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Abstract 
 
 
The meaning and future of the new political jurisdiction created in 1867 called Canada 

were far from obvious or certain for those who witnessed Confederation and its first 

decades of development. This study looks at some of the ways in which the creation of a 

new Canadian state in 1867 influenced ways of thinking about the nature of political 

association and civic identity. Based on a thorough analysis of English-Canadian 

magazines published between 1867 and 1900, as well as major books and pamphlets 

written about the constitution in Canada, many by the same authors, it focuses on the 

English-Canadian intellectuals and public writers who tended to write most systemically 

about such issues. This study assesses changing ideas of political association in these 

sources through an analysis of the key political concepts of constitution, nationality, 

citizenship, and loyalty, each of which form the basis of separate chapters. It argues that 

ideas of “modern” political association developed by these concepts often led to 

concerted efforts to describe the Canadian state as a legitimate and natural container of 

civic affiliation. While many described these concepts as increasingly defined by the 

relationship between the individual and the territorial, constitutional state, they continued 

to be guided by assumptions about racial identity and lines of exclusion. This complexity 

is detailed in the final chapter, a case study of changes to naturalization law between 

1867 and 1914 that saw many of the ideas examined in this dissertation take more 

concrete legal form.  
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Chapter One: 
Introduction 

 
 

What happened on July 1st, 1867? Marking the eighth anniversary of that date, the 

editors of the Canadian Monthly and National Review remarked, “We should be sure 

what sort of thing was born on that occasion, before we celebrate the anniversary.”1 The 

ambiguity of the meaning of Confederation and the uncertainty about how to define the 

entity that it created captured the attention, anxiety, and aspirations of many in the 

decades following Confederation. Confederation was, to borrow American historian 

Bernard Bailyn’s phrase about the American Revolution, a “soft, ambiguous moment,” a 

moment whose meaning and future were subject to great uncertainty and multiple 

possibilities.2 Canada was not created in a single moment; it was shaped by a gradual 

process through which many sought to explain the meaning of the new political 

jurisdiction and how those living within its expanding boundaries could or should 

identify with it. This process, developed in large part through public discourse and 

education, was an attempt to naturalize Canada – to transform the legal regime instituted 

by the United Kingdom’s British North America Act, 1867 into an ostensibly natural and 

enduring association of individuals.   

This study examines some of the ways in which the category of Canada acquired 

various meanings and for many became naturalized as a national community that 

marshalled attitudes and behaviours of belonging and thereby set lines of exclusion. It 

considers Canada not so much as a given political entity, but as a concept whose meaning 
                                                
1 “Current Events,” Canadian National and Monthly Review 8, no. 1 (July 1875), 69. 
2 Bernard Bailyn, Education in the Forming of American Society: Needs and 
Opportunities for Study (New York: Vintage, 1960), 14. 
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was subject to on-going debate and evolution. It has become convenient and almost 

intuitive to retrospectively apply meaning, to neatly sew up the disentangled threads that 

constituted the multiplicity of past futures. The problem, then, is how to untie the 

inevitability of Canada, to more carefully assess the process by which it became possible 

to think of Canada at all.  

This study looks at one facet of the wider project of normalizing Canada as a 

natural and logical container of civic identity. It shifts the focus from the political and 

legal strategies of “nation building” and considers how a particular group of writers in 

civil society assumed responsibility for describing, promoting, and inculcating the idea of 

Canada as a natural and logical unit of belonging. Rather than understand these actors 

and their writing as merely reflecting back on a Canada established in 1867, this study 

considers their work as a constitutive effort in solidifying “Canada” at a time when its 

trajectory as a sovereign state or as a “nation” was far from secure or obvious. To do this, 

this study turns to an intellectual history of concepts to examine how the creation of a 

new Canadian state prompted different ways of understanding and making sense of 

political association in English Canada specifically. It focuses on the period between 

1867 and 1900, nearly a third of a century that can be thought of as the Confederation 

generation, when the subjects of this study witnessed Confederation and the malleable 

and uncertain development of the new political jurisdiction it created. In their efforts to 

describe and influence the political changes they witnessed, this generation developed 

many enduring assumptions about Canada through their fashioning of key political 

concepts. This study examines how the concepts of a constitution, nationality, citizenship, 
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and loyalty were not stable or politically neutral, but developed and were used, often 

strategically, in the process of thinking about Canada.  

 

Conceptualizing Canada at Confederation  

Before turning to examine the ways in which people at the time tried to explain 

the new political jurisdiction and their relationship to it, it is useful to consider how 

colonial legislators who were involved in its political creation thought of it. For many of 

the politicians who debated the prospect of a union of the British North American 

colonies in 1865, it was unclear what kind of entity such a union would create. Would 

colonial union assimilate the regional and linguistic identities within it, or would it create 

a new nationality that could accommodate such diversity? The answer was vigorously 

contested in the parliamentary debates prior to the enactment of the British North 

America Act by the United Kingdom. This was best reflected in the use of the term 

“nationality” in these debates as applied to a union of the British North American 

colonies of Canada, New Brunswick, and Nova Scotia, often with a wide degree of 

variance and uncertainty. The terms “nation” and “nationality” were used with little 

consistency, often employed to denote either a political state or a linguistic, racial, or 

religious community. In his main speech during the debate on the Quebec Resolutions 

laying out the terms for such a union, for example, John A. Macdonald described his 

desire to create one “great nation and strong government,” but also acknowledged that 

French Canadians would retain their own “nationality.”3  

                                                
3 Canada, Parliamentary Debates on the Subject of the Confederation of the British 
North American Provinces (Quebec: Hunter, Rose, and Co., 1865), (Feb. 6, 1865), 27, 
28-29. 
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Perhaps the best-articulated attempt to clarify the meaning of nationality and its 

relation to the new political jurisdiction came from Canadian member and leader of the 

parti bleu George-Étienne Cartier, who, speaking in English, anticipated that 

Confederation would initiate a “new political nationality.” Such a nationality meant that 

“neither the national origin, nor the religion of the individual, would interfere.”4 For 

Cartier, the idea of a political nationality was a thoroughly modern concept, an 

expression of an age where the organizing principles of political governance were 

evolving into something distinct from previous eras. “In ancient times,” Cartier argued,  

the manner in which a nation grew up was different from that of today. Then the 
first weak settlement increased into a village, which, by turns, became a town and 
a city, and the nucleus of a nation. It was not so in modern times. Nations were 
now formed by the agglomeration of communities having kindred interests and 
sympathies.5 
 

Thus, for Cartier, it was possible to speak of a nation that was at once varied in race and 

religion, yet united in political purpose. Cartier, who was persuading his French-

Canadian colleagues that Confederation would not threaten their language and culture, 

argued that the presence of multiple “races” in the colonies, through their combined 

energies and talents, “would increase the prosperity and glory of the new Confederacy.”6 

This was because, for Cartier, the basis of political organization was rooted in 

constitutional or legal premises that superseded linguistic, religious, or racial differences 

that defined particular villages or communities. 

