the idealistic approach embodied in the philosophical work of 

Croce and Collingwood. A new generation of young professional historians such as 

Mealing, LaPierre, and Prang identified a series of vast gaps in their knowledge of the 

past that had arisen from the aversion of their fellow historians to social sciences and 

overt theorization. This framework had dissuaded their more seasoned colleagues from 

borrowing from the tools of other disciplines or considering in any expansive manner the 

broad social and economic phenomena that frequently influenced the epochs, events, and 

individuals they researched. Collectively, they set out to revise and expand existing 

knowledge, while in the process abandoning some of the preoccupations that had 

motivated scholarship in the CHR since its earliest days. 

 

 

More of the Same? The CHR Embarks on New Horizons 

 The contents of the CHR in the early 1960s greatly resembled those from the 

previous decade. Research articles consistently delved into political episodes from the 
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past or the role of Britain in the formation of modern Canada, studying key movements 

and social organizations by crafting vignettes that explored a certain period of their 

history by focusing on a handful of prominent dramatis personae. This tendency hinted at 

their inability to break with the biographical mode of historical narration, and the return 

of “great man history” reflected the continued predominance of a liberal idealistic 

framework in which the individual was the prime mover of events. All told, research in 

Canadian history began to resemble a caricature of itself, hinting at an emerging crisis in 

scholarship.      

 Typical of this character of historical research was a study by Brown of Goldwin 

Smith, focusing on the emergence of anti-imperialism at the turn of the century. While 

recognizing some of the impersonal forces that provided broader political and social 

movements with a power of contagion, Brown nonetheless limited himself to a 

consideration of attempts by Smith and his associates to halt the spread of Jingoism that 

arose as a consequence of the Spanish-American and Boer Wars.42 Cook chose Laurier 

and Dafoe as his two iconic figures when teasing out the subtleties in the nascent 

Canadian nationalism of the era immediately following the First World War.43 The 

purpose of many of these pieces was either to revise interpretations of certain figures or 

to shed light on some deed by a prominent Canadian that had previously escaped the 

attention of academic historians. In this vein, Irving Abella cast Lord Sydenham in a 

                                                
42 R. Craig Brown, “Goldwin Smith and Anti-Imperialism,” Canadian Historical Review 43, no. 2 (1962): 
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thoroughly negative light, as a vain, egotistical Machiavellian who secured the election of 

a majority of candidates loyal to him in 1841. The young graduate student at the 

University of Toronto noted a tendency in the historiography to celebrate his many 

achievements without a consideration of the means by which he accomplished them.44  

 On some levels, this turn helped satisfy the need perceived by some to populate 

the national past with a unique set of heroes that could appropriately represent the 

Canadian people and their virtues. Margaret Ormsby45 perceived a “present vogue for 

interpreting history in terms of symbols and images.” Here, she contemplated the 

tendency of “amateur and some professional historians” to reappraise the character and 

legacy of Louis Riel. Some historians, Ormsby believed, were in part satisfying “our 

craving to have the national epic furnished with additional heroic elements.”46 Hilda 

Neatby, in her presidential address to the CHA in 1963, commented on recent 

developments in the study of biography, the fruits of which were “admirable 

interpretations of a number of great Canadians.” Her own presentation was a sketch of 

the life and work of Bishop Briand, the first to operate in Quebec under the gaze of the 

British regime. In that vein, she exhorted the Anglophones in the audience to produce 

biographical pieces on Francophone figures, and vice versa.47 

                                                
44 See Irving Abella, “The ‘Sydenham Election’ of 1841,” Canadian Historical Review 47, no. 4 (1966): 
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 Despite the general abandonment of the questions that had motivated political and 

constitutional studies in the 1920s, such themes occasionally returned to animate 

historical debates. In reviewing the biography of Mackenzie King by H. Blair Neatby, 

Morton chastised the author for the short amount of space he had provided for analysis of 

the King-Byng Affair in 1926. Morton believed it was the central issue of the period that 

Neatby had surveyed, adding that “what clever politicians then, and clever young men 

now, may not have realized, or realize, is how neatly the ‘constitutional issue’ fitted into 

the great Canadian myth.” Morton echoed the attack on Whig history in adding that this 

“myth” was the product of “countless Grit school teachers” who framed Canadian history 

as the struggle for Responsible Government against an obstinate and unyielding 

administration in London.48 Morton, as a conservative who shared much of the outlook of 

Creighton, likely resented the interpretive thrust offered by Neatby, identifying it with the 

continentalist turn that had allegedly delivered the country into the arms of the United 

States. Further in his rant, he identified the enduring European ties to Canada as an 

essential balance to influences from south of the border. Morton then blamed King for the 

present condition, “in which the country is so irradiated by the American presence that it 

sickens and threatens to dissolve in cancerous slime.”49 Such remarks, as well as those by 

Creighton at the annual meeting of the CHA in 1957, suggest that a great deal of the 

motivation to revise the political historiography of the 1920s emerged from a reflexive 

defence of Canadian separateness on the North American continent.  

 While many of the new generation might have shared this desire to defend 

Canadian autonomy from American influence, some of the younger academics writing 
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for the CHR grew impatient with the very political narratives within which this 

conversation was cast. Though events and social currents imparted the themes of 

Canadian nationalism and Confederation with an unparalleled relevance, a growing 

contingent at the CHR began to question the implicit project around which they had 

structured their scholarship. Given the scant amount of research into fields such as social 

class, migration, and the labour movement, Prang declared that “we have gone about as 

far as we can go with national history.” She believed that such a focus led historians to 

write about the past from the centralizing gaze of Ottawa, and that in doing so, they 

frequently narrated through the perspective of some “great man” who had been at the 

centre of political activity. Prang then hinted that this approach failed to take into account 

the perspectives of entire swaths of the population with her call for a more expansive 

study of regional and local history.50 Ultimately, she was not the sole figure in the 

academy to despair at the inability of Canadian historiography to renew itself. 

Collectively, many historians expressed frustration at a number of the common 

assumptions that continued to give primacy to the political nation-building element in the 

literature. 

 Another feature of national history that provoked impatience was the centripetal 

thrust of its overarching narrative. S. F. Wise expressed such frustrations in his review of 

a study by W. S. MacNutt that examined the development of colonial society in the 

Atlantic provinces. This employee of the Directorate of History in the Canadian Forces 

took issue with the condensation of the history of Nova Scotia into a small fraction of the 
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book, chalking it up to the “centralist outlook and assumptions” of his colleagues.51 

Mason Wade52 criticised the biography of Louis Riel by Stanley on similar grounds. In 

his harsh treatment of expansionists in the United States and apparent blindness to those 

in Ontario, Stanley resembled a “Canadian nationalist who sometimes reveals attitudes 

more appropriate to the old imperialist school of Canadian history.”53 Both Wade and 

Wise therefore implied that the drive to write a common history and to identify the 

sources of national identity ultimately tended to favour accounts of the past that glossed 

over the very regional differences that complicated the narrative. 