 Elaborating on Cartier’s point, fellow bleus member Hector Langevin insisted 

that the “new nationality” would in fact protect differences rather than assimilate them. 

                                                
4 Ibid., (Feb. 7, 1865), 60. 
5 Ibid. 
6 Ibid. 
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He assured other members that “we do not wish to do away with our different customs, 

manners, and laws; on the contrary, those are precisely what we are desirous of 

protecting in the most complete manner by means of Confederation.”7 For many French-

Canadian members who supported Confederation, this was a compelling point. The idea 

of political nationality did not necessarily invoke the concept of a new national identity, 

but the perpetuation and protection of existing ones. Laval member Joseph H. Bellerose 

maintained that “Lower Canada will have the administration of all she holds dear – her 

nationality,” a point that other French Canadian members echoed.8 As A.I. Silver notes, 

the federal division of powers and the division of the Province of Canada into two 

distinct provinces gave considerable credence to this perspective.9 

 For these members, Confederation signified the inception of a nationality defined 

by political unity, which did not threaten existing identities. Along similar lines, 

Alexander Morris, Conservative member for Lanark South, argued that shared political 

interests formed the basis of union, citing the ideas of John Stuart Mill’s Responsible 

Government. Morris asserted “there should be sufficient amount of mutual sympathy 

among the populations… Those of race, language, religion, and above all, of political 

institutions, as conducing most to a feeling of identity and political interest,” adding, 

“We possess that strong tie of mutual sympathy in a high degree. We have the same 

systems of government, and the same political institutions.”10  Yet while Morris and 

others emphasized the shared institutional features of a common nationality, others 

                                                
7 Ibid., (Feb. 21, 1865), 363. 
8 Ibid., (Feb. 24, 1865), 481; see also comments by Joseph Octave Beaubien, (March 2, 
1865), 553 and Joseph Cauchon, (March 2, 1865), 562-563. 
9 A.I. Silver, The French Canadian Idea of Confederation, 2nd ed. (Toronto: University 
of Toronto Press, 1997), 40-41. 
10 Canada, Debates, (Feb. 23, 1865), 439. 
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forwarded an idea of nationality that was more deeply embedded in rhetorical or 

romantic appeals to union. This was most evident in the speeches of D’Arcy McGee, 

who claimed that there had been “a good deal of exaggeration on the subject of race,” 

and emphasized instead importance of “a feeling of being engaged in a common cause 

for the good of a common nationality.”11 

Despite these assurances that Confederation would mark the beginning of a new 

political nationality, numerous members doubted that such an arrangement was possible. 

Whether a “nation” could in fact be “made” by human will was a contested point. 

Anselme H. Pâquet, an opponent of Confederation from Berthier, succinctly stated, “I am 

well aware that the nationality of a people cannot be changed by a mere act of the 

Legislature.”12 The most vocal opponent of the notion of political nationality, however, 

was Conservative member from Brome, Christopher Dunkin, who also opposed 

Confederation. Dunkin insisted that such organization could not be arbitrated by political 

means. In his speech to the legislative assembly, Dunkin argued, “The phrase ‘political 

creation’ is no phrase of mine. I hold that the power to create is as much a higher 

attribute than belongs to man, in the political world, as in any other department of the 

universe.”13 For him, nationality was an organic identity that developed among a people 

who shared a common racial identity; the term “nationality” therefore reflected these pre-

political ties. “Is it a reminder,” he asked about the phrase “new nationality,” “that in fact 

we have no sort of nationality about us, but are unpleasantly cut up into a lot of 

                                                
11 Ibid., (Feb. 9, 1865), 139. McGee, a strong Irish nationalist and ardent supporter of 
British North American union, was widely noted for his promotion of a new British 
North American nationality; see for example, “A Plea for British American Nationality,” 
British American Magazine 1, no. 4 (Aug. 1863), 337-345. 
12 Ibid., (March 8, 1865), 790. 
13 Ibid., (Feb. 27, 1865), 483. 
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struggling nationalities?”14 Instead of Confederation, Dunkin believed that a federalized 

British Empire would be the more appropriate course, and that Confederation would only 

serve to foment tensions within Canada.    

 Like Dunkin, numerous French Canadian members refuted the concept of 

political nationality. The most vocal critic was Henri Gustave Joly, the member for 

Lotbinière. For him, the term nationality was a racial or linguistic signification. “We 

possess all the elements of a nationality,” he stated, referring to the language, literature, 

and history of French Canadians; he therefore rejected the notion that “we must give up 

our nationality, and adopt a new one, greater and nobler than our own.”15 Unlike Cartier, 

Joly insisted that nationality was predicated on common racial ties. Discussing the 

writings of French political scientist Frédéric Passy, he noted that the failures of past 

confederations were rooted in “the absence of homogeneity or common origin, and the 

want of knowledge.”16 Similarly, Joseph F. Perrault declared it an “impossibility” to be 

“fused into one nation,” stating, “The language, the religion, the institutions and the 

customs of a people are so many obstacles to its union with another people, whose 

language, religion, institutions and customs are different from theirs.”17 For these 

members, Confederation of the British North American colonies was inevitably destined 

to fail, owing primarily to the lack of homogeneity of its people. 