 A superficial glance at the contents of the CHR suggests that academics had failed 

to adapt these critiques to the manner in which they conducted their research or the 

framework through which they conceived of Canadian history. Even by the middle of the 

decade, the overwhelming majority of articles that appeared in the Review continued to 

explore questions of a political nature. But the new literature tended to share two 

common traits. First, these studies examined events in the twentieth century. More 

strikingly, however, researchers chose to explore the development of populist 

movements, the history of welfare and social legislation, and especially the political 

response to the Great Depression. J. R. H. Wilbur explored the fate of the Reconstruction 

Party and its leader, former Conservative cabinet minister H. H. Stevens. Harold J. 

Schultz contributed an article detailing the political career of Alberta premier William 
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Aberhart, while Brian J. Young studied the ideas of businessman C. George McCullagh 

and the manner in which he attempted to convert Canadian public opinion to his 

conservative brand of reforms as a means of alleviating the Depression.54  

 Although the authors mentioned above had departed from the themes that had 

come to dominate the historiography, they, much like contributors to the CHR in the 

1950s, chose nonetheless to craft their plot around the activity of a prominent individual 

who then served as the narrative gateway through which they explored broader concepts. 

Other academics experimented instead by breaking from the “great man” format of 

narration. A study by Prang that traced the origins of public broadcasting in Canada 

differed markedly in tone from others that appeared over these years in the CHR. Rather 

than narrate from the perspective of a few political, business, and social leaders, she 

preferred to take an organizational view of the process by which the federal government 

founded the Canadian Radio Broadcasting Commission. In her article, Prang gave the 

primary credit for the achievement to the Canadian Radio League, a loose association of 

well-connected Canadians in favour of public ownership of the new medium.55 These, as 

well as a handful of other articles from the middle of the decade, examined the struggles 

of Canadian intellectuals and politicians in constructing the basis of the modern Canadian 

welfare state. Since the younger generation had embarked on a quest to revisit the past as 

a means of comprehending their own preoccupations, it follows that their interest in such 

                                                
54 See Harold J. Schultz, “Portrait of a Premier: William Aberhart,” Canadian Historical Review 45, no. 3 
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55 See Margaret Prang, “The Origins of Public Broadcasting in Canada,” Canadian Historical Review 46, 
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topics and themes represents an implicit rejection of the individualist strain of liberalism 

that had dominated Canadian historical research since the 1940s.   

 The historians of the CHR not only explored new methods of framing their 

studies, but they also embarked on novel avenues of research. As the 1960s continued, 

the Review came to display a modest interest in Canadian labour history, foreshadowing 

the development of a field that was to garner a great deal attention in the years to come. 

Political scientist Martin Robin noted the lack of attention that his colleagues had paid to 

working-class movements in their research. Indeed, only three out of the 49 articles 

published in the CHR in the first half of the decade dealt with issues of welfare politics 

and the labour movement. The situation motivated Robin to examine labour unrest during 

the First World War as a means of challenging the prevailing assumption that English 

Canadians patriotically endorsed the war effort as one galvanized block. When he found 

this to be untrue, Robin blamed the distortion of the historical record on an excessive 

focus on French-Canadian resistance to conscription in the literature.56 A handful of other 

articles appeared on the history of Canadian labour as well. For instance, W. J. C. 

Cherwinski studied the labour activism of Honoré Joseph Jaxon, and Forsey contributed 

information on the early history of unions in Prince Edward Island.57  

 While a limited number of articles considered the labour movement in Canada, 

others explored themes dealing with social history. Just in time for Expo ’67, Audrey 

Short undertook a study of the manner in which the Province of Canada portrayed itself 
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Think, and Chronic Objector...’” Canadian Historical Review 46, no. 2 (1965): 122-133; and Eugene 
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in the first four world fairs. This PhD candidate from the University of Cincinnati argued 

that the exhibits not only served to dispel false perceptions and stereotypes about the 

colony, but they also served as a valuable opportunity for the government to secure 

capital, foster trade, and encourage immigration.58 Several other articles in social history 

explored Canadian ethnic identity and episodes in the greater conflict between the two 

linguistic groups. James T. Watt examined the meteoric rise to prominence of the 

Protestant Protective Association and its political activity in Ontario through the final 

decade of the nineteenth century as a means of providing insight into the spirit of the 

times. Historian Marilyn Barber attempted to identify the roots of the dispute that 

inflamed the conflict over bilingual schools in Ontario during the early twentieth century, 

while Manoly Lupul of the Department of Education at the University of Alberta 

explored the means by which Francophones in the Northwest Territories attempted to hire 

a French Catholic school inspector for the region between 1898 and 1903.59  

 The increased consideration of French-Canadian themes in the CHR paralleled the 

greater attention that Anglophone Canadian society paid to developments in Quebec in 

this decade. The findings of the Royal Commission on Bilingualism and Biculturalism, as 

well as the assertive public mood in the province at the time, certainly prompted many 

authors at the CHR to reflect upon the historical relationship between the linguistic 

groups and contribute to the dialogue. This trend caught the eye of Marc La Terreur60 in 
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the RHAF. This historian noted that from 1960 to 1964, the Review had published ten 

substantial journal articles on this topic. He speculated that this burst of interest reflected 

the desire of their Anglophone colleagues to understand French Canada in a more 

thorough manner. Nonetheless, his analysis of one article in particular hinted at some of 

the hurdles hindering Anglophone scholars from doing so. Walter Ullmann of Wayne 

State University had published a study of Bishop Bourget of Montreal that attempted to 

pierce through his ominous silence on the Confederation question and uncover his 

opinion on the matter. La Terreur noted that the imprecise quotations of sources in 

French by Ullmann cast doubt on his ability to comprehend the texts that he had read.61 

The fact that none of the commentators in the peer review process flagged these potential 

errors suggests that language skill occasionally continued to present a lingering challenge 

in the production of cross-cultural studies. Despite this, however, the CHR had begun to 

publish research articles in French. Though these merely comprised a handful of the total 

pieces published,62 they are suggestive of a concerted effort to accommodate 

Francophone scholars and expand the interest of the Review.     

 In actuality, the ground was shifting dramatically underneath the feet of the CHR. 

Over the course of the decade, the public conception of Canadian nationality among 

Anglophones was undergoing a profound transformation. Cormier, for instance, identifies 

the rise of a series of movements in this period that were manifestations of Canadian 
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nationalism. One consisted of figures such as Melvin Watkins and Walter Gordon, as 

well as groups like the Committee for an Independent Canada and the Waffle movement 

within the New Democratic Party (NDP), each advocating a form of economic 

nationalism in response to the perceived American takeover of Canadian resources. 

Another unique set of nationalists pushed for greater involvement by Canadians in the 

production of culture and both a quantitative and qualitative increase in cultural output.63 

Most important, though, was the fact that such movements were developing within the 

context of a broader transformation of national identity in what José Igartua labels “the 

other Quiet Revolution.” Through the 1960s, Anglophones shed the image of themselves 

as a British nation and gradually adopted a civic nationalism that defined Canada as a 

bilingual country with a multicultural population. Moreover, this reformed identity found 

its basis in the notion of collective rights rather than a narrow definition that took an 

ethnic group as its referent.64 By the end of the decade, the logic behind much of the 

research in the CHR and the implicit contours of its national history appeared 

increasingly anachronistic. In this context, the decision to publish in French and to devote 

more space to the history of Francophone Canadians appears as a tentative shift towards 

an acknowledgment of the new realities.     

 While historical scholarship in the CHR from the early 1960s actually tightened 

around the production of national history that highlighted the political achievements of 
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“great men,” frustration among the younger generation of academic historians grew to a 

critical mass. As a result, they embarked on their first tentative steps towards the 

construction of an entirely new body of literature. In the process, they shed the cloak of 

liberal individualism in favour of garments that better suited their own preoccupations. 

Academic historians in the Review therefore turned their attention to the struggles waged 

by politicians in the Depression years to alleviate inequality and poverty, explored the 

origins of working-class movements, and studied social history with an eye to 

comprehending the growing divide between Quebec and Ottawa in light of the Quiet 

Revolution. Though many of these pieces continued to engage in a narrative form that 

emphasized the role of a single individual in events, others adopted a perspective that 

considered the activities and motivations of a number of actors in the communities they 

investigated. While several articles carried on in the vein of the inherited historical 

framework, the collection of scholarship appearing in the CHR by 1967 suggested that its 

contributors were poised to embark on a vast re-imagination of the past. 

 

Celebration or Swan Song? Historians Commemorate the Centennial amidst the Crisis of 

National Identity 

 Despite the various misgivings expressed by academic historians in the previous 

decade regarding their ability to influence public policy and opinion, the network of 

historical scholars at the CHR continued to press ahead with various projects outside the 

walls of the ivory tower, attempting to imprint upon Canadian symbols and institutions 

the mark of their liberal vision of history. True to his own brand of liberal individualism, 

Lower became active in the debate regarding the implementation of a Bill of Rights for 
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Canada in 1960. Not only did he testify before a committee of the House of Commons on 

the matter in July of that year, but he also wrote to Justice Minister Davie Fulton to solicit 

his support. His correspondence even suggests that in the following year, he attempted to 

organize a group of specialists, including Max Cohen of the law faculty at McGill and 

Cook at Toronto, to examine the War Measures Act and suggest concrete proposals for 

its reform.65 Creighton received an appointment by the British government to sit on an 

Advisory Commission to determine the political fate of the Central African Federation in 

late 1959. On this assignment, the prominent Canadian academic hoped to discover an 

elusive compromise between what he termed the reactionary settlers and the haranguing 

of the African nationalists.66  

 Yet the most notable public contribution by a historical researcher in this decade 

was the prominent role that Stanley played in the creation and adoption of a new national 

flag for Canada. Though a design dubbed the “Pearson Pennant” had received significant 

backing, it was Stanley who suggested the successful model for the flag to Liberal 

Member of Parliament John Matheson. The inspiration for the design – two red bars with 

a single red maple leaf against a white background in the middle – had come from the 

flag of the Royal Military College where Stanley was employed. The proposal won out 

over other submissions, in part due to support from Matheson, and in part due to the 

perception that it represented a compromise between the “Pearson Pennant” and 

reconfigured versions of the red ensign. Most importantly, however, the new flag avoided 

symbolism that identified the composite ethnic or linguistic groups that populated Canada 

and instead carried an icon distinctive of the land and therefore implied a common loyalty 
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to a single nation.67 The debate took place within the context of the decline of the British 

Empire and the broader global movement for decolonization, and the rejection of designs 

containing the Union Jack in favour of the adoption of home-grown symbols subtly 

echoed this search for a new identity that reflected the decreasing prestige of association 

with the United Kingdom. 

 Despite evident signs of the abandonment of an overtly British symbolism within 

the hallmarks of Canadian identity, one must remain cautions so as not to present this 

trend as thorough-going or complete. A more accurate reading of the process would be to 

describe it as a reformation of Canadian symbols and institutions to decouple them from a 

British version of national identity that privileged Anglo Saxons as the default citizens 

against whom all others were to be measured. In fact, C. P. Champion cites several 

Canadian institutions from this decade that, while undergoing profound transformations, 

nonetheless continued to embody unequivocally British elements beneath their surface. In 

the case of the flag, he notes that its creators were mostly of British stock, the colours 

chosen were British, and the heraldic precedents cited for its distinctive symbolism were 

mostly military or imperial in origin. Champion also interrogates a number of values 

cherished by Anglo Canadians. Accordingly, he envisions multiculturalism as a sort of 

reinvention of hoarier British images of the Empire as a mosaic that embodied unity in 

diversity.68 Though providing an important observation about the endurance of British 

influence in Canadian national symbolism and identity, Champion nevertheless attempts 
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to universalize this inheritance and celebrate it without examining the troubling record of 

imperialism in the country or some of the crucial ways in which Francophones and First 

Nations have challenged its legitimacy.   

 In the midst of the Quiet Revolution in Quebec and the abandonment of British-

Canadian nationalism elsewhere, many current and former contributors to the CHR 

embarked on a number of projects to commemorate the approaching centennial of 

Confederation. The most ambitious of these was the Canadian Centenary Series, a project 

that sought to establish a coherent version of the national history that accommodated both 

linguistic groups. Morton and Creighton served as editors for the projected collection of 

nineteen monographs, beginning the preliminary organizational work in 1956. 

Appropriately, the contents and structure of the series reflected the influence of both 

historians. The influence of Morton is evident in the decision to devote 11 of the 

monographs to regional history, reflecting his concern for displaying their individuality. 

But according to Lyle Dick, the collective product served to reinforce the Laurentian 

Thesis as the dominant interpretation of the past. He concludes that Morton, the most 

influential of the two upon the shape of the Series, ultimately imbued the collection with 

a vision of a tight unity so as to buttress a pan-Canadian identity against American 

influences and the centrifugal forces of regionalism and Quebec nationalism.69  

 Three prominent studies appeared in the years before 1967 that narrated the story 

of Confederation from varying perspectives. Characteristic of his writing style and 

historical philosophy, Creighton chose to focus on the personalities who figured 

prominently in the effort to unite Canada. His eloquent and vivid account covered a short 
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span of time, only picking up the narrative at the failed negotiations for a Maritime union. 

He concluded the story on June 30th, 1867, purposely leaving his audience in a state of 

fervent anticipation by sweeping over the various sleepy hamlets and towns of the 

disparate colonies, hinting at the glorious future that awaited their inhabitants at dawn.70 

Morton framed his account from a more global perspective, carrying the narrative from 

1857 to 1873. Moreover, in a potential nod to Collingwood, he chose to emphasize the 

complexity of the “conjunction of events” that had brought Confederation to fruition.71 P. 

B. Waite, for his part, attempted to measure public opinion in the colonies regarding the 

project at the time by comparing the editorial lines of newspapers with private sources 

such as dispatches, letters, and diaries.72 

 Careless and R. Craig Brown edited an anthology of works entitled The 

Canadians. The ensemble was an effort to commemorate Confederation, and in its pages, 

contributors sought the ever-elusive trademarks of a distinct Canadian type. Tellingly, the 

historical section of the monograph came first and occupied approximately half of its 

total space. Though political events tended to form the skeleton of the composite 

narrative, the final product reflected the diversity of the authors, as some placed greater 

emphasis on social and economic developments than others. The tone also varied greatly 

between contributions. This choppiness was the result of a conscious decision on the part 

of Careless and Brown, who believed that “no one view can necessarily embrace the 

variety of Canada, and that depths and dimensions may be more fully revealed by a 
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multiplicity of viewpoints.”73 The book itself then formed a mosaic of perspectives, a 

literary representation of the manner in which the editors viewed Canada writ large. 