                                                
14 Ibid., (Feb. 28, 1865), 524-525. 
15 Ibid., (Feb. 20, 1865), 362. The life and career or Joly, who was a French-born 
Protestant and who later served as Quebec Premier and Lieutenant-Governor of British 
Columbia, is examined in J.I. Little, Patrician Liberal: The Public and Private Life of Sir 
Henri Gustave Joly de Lotbinière, 1829-1908 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 
2013). As Little notes, Joly became a strong supporter of Canadian unity after 
Confederation.  
16 Canada, Debates, (Feb. 20, 1865), 349. 
17 Ibid., (March 3, 1865), 599. 
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 Debate about the meaning of nationality and the possibility of a new political 

nationality was most extensive in the united province of Canada. The debate about a 

“new nationality” that captured the attention of Canadian parliamentarians was only 

vaguely echoed in other colonies, where debates often focused more directly on the 

consequences of joining a federal union. In Nova Scotia, Conservative member for Cape 

Breton, John C. Bourinot, contended that Confederation was a way of acquiring a 

nationality that would gradually lead to Canadian independence. He declared,  

A great stress has been laid upon the nationality that these Provinces would 
acquire; instead of being insignificant dependencies, they would form a nation 
that would be respected abroad. I believe that the formation of such a nation 
would lead to independence of England. Isolated as we are now, we could not 
form an independent state.18  
 

Notably, for Bourinot, nationality could be acquired by a political act because he equated 

it with state sovereignty. While many opponents of Confederation agreed that union 

would provide “assurance of national strength,” they rejected the specific provisions of 

the proposed scheme.19 These objections were rarely phrased in the language of 

nationality or political nationalism, but rather were more frequently based in concerns for 

the preservation of local economic, social, and cultural identities.  

As this study will indicate, many of the concerns and ideas raised in these initial 

legislative debates continued to shape public discussions in the decades following 

Confederation. In particular, questions of whether Confederation created a new political 

nationality, based on a distinct political constitution, and the creation of new political 

                                                
18 Nova Scotia, Debates and Proceedings of the House of Assembly, 23rd Parliament, 2nd 
Session (April 17, 1865), 268. 
19 Reform member for Richmond, William Miller, expressed this opposition to 
Confederation while anticipating its potential for national strength; Nova Scotia, Debates 
and Proceedings of the House of Assembly, 23rd Parliament, 3rd Session (April 3, 1866), 
185. 
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citizenship and loyalty, remained focal points in various debates about Canada and its 

future. The subjects of this study often grappled with the implications of the idea of a 

political nationality that rested on “kindred interests and sympathies,” as Cartier claimed. 

Was Canada a “nation,” and what did that mean? Did “kindred interests” form a strong 

enough basis of unity for the nation? What, in short, was Canada and how ought 

individuals and groups identify with it? Of course, these debates were conditioned by the 

intellectual and cultural context of the late-nineteenth century, when ideas of political 

organization were thought to be changing based on what were often positioned as 

“modern” assumptions and discoveries. 

  

 “A Time of Iconoclasm”: Modernity and the Meaning of Canada 

It had once all been so simple. It seemed, however, that time had quietly 

transitioned the world and rendered it an aberration of what it once was. For many 

writers in the late nineteenth century, this outlook was a motivating feature of political 

and social criticism. In the closing third of the nineteenth century, the pages of Canadian 

magazines were coloured by a common chorus of certainty that these were no ordinary 

times. Underlying much of the writing was an anxiety about a world in transition, the 

very basis of society changing in ways that could transform the nature of human 

“civilization.” Numerous writers lamented the perversion of accepted truths and the 

creeping corrosion of inherited icons. Commenting in 1875 on the beginning of the new 

year, the Canadian Monthly and National Review observed:  

We live in a critical time, when most things for whose stability our fathers had no 
fear, are shaking like reeds in the winter wind. It is a time of disquiet, when 
unwonted mutterings are heard in the air, of weird voices boding evil, or 
beguiling with vain promises of peace. It is a time of iconoclasm, when the old 



 10 

divinities are toppling from their pedestals, and strange gods, whom no man can 
worship, are being set up.20 
 

The imagery of collapsing gods and crumbling ideals served as a warning to readers to be 

aware of the impulses of what many saw as a new age. The perceived pace of change 

portended radical transformations that no one could predict and few could prevent. 

 While this worry was an emotional response to perceptions of social and cultural 

instability, the late nineteenth century was certainly a period of considerable change. As 

this study illustrates, this sense of change, especially the perception that political 

organization was evolving toward something that contemporaries thought of as distinctly 

modern, was a defining element in the developing understandings of Canada. Damien-

Claude Bélanger has identified modernity as a pivotal aspect of Canadian intellectuals’ 

perceptions of the United States, often regarding the United States as the “symbol of 

modernity and the liberal ethos.”21 This sense of modernity also extended beyond 

Canadian intellectuals’ responses to the United States, and this study examines how ideas 

of modernity conditioned ways of thinking about the Canadian state. Not only did the 

creation of the new Canadian state and its early development prompt new ways of 

thinking about and describing political association, but the sense of modern innovation in 

political governance and democracy also conditioned understandings of political order in 

Canada. 

Among the most fundamental of these changes were the evolution of religion and 

the strengthening of secularism. The development of science and the corresponding rise 

of secularism is a familiar theme in Canadian historiography. In his important study of 

                                                
20 “Current Events,” Canadian Monthly and National Review 7, no. 1 (Jan. 1875), 82. 
21 Damien-Claude Bélanger, Prejudice and Pride: Canadian Intellectuals Confront the 
United States, 1891-1945 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2011), 7. 



 11 

the social gospel movement of the late nineteenth century, Ramsay Cook highlights the 

“crisis of faith” that animated social criticism. This was developed primarily by the rise 

of Darwinian science and the corresponding growth of cities and industries.22 As A.B. 

McKillop examines in A Disciplined Intelligence, the influence of Darwinian thought 

shook the established intellectual orthodoxy in mid-nineteenth century Canada and 

indelibly shaped new forms of critical inquiry.23 Indeed, the legacy of Darwin was 

central to the sense of change that permeated essays and commentaries in Canadian 

magazines. Describing Darwinism as a “nightmare,” one writer complained the “theory 

presses upon us, and we fight against it, and try to throw it off, but it is ever present, and 

its weight still felt.”24 Regardless of whether they agreed with Darwinism or dissented, 

few could argue against its apparent hegemony and influence.  