Though hardly the most prominent theme in the historiography, the roots of this 

identification of diversity with Canadian identity ran long and deep. Anglophone 

historical authors since the 1920s had frequently highlighted examples of the capacity of 

English and French Canadians to co-operate in their scholarship. The environmentalist 

historiography of the 1930s had occasionally underscored the regional character of 

Canada and the effects of geographic and economic structures that hindered these 

sections from welding together into a cohesive national community.      

 Just as some historians appeared to accommodate the emerging emphasis on 

diversity within the inherited narrative, a more liberal element within the discipline began 

to part ways with sections of the historiography that highlighted the legacy of the Crown 

and of the British peoples in forming modern Canada. The University League for Social 

Reform released its own study of Canadian nationalism in 1966. Its contributors – a band 

of academics from the University of Toronto – rejected two central elements of Canadian 

identity that they deemed anachronous: the emphasis on the northern landscape, and the 

British element. In fact, Underhill even heralded the adoption of a new national flag in 

the previous year as a potent symbol marking the end of “Wasp domination of Canadian 

society.” This transformation was only just, since he acknowledged the existence of many 

varieties of nationalist sentiment in Canada and this diversity was beneficial to a certain 

degree. Nationalism had become such a potent social force in the world that it 
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represented a form of modern religion, and like all such creeds became pernicious 

without the inclusion of a variety of different schools of thought to provide checks and 

balances against one another.74 Traceable within this perspective are faint echoes of Lord 

Acton, who himself inveighed against the creation of homogeneous nation-states.75 In a 

similar fashion, the liberal Underhill feared the consequences of constructing a 

monolithic national identity that coerced citizens to conform to its basic tenets. 

 These monographs provide a telling glimpse into the various responses by 

academic historians at the CHR to the challenges that undermined their vision of national 

history. As some dug in their heels and redoubled their efforts to entrench a vision of a 

liberal Canada, others faced the threats head on, while in the process abandoning the 

predominant brand of British-Canadian nationalism in favour of one that accounted for 

the regional, ethnic, and linguistic diversity in their midst. However, embedded within the 

emerging incarnation of pan-Canadian nationalism was an emphasis on pluralism and 

tolerance that it had inherited from its British predecessor. The only difference, therefore, 

lay in the weight accorded to these values. 

 

Searching for an Integral View of the Past in the RHAF 

 Much like the network at the CHR, scholars writing for the RHAF in this period 

engaged in their own debates regarding the nature of French-Canadian society and its 

past. The most striking evidence of this animated conversation lies in the contents of the 

Revue. Just as the Montreal School appeared to have gained the historiographical upper 
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hand by the end of the 1950s, a band of social scientists and historians at Laval emerged 

to challenge the logic behind the assumptions that undergirded their narrative of the past. 

Through vigorous research into the economic life of the region and the collective 

mentalities that prevailed in different eras of the past, they challenged the evidence 

behind the Decapitation Thesis as well as the assertion that French Canada had developed 

a national consciousness by the time of the Conquest. Consequently, the diversity of 

choice of research subjects and the methodologies employed by scholars both hint at the 

thrust of the debate that was emerging. The result was a rich and diverse body of 

scholarship in which researchers on all sides of the conversation sought to reconstruct an 

integral vision of French-Canadian life in all its complexity. 

 Despite the rich diversity of contents in the journal, the network of contributors 

displayed a surprising homogeneity. A study of the authors for the first issues of volumes 

16 and 21 displays little change in the network from the 1950s. Once again, contributors 

were overwhelmingly male and held positions in a wide variety of middle-class 

professions. Approximately one third of both samples consisted of members of the 

clergy. Five out of 15 were academic historians in the 1962 issue, while seven out of 24 

were employed in this capacity in 1967. In both issues, contributions from Montrealers 

are the most numerous. The first issue of volume 16 contains the work of eight from this 

city, while two contributors apiece came from Quebec City, other Canadian provinces, or 

France, and one was from Sainte-Anne-de-la-Pocatière. Five years later, 13 of the 24 

contributors came from Montreal, three each lived in Quebec City and France, two were 

from other regions of the province, two from other parts of Canada, and one resided in 

Egypt. Nonetheless, some subtle changes stand out. For instance, the Revue came to rely 
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increasingly upon the collaboration of history students in universities, with three out of 

24 of the contributors from the 1967 edition belonging to this category. Some, such as 

Roger Duhamel and Clément Saint-Germain, worked in publishing, while Jeanne 

Grégoire, one of the few female contributors, was a translator who taught at the 

Université de Montréal. Robert-Lionel Séguin, who held a PhD in history from Laval, 

was a researcher for the National Museum, as was Jean-Pierre Wallot.  

 Each brought with them a curiosity for and a specialized knowledge of various 

aspects of French-Canadian history. Several articles in the RHAF in the 1960s continue to 

examine episodes of political history, biography, and the storied past of the Catholic 

Church. Another area of keen interest in this period was the economic history of French 

Canada. Several pieces attempted to elucidate the manner in which the economy of the 

colony functioned through various phases of its existence. In that vein, Jean Côté 

explored the institution of the dowry in New France and the customs that surrounded it in 

practice. Gilles Paquet and Wallot sought to expand upon the research of Ouellet in more 

detail by examining a multitude of factors that affected the relationship between the price 

of goods in Lower Canada and the broader economic forces at play in the colony between 

1793 and 1812. Georges Baillargeon studied the practices, customs, and law surrounding 

the payment of taxes by the habitant to the seigneur in the early 1830s.76 Common to 

these examples is a reliance on raw data from censuses and parish records, as well as 

other non-numerical evidence, in the construction of their studies. Moreover, these 

articles tended to connect the study of economic questions to a broader curiosity 
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regarding the experience of life in French Canada in earlier periods. Other works 

considered the production and consumption of various foodstuffs. For instance, Laval 

PhD candidate Jean-Éric Labignette surveyed the history of wheat in New France, its 

importation, and the process through which it was produced. In the same issue, Robert-

Lionel Séguin of the Université de Montréal examined the question of whether the first 

ploughs used on the fields on the banks of the St. Lawrence River were made of wood or 

iron.77  

 In addition, a variety of articles dealing with cultural history shared the pages of 

those dealing with the production and consumption of basic goods. A handful explored 

the content of education programs and the study of philosophy in the French-Canadian 

past. Galarneau provided a brief overview of the contents of classical secondary 

education in Quebec for the June 1966 issue of the RHAF. His goal was to contribute to a 

reconstruction of “des phénomènes collectifs de profonde amplitude et de longue durée et 

des phénomènes de psychologie collective avant tout.”78 These words especially 

suggested the influence of the Annales on the article, as their study of mentalités was a 

quest to identify the collective psychological and cultural currents that ran beneath social 

and economic history.79 Marc Lebel contributed a series of pieces on the instruction of 

philosophy at the Petit Séminaire du Québec, while Wallot published a number of studies 
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on printing presses in Lower Canada in the first decade of the nineteenth century.80 

Meanwhile, Georges-Émile Giguère compared the Church in New France to that of the 

mother country in an attempt to identify any changes that it underwent in the process of 

adapting to life in the new land. This was a historiographical piece that compared the 

opinions of various Anglophone and Francophone academics on the question, the results 

of which led Giguère to conclude that the Catholic Church inevitably changed somewhat 

in attempting to provide for the needs of the public, evangelizing among the Aboriginal 

population, and aiding in the construction of a new society.81       

 The concern with the reconstruction of economic life of French-Canadian society 

and the collective psychology of eras past bears the direct imprint of the Annalistes on the 

thought of many within the network of the RHAF. Not only had they adopted much of the 

methodology and interpretative framework of the Annalistes, but they also made efforts 

to collaborate with them actively, in particular when attempting to define the nature of 

the historical connection between French Canada and Western Europe. In 1963, 

Galarneau extended a French-language invitation to the audience of the CHR to 

participate in a colloquium at Laval on this theme. Among those slated to attend were 

Braudel, Labrousse, Marcel Reinhard, Alphonse Dupront, Georges Duby, and Robert 

Mandrou, all of whom were directly involved or associated closely with the Annales 

School.82 In several places, contributors to the RHAF openly employed the methodology 
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of the Annalistes and expressed indebtedness to their scholarship. Roland Lamontagne83 

of Montreal mapped out a schema of the function and structure of civilizations as they 

grow and decline, citing the work of Braudel in the introduction to his article for the 

RHAF in 1964. In the following issue, he applied the concept of “géohistoire” as 

conceived by Braudel to an examination of Quebec history and society.84    

 The methods and approach of the Annalistes provided the ideal tools through 

which one might explore the history of a collective such as a nation, as was the goal of 

both the Montreal and Laval Schools. The new history in French Canada, as Paquet and 

Wallot envisioned it, tended towards the study of organized groups and the employment 

of quantitative data. In enunciating their appraisal, they borrowed both the language and 

concepts of the Annales School.85 As Pierre Chaunu wrote in the RHAF, this framework 

acknowledged the structural elements in historical change. The most efficacious means of 

capturing their influence lay in the scientific study of quantitative data. Nonetheless, 

series of data could not possibly yield a view of the complexities of life in society alone, 

and for this reason researchers did well to supplement statistics with documentary 

evidence submitted to the rigours of critical analysis.86  

                                                
83 Roland Lamontagne obtained his PhD from the Université de Montréal in 1954 and became a professor 
in the faculty of the History Department there in 1959. His major works are biographies or studies of 
prominent figures in the history of New France, including La Gallissonière and Talon. “Fonds Roland 
Lamontagne,” Division de la gestion de documents et des archives, Université de Montréal, accessed 
October 17, 2015, last modified n.d. www.archiv.umontreal.ca/p0000/p0130.html . 
84 Roland Lamontagne, “Civilisation: Terminologie et structure,” Revue d’histoire de l’Amérique française 
18, no. 3 (1964): 357-362; Roland Lamontagne, “Géohistoire du Canada,” Revue d’histoire de l’Amérique 
française 18, no. 4 (1964): 534-540. 
85 Paquet and Wallot, “Aperçu sur le commerce international et les prix domestiques dans le Bas-Canada 
(1793-1812),” 447. 
86 Pierre Chaunu, Roland Lamontagne, and Frédéric Mauro, “Options en histoire,” Revue d’histoire de 
l’Amérique française 21, no. 2 (1967): 182-183. 
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 Given the association that Rudin makes between the Laval School and the 

Annalistes,87 it is tempting to conclude on this basis that their vision of history dominated 

the pages of the RHAF in this decade. The fact that Lamontagne belonged to the Montreal 

School suggests that the influence of these French academics alone is insufficient 

grounds upon which to draw such a conclusion. One telling indicator of a shift in 

influence was the historical period explored in research articles. In 1961, 19 of the 25 

studies dealt with subjects in the period of New France either entirely or in part. In 1964 

and 1967, this figure had diminished to eight of 24. As the Montreal School tended to 

examine this period in an effort to demonstrate the normality of life in the French 

colonies before the Conquest, a decline in the number of articles considering this era 

suggests the entrance of another set of scholars on the scene studying a different set of 

questions. However, a tally of footnote citations suggests a slight orientation toward the 

Montreal School. Various major works by Frégault receive eight in the period, though 

most of these are by Lamontagne in his articles. Citations of Groulx appear in eight, 

while those of Trudel, especially for his acclaimed study of the influence of Voltaire on 

French Canada, total six. Another means by which to approach this question is to identify 

the authors who contributed to the sample editions from 1962 and 1967. Among 

academic historians in Quebec universities and contributors with a graduate degree in 

history from one of these institutions, seven had associations with Laval, while five were 

connected to Montreal. Another two contributors from 1967 were undergraduate students 

at the History Department of the latter. The sum of evidence therefore suggests that 

neither group had achieved a hegemonic grip on the interpretation of history in the 

RHAF. Certainly the coexistence of these two schools within the same journal implies a 
                                                
87 Rudin, Making History in Twentieth-Century Quebec, 133. 
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sophisticated ability to accept the presence of rival interpretations of the past. Despite the 

occasionally harsh language that some of the adherents of the Montreal School applied to 

both their predecessors and opponents, the collective product of the network at the RHAF 

was more diverse in perspectives and methodology as a result of this tolerance than most 

of the output at the CHR. 

 Historical scholarship in this decade reflected the broader transformation of 

Quebec society during the Quiet Revolution and the consequent debates regarding 

French-Canadian national identity and its implications. In this light, Ouellet became 

particularly engaged with the predominant interpretation of the past, publishing a pair of 

articles examining French-Canadian nationalism for the CHR in 1962 and 1964. He 

struck at one of the core tenets of the Montreal School, namely that French Canadians 

possessed a national consciousness by the time of the Conquest. Ouellet pointed out that 

a colony never develops in the perfect likeness of its mother country, adding that the 

habitants were certainly conscious of their uniqueness from the French. However, they 

had not yet been exposed to the vocabulary of “valeurs nationales” and their beliefs, 

aspirations, and interests had not pushed them in that direction. He placed the emergence 

of French-Canadian nationalism in the 1830s and claimed that the use of the term 

“nation” to describe their community only began in the early nineteenth century. For 

Ouellet, the history of these concepts was inextricably tied to the emergence of liberalism 

as a political philosophy.88 He also challenged the key assumptions of the Decapitation 

Thesis. In line with colleague Jean Hamelin,89 he remarked that there was no evidence 

                                                
88 Ouellet, “Le nationalisme canadien-français: de ses origines à l’insurrection de 1837,” 278-279; Ouellet, 
“Les fondements historiques de l’option séparatiste dans le Québec,” 186. 
89 In Économie et société en Nouvelle-France, Hamelin employed statisical analyses of correspondence, 
census data, accounting books, and genealogical research that led him to a number of conclusions that 
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suggesting that the Conquest had in fact caused any great rupture in the social or 

economic structures of the colony. Since the fur trade – integral to the economic life of 

New France – carried on much the same as it had before 1760, the economic inferiority 

of French Canada had consequently originated elsewhere.90 

 Furthermore, the dynamics that he perceived to be operating among the class of 

liberal professionals who became the vanguard of this nationalism ultimately led him to 

adopt a disdainful appraisal of their behaviour. Rudin observed the tendency of Ouellet to 

emphasize the psychological problems and character flaws of Papineau and his family. 