The greatest threat of Darwinism and the corresponding growth of new critical 

inquiry was its apparent assault on religious belief and clerical authority. Cook argues 

                                                
22 Ramsay Cook, The Regenerators: Social Criticism in Late Victorian English Canada 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1985). The expansion of scientific study in 
Canada and the corollary controversies it precipitated are examined in Suzanne Zeller, 
Inventing Canada: Early Victorian Science and the Idea of a Transcontinental Nation 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1987) and Carl Berger, Science, God, and Nature 
in Victorian Canada (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1983). For an overview of 
key nineteenth-century Canadian writings on the relationship of science and religion, see 
J.D. Rabb, ed., Religion and Science in Early Canada (Kingston, ON: Ronald P. Frye 
and Company, 1988). 
23 A.B. McKillop, A Disciplined Intelligence: Critical Inquiry and Canadian Thought in 
the Victorian Era (Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1979). 
McKillop developed this theme further in his study of higher education in Ontario; 
Matters of Mind: The University in Ontario, 1791-1951 (Toronto: University of Toronto 
Press, 1994). In his study of six prominent Canadian intellectuals, S.E.D. Shortt likewise 
emphasized the tensions in this “age of transition,” specifically the contest between 
empiricism and idealism; The Search for an Ideal: Six Canadian Intellectuals and their 
Convictions in an Age of Transition, 1890-1930 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 
1976).  
24 F.P. Mackelcan, “More Work for Darwin,” New Dominion Monthly (June 1872), 321.  
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that the rising tides of secularism rendered religion less relevant, despite the motivation 

of Christian “regenerators” to reinvent the role and purpose of religion in modern society. 

Other historians, such as Michael Gauvreau and Richard Allen, insist that numerous 

religious leaders were nevertheless able to synthesize new intellectual trends with 

evangelical mission.25 It is clear, however, that the appearance of new forms of 

intellectual inquiry assumed an unshakable presence in English-speaking Canada and 

challenged the prevailing common sense and ways of thinking about science, society, and 

political organization. 

The importance of science and scientific inquiry, with their fixation on 

empiricism and criticism of assumed understandings, further complicated notions of 

tradition and prompted consideration of new forms of political association. An author in 

Stewart’s Quarterly argued in 1871 that a distinguishing characteristic of modern times 

was the placing of the “sceptre of authority in the hands of intellect,” or the prioritization 

of physical over metaphysical sciences.26 For some writers, this was symptomatic of a 

more materialistic society, which was increasingly driven by profits and commerce. The 

evangel of the nineteenth century, according to one, was “Free trade – commerce – 

competition – production – and John Stuart Mill is its prophet. It is the gospel of 

selfishness, without prayer, without praise.”27 Others, however, were more optimistic, 

                                                
25 Michael Gauvreau, Evangelical Century: College and Creed in English Canada from 
the Great Revival to the Great Depression (Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s 
University Press, 1991); Richard Allen, The View from Murney Tower: Salem Bland, the 
Late-Victorian Controversies, and the Search for a New Christianity (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 2008). 
26 Publicus, “Modern Tendencies,” Stewart’s Quarterly 5, no. 2 (July 1871), 195. 
27 S.E. Dawson, “Nineteenth Century Progress,” New Dominion Monthly (Jan. 1878), 42. 
This essay was originally presented as a speech read before the Athenaeum Club in 
Montreal in 1877. 
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like one writer who, commenting on the advent of internationalized standard time and 

railways, stated that such changes would have the effect “of making men less insular, less 

the slaves of locality, and of emancipating them from the bondage of mere customs and 

prejudices, and undue attachment to which is as injurious to man in the spiritual order of 

things.”28 

 The appearance of new forms of critical inquiry also challenged notions of 

history and collective memory. John Reade, a writer of popular histories of Canada, 

observed that even romanticized tales of the past were being displaced by the emergence 

of scientific approaches to the study of history, which ignored collective memories and 

the comforts they provided. “We live in an age of criticism,” he declared, “of ruthless 

criticism. It glories in dis-enchantment. It delights, with appalling calmness, to 

demonstrate the absurdity of what we and ours from time to time immemorial had 

considered true.”29 While Reade endorsed the “renaissance in historical science,” he was 

keenly aware of the implications it held for disrupting stories of origins and community. 

It was clear, he believed, that looking back on the past could no longer be simple and 

comforting. For him, scientific endeavour and the priority of reason had usurped the 

place of enchantment.30 

                                                
28 Canadensis, “Uniform Non-Local Time,” Canadian Monthly and National Review 13, 
no. 6 (June 1878), 648. 
29 John Reade, “Historical Illusions,” New Dominion Monthly (June 1874), 337. Reade, 
who was called the “dean of Canadian letters,” was an original member of the Royal 
Society of Canada, poet, and author of numerous essays on history; John Boyd, “John 
Reade: An Appreciation of the ‘Dean of Canadian Letters’” Canadian Magazine 53, no. 
1 (May 1919), 74-77.  
30 For a similar assessment of the “scientific” changes to historical writing, see J.M. 
Buchan, “The Scientific Treatment of History,” Canadian Monthly and National Review 
13, no. 4 (April 1878), 366. Donald Wright illustrates the wider development of 
professional history in Canada, which started in the late nineteenth century, in The 
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 The tremendous pace of change in the late Victorian period, especially the 

“iconoclasm” it engendered, constituted a new sense of being modern. Modernity, of 

course, is a relative term, distinguished particularly by the perception of precipitous 

transition. Yet as Marshall Berman influentially noted, modernity has been an on-going 

phenomenon for about five hundred years. To be modern, he writes, “is to find ourselves 

in an environment that promises us adventure, power, joy, growth, transformations of 

ourselves and the world – and, at the same time, that threatens to destroy everything that 

we have, everything we know, everything we are.”31 In this sense, then, modernity was 

primarily an experience of daily life. In late-Victorian Canada, this was perhaps most 

obvious in the country’s rapidly expanding urban centres where people found themselves 

increasingly living in a society of strangers.32 Keith Walden notes the “staggering” extent 

of this change in his study of the Toronto Industrial Exhibition. “As so much gave way,” 

he writes, “as so much was pushed together, people were required to re-establish the 

comprehensibility of their physical and intellectual environments.”33 As others have 

noted, representations of all that was new and “modern” appeared with greater frequency 

in Canadian cities, assuming seemingly ordinary forms like bicycles, store window 

displays, urban infrastructure, and even telling the time.34 This unfolding modernity and 

                                                                                                                                           
Professionalization of History in English Canada (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 
2005). 
31 Marshall Berman, All That is Solid Melts Into Air: The Experience of Modernity 
(London: Verso, 1983), 15. 
32 James Vernon identifies rapid urbanization and the sensation of living in a crowd of 
“strangers” as a defining element of being modern; Distant Strangers: How Britain 
Became Modern (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 2014). 
33 Keith Walden, Becoming Modern in Toronto: The Industrial Exhibition and the 
Shaping of a Late Victorian Culture (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1997), 4. 
34 G.B. Norcliffe, The Ride to Modernity: The Bicycle in Canada, 1869-1900 (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 2001); Donica Belisle, Retail Nation: Department Stores 
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its attendant changes in daily life was marked by a maelstrom of new discoveries mixed 

with the miasma of urbanity, a dizzying and dislocating process of unbecoming. It was in 

these conditions – in both the wider changes in intellectual inquiry and the experiences of 

daily life – that the new Canadian state developed in the decades following 

Confederation. Against this backdrop, refashioned senses of identity challenged and 

defined new thinking about forms of political association.  

Debates about the meaning of Canada that followed Confederation were as much 

an attempt to make sense of and give order to a seemingly chaotic and changing world, 

as they were political arguments. Canadian Confederation prompted multiple endeavours 

to explain and in some cases redefine the basis of political association. An intellectual 

history of Confederation must go beyond debates about federalism, political conflict, and 

economic dynamics to consider how the delimiting of new jurisdictions motivated 

different models of social and political thinking. The idea, for instance, that a nation was 

based in secular law was a primary source of interest and intellectual divergence. 

Throughout this study, a fundamental tension emerges between those who believed that 

nationality, constitutionalism, and citizenship were products of secular law, and others 

who believed that they were features of pre-political, organic, or “natural” association. 

Visions of Canada’s future were not, therefore, merely differing political positions, but 

were also expressions of fundamentally variant understandings of the nature of political 

association and community. 

                                                                                                                                           
and the Making of Modern Canada (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2011); Richard Dennis, 
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(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008); Jarrett Rudy, “Do You Have the 
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Historiographical and Theoretical Approaches to Analyzing the Concept of Canada 

Canada is, has always been, and seemingly always will be gripped by existential 

confusion, at least for the many historians and scholars who have sought to define or 

explain its shape and status. One point that was once agreed on in an almost reflexive 

way is that 1867 marks a defining point in Canadian history, the point at which the 

jurisdiction that we know as Canada came into being. While some historians have 

criticized this periodization, often pointing to the wider political construction and 

completion of Confederation, 1867 nevertheless looms large as a chasm that divides 

“pre-Confederation” and “post-Confederation” history.35 Much of the focus of 

Confederation has been on the political actors, the colonial politicians in British North 

America who debated, drafted, or rejected the terms of federation.36 While such an 

approach is an obvious and important aspect of understanding the political development 

of Canada, it has the limitation of tending to ossify 1867 as an end point in the 

development of the meaning of Canada rather than looking at it as the start of an 

uncertain and malleable process of making sense of Canada.37 Yet the question often 

remains: after the debates were finished and after the British North America Act was 

                                                
35 See for example, Ged Martin, Britain and the Origins of Canadian Confederation, 
1837-67 (Vancouver: UBC Press, 1995), and Jonathan Swainger, The Canadian 
Department of Justice and the Completion of Confederation, 1867-78 (Vancouver: UBC 
Press, 2000). 
36 Among some more prominent examples are P.B. Waite, The Life and Times of 
Confederation, 1864-1867: Politics, Newspapers, and the Union of British North 
America (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1962), W.L. Morton, The Critical Years: 
The Union of British North America, 1857-1873 (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 
1963), Donald Creighton, British North America at Confederation (Ottawa: R. Duhamel, 
1963), Christopher Moore, 1867: How the Fathers Made a Deal (Toronto: McClelland 
and Stewart, 1997). 
37 An important corrective to this tendency is A.I. Silver’s The French Canadian Idea of 
Confederation, which examines newspapers in French Canada to illustrate how the idea 
of Confederation was developed over time in the public sphere.  
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enacted, how did it and the entity it created become knowable and real to the people who 

suddenly found themselves within its boundaries and subject to its laws? 

The assumption that underlies this question is that the meaning of Canada was not 

prescribed solely by politicians and projected on an emergent population. The British 

North America Act was not incepted as the “Canadian Constitution” and embedded with 

an intrinsic logic meant to guide future generations. For scholars like Janet Ajzenstat, 

Samuel LaSelva, and Paul Romney, the study of Confederation is a rescue operation, a 

retrieval of the original intention of those who debated and drafted the British North 

America Act. “We have lost our Fathers’ insight,” Ajzenstat laments.38 This position is 

meant to be a stern appeal to current Canadians, the prodigal posterity who have become 

disoriented from their genealogical legacy. Paul Romney is more pointed in accusing 

generations of historians of “getting it wrong,” or fundamentally misunderstanding the 

original intention of Confederation.39 Samuel LaSelva goes further, asking that 

Canadians undertake a “process of recovery,” which “dictates an imaginative leap into 

the Confederation settlement of 1867, in order to understand the kind of moral 

foundations that underpin Canadian federalism.”40 These studies of Confederation and 

the constitution represent a Canadian variant of constitutional originalism, which centres 

on fidelity to a supposed founding intention or settlement.41  

                                                
38 Janet Ajzenstat, The Canadian Founding: John Locke and Parliament (Montreal: 
McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2007), xii. 
39 Paul Romney, Getting It Wrong: How Canadians Forgot Their Past and Imperilled 
Confederation (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1999). 
40 Samuel V. LaSelva, The Moral Foundations of Canadian Federalism: Paradoxes, 
Achievements, and Tragedies of Nationhood (Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s 
University Press, 1996), 15. 
41 Originalism has been a dominant aspect of constitutional theory and debate in the 
United States, although Bradley W. Miller has reevaluated the 1929 Persons Case to 
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Debate about the “original” intention of Confederation underscores its intensely 

political nature. Accordingly, much of what has been written about it focuses on its 

political or legal aspects. The question, for example, of whether Confederation was an 