This emphasis on psychology stemmed from his absorption of Annaliste thought.91 The 

trend of research into mentalités and collective psychology dovetailed well with the 

search for traces of national consciousness among a distinct people. But Ouellet also 

treated nationalism itself as a pathology, especially in its various historical incarnations in 

French Canada. Brunet had observed this tendency, and at the first conference of the 

journal Recherches sociographiques in April 1962, he pushed back by scrutinizing the 

claims leveled by Ouellet against Francophone historiography and its nationalist 

                                                                                                                                            
challenged the assumptions of the Decapitation Thesis. He uncovered little evidence to suggest the 
existence of a bourgeoisie in New France before 1760. The small group of local merchants was not 
sufficiently wealthy to constitute one and the colony lacked the vital economic structures for such a class to 
develop. Hamelin proffered a number of reasons for the economic weakness of the colony. Some were 
random, such as periodic difficulties in the French treasury, losses during war, and even calamities such as 
the fire of Montreal in 1724 that ruined thirty local merchants. Yet he also identified a number of structural 
factors to explain the poor performance of the colonial economy. For instance, very few of the immigrants 
who appeared on the banks of the St. Lawrence possessed either wealth or commercial experience. In 
addition, those merchants who did take up business in the colony ultimately left as soon as they had 
amassed their fortunes. Jean Hamelin, Économie et société en Nouvelle-France (Quebec: Les Presses 
Universitaires Laval, 1960), 5, 127-132. 
90 Ouellet, “Les fondements historiques de l’option séparatiste dans le Québec,” 186-187. 
91 Rudin noted that Ouellet had followed the methodology of Ernest Labrousse in his work. As a result, he 
attempted to understand the collective mentality of those who had launched the Rebellions of 1837, namely 
the liberal bourgeoisie. For Ouellet, Papineau became a representative of this social class, and as he felt 
compelled to present the leaders of the rebellion in the worst possible light, he conducted extensive 
research into the psychological problems of the entire family as a means of discrediting them. Rudin, 
Making History in Twentieth-century Quebec, 149-151. 
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inspiration. He accused their detractors of bias, as they doggedly treated nationalism as a 

virus that must be eradicated rather than a phenomenon that deserved legitimate 

examination. The anti-nationalists therefore portrayed themselves as the only individuals 

entitled to seize the realities of the past. Those who had fervently sought to debunk 

“légendes” through the application of social scientific methods to historical research now 

found themselves in the same position as those they had attacked in the previous decade. 

But now with his back to the wall, Brunet identified the rhetorical trick involved in such 

attacks. By taking on the mantle of “objectivity” and “modern” sociological research, 

Ouellet had attempted to absolve himself and like-minded colleagues of bias in one fell 

swoop. 92 

 As contributors to the RHAF vigorously debated the origins of the French-

Canadian nation in response to political developments, it comes as no surprise that some 

within their ranks also came to question its boundaries and criteria for membership. 

Reflection upon the historical treatment of Francophones across Canada contributed to 

this redefinition. After examining the demographic data and the history of the application 

of constitutional principles to the defence of Francophone minorities, Richard Arès 

concluded that Confederation had not treated both peoples equally. The lack of goodwill 

on the part of the Anglophone majority had engendered a sense among French Canadians 

that Quebec was the only place in Canada in which they were able to live openly in their 

own culture and language. As a result, French Canadians did not feel at home in the rest 

of Canada.93 Although the Quiet Revolution resulted in the transformation of a French-

                                                
92 Fernand Dumont and Yves Martin, eds., Situation de la recherche sur le Canada français (Quebec: Les 
presses de l’Université Laval, 1962), 31, 43. 
93 Richard Arès, “Un siècle de vie française en dehors du Québec,” Revue d’histoire de l’Amérique 
française 21, no. 3a (1967): 569. 
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Canadian national identity into one centred in Quebec, authors for the RHAF disagreed as 

to the consequences of this development for Francophone minorities in other provinces. 

M.-Adélard Tremblay, for instance, noted that while some viewed the protection of these 

minorities as a lost cause, others speculated that the nationalist movement in Quebec 

might actually inspire Acadians and others through a renewed sense of pride and strength 

to push for their own cultural protection.94 No matter which scenario ultimately proved 

correct, though, the French-Canadian national identity of yesteryear was fragmenting into 

a number of distinct communities.  

 While historical scholars of previous generations such as Groulx had long 

recognized that Quebec was the “foyer” of the French-Canadian nation, the pessimism of 

the neo-nationalist framework led them now to condemn the Francophone minority 

outside of the province to extinction. Bock traces the transition in this conception of the 

French-Canadian nation to the years following the Second World War. Those such as 

Groulx had portrayed French Canada as an organic community whose main criteria for 

belonging rested on language and tradition. As intellectuals turned their attention to 

political and economic structures in their research, they came to frame problems in 

French-Canadian society in a new light.95 This perspective, in turn, led them to view the 

state as a potential actor in rectifying injustices. But as they perceived Ottawa to be an 

Anglophone domain in which they held little clout, they viewed the Quebec state as the 

most promising venue for effecting change. According to Jacques-Yves Morin, a 

Professor of Constitutional Law at the Université de Montréal during this period, the 

                                                
94 M.-Adélard Tremblay, “Les Acadiens de la Baie Française: L’histoire d’une survivance,” Revue 
d’histoire de l’Amérique française 15, no. 4 (1962): 527. 
95 Bock, Quand la nation débordait les frontières, 14-15, 21. On this topic, see also Marcel Martel, French 
Canada: An Account of its Creation and Breakup, 1850-1967, Canadian Historical Association, Canada’s 
Ethnic Group Series (Ottawa: The Canadian Historical Association, 1998).  
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results of the Tremblay Commission in 1956 reflected this transformation by labeling 

Quebec the fundamental political arena of French Canadians and calling for a special 

autonomous status for the province.96 Hence, the new framework through which 

Francophone academics viewed their society contributed significantly to the subsequent 

transformation of their national identity from an organic community encompassing all 

French-speaking Canadians to a state-centric and geographically defined entity.  

 Just as those at the CHR were coming to grapple with the rapid pace of change 

developing in their midst, so too were the contributors to the RHAF. Debates revolving 

around the origin and nature of French-Canadian nationalism served as proxies for the 

greater battle being waged for the collective soul in Quebec. In marshaling evidence to 

support their historical arguments, each side donned the cloak of scientific method and 

scholarly critique as a means of adding validity to their conclusions. Moreover, this 

shared approach lent itself to the production of a body of historical scholarship that often 

took the collective, rather than the individual, as its basic unit of analysis. Although 

writers for the CHR had begun to part with the individualist framework, they had not 

embraced quantitative studies as thoroughly as did many of those at the RHAF. While the 

1960s was a period of flux in terms of historical scholarship, researchers for the Review 

and the Revue responded to challenges in vastly different manners. In this sense, there 

appeared to be little prospect for greater collaboration between Anglophone and 

Francophone historical researchers. The enduring success of the RHAF allowed it to 

serve as an autonomous nodal point that aided in the cohesion and reproduction of a 

                                                
96 Jacques-Yves Morin, “Les origines historiques du statut particulier,” Revue d’histoire de l’Amérique 
française 20, no. 1 (1966): 15. 
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network engaged in a distinctive historical project, one with its own aims, perspective, 

and methods. 