“act” or “pact” is one traditionally prominent angle of interpretation.42 This approach has 

led many historians to consider the legal development of federalism, particularly the 

development of constitutional adjudication in the early decades of Confederation.43 More 

recently, Canadian historiography has undergone a rather marked turn not only in the 

assessment of the meaning of Confederation, but also in the way in which historians can 

conceive of Canada altogether. This was initiated by Ian McKay’s “Liberal Order 

Framework,” which argues that “the category ‘Canada’ should henceforth denote a 

historically specific project of rule, rather than either an essence we must defend or an 

empty homogenous space we must possess.”44 Importantly, McKay moves away from an 

understanding of Canada as “a self-evident and obvious unit,” and instead looks at it as a 

process of rule. The framework, as its name makes clear, focuses on liberalism as the 

explanatory centre of this process of rule. Its proponents illustrate how Canada has been 

                                                                                                                                           
illustrate evidence of “new originalism” in Canadian constitutional adjudication; “Origin 
Myth: The Persons Case, the Living Tree, and the New Originalism,” in The Challenge 
of Originalism: Essays in Constitutional Theory, ed. Grant Huscroft and Bradley W. 
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42 George F.G. Stanley, “Act or Pact? Another Look at Confederation,” Report of the 
Annual Meeting of the Canadian Historical Association 35, no. 1 (1956): 1-25; Ramsay 
Cook, Provincial Autonomy, Minority Rights, and the Compact Theory, 1867-1921 
(Ottawa: Royal Commission on Bilingualism and Biculturalism, 1969). 
43 See most recently, John T. Saywell, The Lawmakers: Judicial Power and the Shaping 
of Canadian Federalism (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2004). The literature on 
early federalism in Canada will be examined in more detail in the next chapter. 
44 Ian McKay, “Liberal Order Framework: A Prospectus for a Reconnaissance of 
Canadian History,” Canadian Historical Review 81, no. 4 (2000): 620. For some of the 
debate on this idea, see Jean-François Constant and Michel Ducharme, eds., Liberalism 
and Hegemony: Debating the Canadian Liberal Revolution (Toronto: University of 
Toronto Press, 2009). 
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historically conditioned by liberal values, typically defined by hallmarks like 

individualism and capitalism. It is not always clear, however, that those historical actors 

who brandish liberalism’s constructing force did so consciously or purposefully. This 

study, while informed by the liberal order framework’s call to question the inevitability 

of Canada, places emphasis on the ways in which Canada was constituted linguistically 

as a concept to understand, describe, and debate. While not wishing to eschew the 

material realities of liberal rule, it calls attention to the development of the vocabulary 

that made possible the capacity to think about and describe Canada and its various 

meanings.  

This study is premised, then, on an ontological inquiry; it endeavours to 

understand how Canada came into being, not in the sense of legal or political design, but 

in the modes of linguistic representation through which it acquired subjective meanings. 

Modern philosopher Ian Hacking describes historical ontology as the study of objects 

“and what makes it possible for them to come into being.”45 He draws here on Michel 

Foucault’s essay “What is Enlightenment?” in which Foucault examines the “ontology of 

ourselves,” or the “truth through which we constitute ourselves as objects of 

knowledge.”46 The broad idea of historical ontology guides this study, as it endeavours to 

examine some of the ways in which the concept of Canada came into being as a discrete 

and indispensible object of knowledge through an examination of the unsettled meaning 

of other concepts. In other words, it is insufficient to claim that Canada came into being 

by the act of its political creation on July 1, 1867. Instead, a more comprehensive claim 

                                                
45 Ian Hacking, “Historical Ontology,” in Historical Ontology (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 2002), 1.  
46 Ibid., 2.  
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would consider the means by which the institution of the political jurisdiction of Canada 

affected, conditioned, and created understandings of “Canada.” An historical ontology, as 

Hacking writes, is “concerned with objects or their effects which do not exist in any 

recognizable form until they are objects of scientific study.”47 

A critical aspect of coming into being is the process of identifying and naming 

things. Hacking’s term is “dynamic nominalism,” which “connects what comes into 

existence with the historical dynamics of naming and the subsequent use of name.”48 

Nominalism, or naming things, is dynamic when we seek to understand how the named 

interact with the name. Canada did not have any sufficient pre-political basis of unity, or 

any defining essence from which it germinated inevitably. It was largely an artificial 

creation, melding together different regions, geographies, and people. Many aspects of its 

history have been marked by contests between the named and the name, of unwitting or 

reluctant “Canadians” grappling with this categorization. Categorizations and naming 

“Canadians” was an elemental aspect of state formation, a powerful and hegemonic tool 

of the liberal state. One of the most explicit examples of this was the government’s use of 

the census to determine the composition of “the population.” In his study of the Canadian 

census in the mid-nineteenth century, Bruce Curtis argues, “census making configures 

social relations in keeping with particular political and cultural objectives and interests in 

order that such relations may be known and governed.”49 Thus, the census was not a 

neutral or objective classification of people, but rather, a constitutive and even coercive 

means of a state’s authority. The census, Curtis adds, “is itself a practice of state 
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of Canada, 1840-1875 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2001), 33. 
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formation, an assertion of sovereignty over people and social relations,” which “seeks to 

tie people as state subjects and citizens to official identities within a determinate territory 

in order to rule them.”50 

Yet if nominalism is dynamic, as Hacking argues, then it is essential to 

understand how those who are assigned a name respond or react to it. “The claim of 

dynamic nominalism,” he writes, “is not that there was a kind of person who came 

increasingly to be recognized by bureaucrats or by students of human nature, but rather 

that a kind of person came into being at the same time as the kind itself was being 

invented. In some cases, that is, our classifications and classes conspire to emerge hand 

in hand, each egging the other on.”51 This understanding of dynamic nominalism has 

been applied to studies of race and sexuality.52 It is worth extending this model to the 

idea of the “national” to better understand the historical process by which people are 

given or assume national classifications. One way to do this is to understand “Canada” 

less as a geopolitical given and more as a concept, a linguistic framework subject to 

varying meanings. This study therefore looks at concepts, derived and developed through 

language, as key building blocks in the creation of Canada as itself an idea. 

The approach of histories of concepts is largely informed by German historical 

scholarship. In particular, Begriffsgeschichte focuses attention on the centrality of 

language in the deployment of concepts that furnish human understandings of the world. 

Reinhart Koselleck led this approach to historical study most prominently, calling for 

                                                
50 Ibid., 36. 
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52 See for example K. Anthony Appiah, “Race, Culture, Identity: Misunderstood 
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greater attention to the central role of concepts in the invention of meaning and 

experience.53 Concepts, according to this model, are the organizing basis of historical 

study. Of course, the linguistic approach to historical study is not unique to 

Begriffsgeschichte. The linguistic turn in historical scholarship, which first became 

popular in the 1980s, has presented the need to take seriously the ways in which language 

has been used to construct and understand society.  

The effects of the linguistic turn, while not without its detractors, have been 

perhaps most pervasive in the field of political history, one of the inspirations for the 

development of what has been termed the “new political history.” Historians linked to the 

“Cambridge school,” particularly Quentin Skinner and J.G.A. Pocock, invigorated the 

development of the new political history by scrutinizing the intellectual context in which 

writers of historical texts developed their ideas and applied their subjective 

understanding of the world to their works. The emphasis then is not institutional, 

economic, or sociological systems, but rather, the symbolic or semantic expressions 

within which representations of societies were configured.54 Subsequently, historians 

have critically assessed the implication of themes such as class, nationality, culture, and 

constitutionalism in order to help understand how these ideas were constructed.55  

                                                
53 For a collection of some of Koselleck’s key essays translated into English, see The 
Practice of Conceptual History: Timing History, Spacing Concepts, trans. Todd Samuel 
Presner (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2002). 
54 Quentin Skinner, The Foundations of Modern Political Thought: Volume One: The 
Renaissance (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1978), x-xiii. 
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1815-1867 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993); Patrick Joyce, Democratic 
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Conceptual history does not claim to place political ideas above actions; rather, it 

makes a claim for the interlocking of language and politics. As Iain Hampsher-Monk has 

noted: 

We can indeed kill Kings with swords or axes, but it is only with words that we  
can abolish monarchies. In this sense is the pen truly mightier than the sword, and 
to this extent too, linguistic reality and action cannot be seen as conceptually 
distinct from an independently existing political or social reality: political reality 
cannot be other than linguistically constructed.56 
 

Putting this model into practice, historian Keith Michael Baker places language and its 

symbolic dimensions at the centre of his study of the French Revolution, noting its 

powerful and even transformational effects. The revolution, he argues, was essentially a 

“competition to fix public meanings.”57 In the volatile context of France at the end of the 

eighteenth century, the meaning of language was especially powerful; texts and rhetoric 

invented and legitimized competing claims of citizenship and authority. On a different 

scale, the decades following Confederation saw considerable volatility in Canada and in 

the linguistic ways it was understood and its future mapped. Of course, the particularities 

of conceptual history are not without their problems and critics, especially as the field of 
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intellectual history continues to develop and consider new approaches.58 Nevertheless, its 

basic outline has much to provide Canadian historiography, in which it remains a largely 

undeveloped approach. Michel Ducharme’s study of the concept of liberty in Canada 

demonstrates how attention to the history of a concept can provide an innovative analytic 

framework.59 

 

Methodologies of Study 

 This study looks at how contributions to magazines and selected monographs on 

constitutional law and history developed ideas about the concepts of nation, constitution, 

loyalty, and citizenship in English Canada. These four concepts were central to how 

these authors thought about and understood “Canada.” As an intellectual history, it 

examines the development of ideas expressed by various writers and speakers in the 

public sphere.60 Studies on nineteenth century thought, like those by Carl Berger and 

Duncan Bell, often follow a largely biographical approach, focussing on the ideas of a 

relatively small number of prominent voices. While certain subjects in this study, like 

Goldwin Smith and George Monro Grant, were such figures, other less prominent people 

added to discussions of which Smith and Grant were a part. Clarence Karr has criticized 
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the biographical tendency of intellectual history, writing that in this methodology, 

“people sometimes take precedence over ideas,” which “poses a serious question as to 

how representative of a wider Canadian public opinion the resulting generalizations 

are.”61 While analyses of a few public intellectuals foreground biographical case studies, 

this project instead foregrounds sources of debate rather than individuals to understand 

the use of particular concepts as much as the thought of particular individuals. The 

research for this study is based on a full reading of selected English Canadian magazines, 

a particular genre of periodicals that will be described in more detail below. An 

examination of magazines in their fullness draws attention to some voices that have been 

largely left out of historiographical consideration or about whom little is known, 

including individuals like William Norris, Charles Stuart, and Edward Meek. They too 

played an important role in using and shaping the meaning of the concepts under 

investigation alongside their better-known interlocutors. 

 While a number of studies have sought to decentre the individual in favour of 

broader discourse analysis, the role of “public intellectuals” and the communities in 

which they acted generally remains at the centre of intellectual history.62 The term 

“public intellectuals” does not necessarily denote an internally cohesive or self-defined 

group, but rather describes individuals who promoted and debated relatively systematic 

ideas in public and print forums in a sustained way. A.B. McKillop describes public 

                                                
61 Clarence Karr, “What Happened to Canadian Intellectual History?” Acadiensis 17, no. 
2 (Spring 1989), 161. Donald Wright has similarly pointed attention to the place of the 
individual in Canadian intellectual historiography, “Discourse, Power and Tradition: 
Approach and Method in Recent English-Canadian Intellectual History,” Acadiensis 24, 
no. 2 (Spring 1995): 122-134. 
62 For example, Mariana Valverde has drawn on Foucault in her examination of 
discourses on race, class, and gender; Age of Light, Soap, and Water: Moral Reform in 
English Canada, 1885-1925 (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1991). 