 

 As the Centennial year drew to a close, the network of the CHR showed clear 

signs of entering into a crisis of identity of its own. The historiography, which focused on 

efforts to build the modern Canadian nation and chronicle the deeds of its heroes, failed 

to provide answers to the questions that a younger generation in a complex industrial 

society now began to pose. As a result, many abandoned the fixation on national history 

and instead engaged such themes as social class, labour movements, and regionalism. But 

even the efforts of those who continued to fulfil the traditional mission of historical 

scholarship seemed woefully inadequate. In the nearly 50 years since the founding of the 

CHR, its contributors were farther from their goal of squaring the circle of national unity 

than ever. Underhill correctly identified one aspect of the problem when he remarked that 

social developments in one section of the country never aligned with those in the other. 

The fact that changes in public mood never occurred in tandem between Quebec and the 

other provinces led him to conclude that “we have failed to synchronize our watches.”97 

 This remark amounted to an implicit recognition that after a century of union, 

Canada continued to harbour at least two nations within its boundaries. While most 

Anglophone historical scholars had adhered to a liberal, political vision of nationality 

over the years, the goal of their craft remained somewhat at odds with this creed. Those at 

the CHR had aspired to play a crucial role in the foundation of a political nationality, but 

the manner in which they had done so suggested not only that some cultural convergence 

was necessary before this could occur, but that they also expected the French Canadians 
                                                
97 Underhill, “Foreword,” in Peter Russell, ed., Nationalism in Canada, xviii. 
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to synchronize their watches to the time of the majority. Now, with the rise of the 

independence movement in Quebec, the prospect of convergence on any terms appeared 

to be diminishing rapidly. The CHR was in dire need of a radically different framework 

through which to narrate the past and define the ties that bound not only the country 

together, but its network of authors as well.       
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Chapter 8: Conclusion 
 
 The year 1967 serves as a crucial transition point in the development of Canadian 

historiography. Granted, the country was undergoing a rapid transformation in the 

manner in which Canadians of both linguistic groups viewed themselves. As many 

celebrated the centennial of Confederation, some pondered the future of Canada with 

dismay; indeed, a number of them even doubted whether Canada had much of a future at 

all. Just as Anglophone Canadians were coming to accept an interpretation of their 

country as a multicultural, bilingual state, impressive numbers of Francophones in 

Quebec were calling into question the very premises of Confederation and identifying 

with a new brand of Quebec nationalism. Increasingly, it appeared to observers that 

whatever common ground had existed upon which to construct a unified Canadian 

identity was rapidly eroding beneath their feet. 

 Yet on a more immediate level for historians, 1967 was a landmark year in both 

networks. Groulx, the Editor of the RHAF and the dominant force behind the IHAF, died 

on May 23, 1967.1 The man at the very core of the network – and of Quebec historical 

writing for much of the twentieth century – was suddenly gone and had left a significant 

void to fill. Bilodeau, his assistant, took charge of the journal and appeared to be a safe 

choice, since the selection of a Groulx loyalist likely assuaged the fears of those 

apprehensive of a takeover by the more radical disciples of the Montreal School.2 

Meanwhile, Ramsay Cook penned an article for the International Journal in which he 

lamented the “dull sameness” of books that purported to treat the Canadian question and 

                                                
1 “Fonds Lionel Groulx,” Bibliothèque et Archives Nationales du Québec, accessed August 9, 2016, last 
modified 2006 http://pistard.banq.qc.ca/unite_chercheurs/description_fonds?p_anqsid=20110201120150 
650&p_centre=06M&p_classe=CLG&p_fonds=1&p_numunide=930153 
2 Rudin, Making History in Twentieth-Century Quebec, 120, 123. 
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the solutions they proffered for the legitimate strains that faced the country. In its 

conclusion, he coined the term “limited identities” as a means of describing an approach 

to the study of Canada that could square the circle of the problem of unity by exploring 

the regional, ethnic, and class identities people held in addition to the national.3 Although 

his suggestion foreshadowed the vast expansion of historical research among 

Anglophones into fields such as labour history, gender, class, and regionalism, it also 

echoed the emerging image of a plural, multifaceted, multiethnic Canada that was 

forming in the minds of English-speaking Canadians. Yet it also signalled the implicit 

abandonment of the project that the CHR had come to embody for its entire existence, 

namely the construction of a Canadian national past.  

 Historical researchers in 1967 were therefore in many respects farther from 

achieving this objective than they had been in 1920, especially given the transformations 

underway in definitions of national identity among Anglophone and Francophone 

Canadians. For all their efforts, historians had been unable to come to grips successfully 

with the vast cultural differences between English and French Canadians in order to draft 

a history of the country acceptable to both sides. The Anglophones in the network of the 

CHR had largely been influenced by a conservative liberalism and a conception of 

Canada that placed it variously as an integral member of an organic British 

Commonwealth or as part of a greater Atlantic world in which the spirit of Anglo-Saxon 

culture had dominated. The research of the Francophones at the RHAF, in contrast, was 

informed at first by Catholic social thought and later by the structuralism of the 

Annalistes. The Canada of the CHR was that of one nation housing two peoples, while 

that of the RHAF and intellectual circles in pre-Second World War Quebec tended to 
                                                
3 Ramsay Cook, “Canadian Centennial Cerebrations,” International Journal 22 (1967): 659-663. 
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view it as one state housing two distinct nations. Both concepts of Canada revolved 

around unique notions of “nation” that operated according to their own respective logic, 

and whose boundaries were ambivalent, tentative, and contested. The very existence of a 

strong and sustained critique from a minority within the very nation that the network of 

the CHR set out to describe represented a challenge to the cultural hegemony of the 

Anglo Canadians. Moreover, the glaring omission of First Nations from the historical 

record further complicates the dynamics of the historiography. With the recent rise of 

Indigenous Canada as a primary historical problem, both constructs of the national past as 

defined by the networks appear as inadequate answers to the dilemma.4  

In sum, each network nourished itself upon differing definitions of Canada and 

upon intellectual currents of vastly different origins, scuttling the possibility of narrating 

a history of Canada that was sufficiently acceptable to all. By conceiving of these two 

groups within the discipline as distinct networks, one finds added reason for the failure of 

Anglophone and Francophone historians to unite. The journals themselves served as key 

elements that further cemented these groups into two distinct networks. Both the CHR 

and the RHAF served as indispensable mediums for the historical researchers of both 

linguistic groups to communicate with one another, share research, foster debate, propose 

methodological innovations, and identify trends in the interpretation of the past. These 

journals therefore became structures that reinforced the divide, especially given the 

practical and mundane challenges of publishing a bilingual periodical of the highest 

calibre. Still, many academic historians became involved in attempts to unify the 

discipline and by extension the nation. Nonetheless, projects such as the drafting of a 

                                                
4 For more on the ambivalence inherent in notions of the nation, see Homi K. Bhabha, ed., Nation and 
Narration (New York: Routledge, 1990).   



 384 

manuel unique or the Canada Centenary Series were either too fleeting or did not engage 

a critical mass of members from both networks in sustained collaborative work to 

promote an enduring habit of such behaviour.     

But for all the profound difference between these networks, they occasionally 

shared a number of striking similarities. In particular, the inability to unify the discipline 

did not arise from a parochial intellectual insularity. On the contrary, historical authors 

from both linguistic groups displayed a keen interest in imbibing influences from beyond 

their communities through the length of the period covered in this dissertation. A vast 

number of contributors to the CHR possessed diplomas from Oxford or post-graduate 

degrees from American universities, particularly before the Second World War when 

such programs had only begun to develop in Canada. From these institutions, academic 

historians brought with them an array of methodological innovations such as the Frontier 

Thesis, or philosophical frameworks such as the conservative liberalism that held sway at 

Oxford. Many of the authors in the RHAF had studied in the United States and France. Its 

network contained contributors living not only in Quebec, but also in other parts of 

Canada, the United States, France, and even the Caribbean. Moreover, they did not shy 

away from importing intellectual frameworks and methodologies from abroad, with the 

Annales School holding particular sway among many of them. Figures such as Brunet 

and Frégault, for all their ambivalence toward the view of Canada that predominated at 

the CHR, readily borrowed from the Metropolitan Thesis and the environmentalism of 

Innis, Creighton, and others from the 1930s. In short, the conceptual toolkits of both 

groups of scholars were largely imported. 



 385 

Even the nations that both networks narrated were thoroughly transnational. In the 

case of the CHR, its contributors imagined Canada as a vital and integral part of the 

British Commonwealth that led a unique existence on the North American continent apart 

from the United States. Even after the postwar decline of the British Empire, historical 

researchers, taking their cue from Brebner and others, framed Canada within a North 

Atlantic triangle. From the outset, this network of authors consistently narrated from the 

perspective of an international liberalism that portrayed the evolution of Canada with 

reference to the many enduring cross-national influences that had lent it a unique 

character. The RHAF, as its name implies, wove the history of French Canada within that 

of the legacy of France in North America. In this sense, it sought to narrate the past of a 

nation that stretched over much of Canada, into the United States, and that shared a 

common cultural legacy with the Francophone peoples of the Caribbean. 

Finally, both networks exhibited a preoccupation with the enunciation and 

consolidation of a liberal order. Historical writing itself became infused with a liberal 

ethos. The footnote and the seminar reflected the recognition of pluralism and the 

freedom of the individual to challenge the conclusions of even the most prestigious in 

their fields. Moreover, the penchant for identifying heroes that existed within both 

networks was emblematic of an interpretation of the past that gave primacy to the 

individual. When Creighton wrote of Macdonald, Groulx of Dollard des Ormeaux, or 

even Ouellet of Papineau as an anti-hero, each distilled from their subjects some greater 

essence or character trait they either identified or hoped to cultivate in their respective 

nations. In addition, many of the assumptions and implications that ran through the 

various interpretations of Canadian history – whether the constitutional narrative, 
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environmentalism, the spirit of the Atlantic civilization, the Metropolitan Thesis as 

adopted by both the Anglophones and the Montreal School – reflected a particular liberal 

framework. Importantly, each of these interpretations also relied upon some force or 

nucleus – such as Spirit, the metropolis, or the St. Lawrence – to provide the nation with 

a timeless permanence. By identifying these unifying elements as the source or 

embodiment of the nation, historical authors thereby naturalized their particular vision of 

the past, and along with it the host of values upon which it rested.    

Though both networks were under the sway of liberalism, it does not necessarily 

follow that their liberalism originated from the same sources or that it led them to adopt 

the same perspectives. On occasion, as in the 1930s, both camps provided not entirely 

divergent solutions to common dilemmas. In this decade, opinion across Canada turned 

away from laissez-faire capitalism in light of the Depression, and both Anglophones and 

Francophones came to adopt a more collectivist view of society that carried with it an 

openness to state intervention in the economy. The predominant response to the crisis 

within both groups was the adoption of a middle way between capitalism and Marxian 

socialism. Though the particular shape of the proposed solution varied greatly between 

Quebec and Anglophone Canada – a corporatist model in the former and a reformist 

liberalism or even democratic socialism in the latter – both were conceived of within the 

intellectual traditions of each nation as means of securing the full development of the 

individual. Moreover, the debates between the Montreal and Laval Schools, though 

framed around the social and economic inferiority of the Francophone minority, can be 

viewed ultimately as a manifestation of the concern for securing equitable access for the 
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French-Canadian individual to the full spectrum of rights and freedoms offered under 

Confederation.  

Similarly, scholarship in the CHR consistently reflected liberal hues throughout 

the period under consideration. This position challenges the conclusions of Berger, who 

in adopting a “great man” approach to the exploration of Anglophone Canadian 

historiography portrays historians as moving collectively from a constitutionalist and 

idealist framework, to materialism, and then to a biographical mode of narration. Instead, 

this dissertation identifies a far greater continuity of content, one whose common trait 

was devotion to the depiction of a liberal Canadian past. The material presented in 

Chapter Two especially brings into question the extent to which Anglophone historical 

researchers had jettisoned the primacy of the individual in their frameworks. Moreover, 

the manner in which contributors to the CHR employed academic norms and 

methodological standards to rebuke those who challenged the liberal narrative or its 

fundamental assumptions runs counter to one of the conclusions of Wright. Indeed, 

Anglophone historians had not ignored the question of objectivity in their research, and 

the concept often became a tool employed by those in the network of the CHR to dismiss 

challenges from Francophones and Marxists, among others, who presented an alternative 

reading of Canada and its past.  

In sum, this dissertation, though consciously critiquing the clashing narratives put 

forth by two distinct networks of historical researchers, is itself a narrative. It tells the 

story of an attempt to define a Canadian nation by anchoring it in a long and storied past, 

identifying it variously in the heroes, historical processes, institutions, and geographical 

formations that were claimed to give it an enduring permanence, thereby rendering their 
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image of Canada as a natural and timeless entity. Though a story of persistent conflict, 

most notably between Anglophones and Francophones to enshrine their own narrative of 

Canada as the predominant, it is also the tale of a collection of researchers attempting to 

tease from the record a set of values with which to define a national identity. From the 

outset and through various twists and turns over the decades, this identity was 

unequivocally liberal in character, promoting the primacy and full development of the 

individual. Yet for all the liberal variants of Canada they created, none was so successful 

as to gain a hegemonic grip over the imagination of the public on both sides of the 

linguistic divide. As a result of many of the factors at play in that pivotal year 1967, 

historians largely abandoned the practice of conjuring Canadas through their scholarship 

and gradually decoupled their profession from the very animus that had implicitly fuelled 

its foundation and development.                          
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