 26 

intellectuals as individuals “united in common concern” and participating “in a common 

discourse.”63 Many of the writers cited in this study were guided by a strong desire to 

instruct a broader public audience on matters that nineteenth century Canadian writer 

William Dawson LeSueur called “intellectual,” referring to “a life in which high thoughts 

and high aims are harmoniously and indissolubly blended.”64 British scholar Stefan 

Collini aptly captures this moralizing mission in his description of “public moralists” in 

nineteenth-century England, who aimed to “persuade their contemporaries to live up to 

their professed ideals.”65 While this moralizing mission was certainly shared by 

newspaper contributors, voluntary associations, and working class intellectuals, the 

concepts examined here were most often articulated in a systematic and didactic way in 

the sources included in this study. 

 English-language magazines form a common research basis across all chapters, 

based on a selection that includes all of the major titles and a number of lesser-known or 

smaller publications. This common research corpus is then supplemented in particular 

chapters. Chapter two includes pamphlets and monographs published explicitly about the 

constitution, as well as articles from specialized legal journals, which sometimes featured 

the same writers or discussions of the same topics found in magazines. Chapter four on 

citizenship includes selected educational sources and publications that explicitly sought 

to teach the behaviours of citizenship. Finally, the case study on naturalization that is 
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chapter six turns to legal sources, including parliamentary debates, government archives, 

reported court cases, and statutes to assess the development of naturalization law.   

 Magazine publications produced in Canada between 1867 and 1900 form a fairly 

unique genre of literature that warrants greater description. Magazines were a specialized 

form of periodicals, self-consciously different from newspapers and attempting to fulfill 

specific literary purposes. This genre became prevalent in Canada in the late nineteenth 

century, though examples existed as early as Nova Scotia Magazine, which ran from 

1789 to 1792. Perhaps the most notable magazine published in Canada before 

Confederation was the Literary Garland, which featured notable authors like Susanna 

Moodie and Catherine Parr Traill.66 After Confederation, the number of magazines 

published in Canada grew considerably and became a unique component of the 

periodical press. While a number of important magazines were published in French, 

including Revue Canadienne and Nouvelles Soirées Canadiennes, they rarely engaged 

directly with their English-language counterparts.67 A preliminary survey of these 

periodicals revealed that they did not make as explicit or as extensive use of the concepts 

examined in this study as their English-language counterparts. 

 Magazines often projected themselves as being distinct from newspapers, which 

were perceived to be rancorously partisan in tone and objective. Paul Rutherford notes 
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that the “civil war” between party newspapers continued in the late-nineteenth century, 

despite the rise of self-styled “independent” papers.68 Upon its launch, Lake Magazine 

declared itself to be a balance to “the limitations of newspapers,” specifically “the 

inability necessarily pertaining to the daily journal to deal as exhaustively with the 

political and other public questions of the day.”69 Thus, magazines often sought to reflect 

on political matters from a more large-scale and erudite perspective. For example, the 

author of an article about politics opened by assuring readers that it would not “discuss 

politics as newspapers do,” but instead, “our subject is the study of politics.”70 The article 

did not explicitly seek to advocate a partisan policy, but instead reflected on the 

characteristics and training required of “good” politicians. Magazines often claimed 

impartiality on political issues, offering their space to wide varieties of opinion. The 

Canadian Monthly and National Review claimed, “The utmost latitude will be allowed to 

contributors in the expression of opinion, as well as in the choice of subjects; but the 

Magazine is not open to party politics or to party theology.”71  

 Magazines often described themselves as more serious and substantive than 

newspapers, having the space to print longer essays on larger literary, social, and political 

issues. J. Gordon Mowat, the founder of the Canadian Magazine penned a column on the 

purpose of magazines, stating, “The newspaper is too transient, too hurriedly read, and 
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often too hurriedly written.”72 The New Dominion Monthly appealed to readers “who 

wish to study the progress of contemporary history in the light of the past, and rid of the 

excitement and feeling which color the hurried utterances of a newspaper press, 

necessarily more or less engaged in the conflicts of the day.”73 While some magazines, 

like the Canadian Monthly and the Week featured sections digesting current events in 

Canada and around the world in each issue, most magazines avoided detailed coverage of 

daily events.   

 The most important distinction between newspapers and magazines, however, 

was the audience and scope of the contents of magazines. Most magazines sought to 

reach or even create a “national” audience of Canadians. One editor wrote that his 

magazine “reaches into every corner of the land, and men of all parties and creeds. It is 

valued in every intellectual home in the country… It is a great national university, 

diffused without loss of effectiveness, throughout the entire nation.”74 The Canadian 

Magazine announced its lofty objective of “cultivating Canadian patriotism and Canadian 

interests, and of endeavouring to aid in the consolidation of the Dominion on a basis of 

national self-respect and a mutual regard for the rights of the great elements which make 

up the population of Canada.”75 Such magazines understood themselves to be 

constructive forces in the creation of a solidified sense of Canadian identity. The editor 

of Lake Magazine asserted in its inaugural issue that it “believes in a broad, national 

spirit; in the consolidation of Canada on a basis of mutual respect for the rights and 
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prejudices of the various and grand elements that go to make up the Canadian people.”76 

Magazines like these therefore not only provided space for writers to propose and debate 

different ideas about Canadian issues, but also formed the means for bringing together a 

“national” audience. While they denied any partisan affiliation, they were very 

consciously part of an effort to instil a strong connection between readers and the new 

political jurisdiction of Canada. 

 Despite their national claims, the magazines published in English were not spread 

evenly across the country and many were short-lived or ephemeral publications, owing 

largely to the great expense and difficulty of quickly securing a large readership. This 

was especially difficult because of the availability of relatively inexpensive and arguably 

more well-known American and British magazines. Saint John-based Stewart’s 

Quarterly noted in its opening issue that most of its readers had to rely on American 

literature.77 It is not surprising, then, that editors often promoted their dedication to 

supporting and encouraging Canadian writers and content in order to sell subscriptions. 

When Rose-Belford’s Canadian Monthly suspended publication in 1882, its editors 

claimed that the magazine had never been profitable, owing largely to the competition of 

American and British serials.78 

 Magazines therefore claimed to have an important educating influence on the 

population, offering them a venue to better understand Canada and the public concerns of 

the day. Canada magazine, published in Benton, New Brunswick, aspired to “win its 

                                                
76 “Salutatory,” Lake Magazine 1, no. 1 (Aug. 1892), 2. 
77 “Introductory,” Stewart’s Quarterly 1, no. 1 (April 1867), 1. N. Merrill Distad notes 
that foreign periodicals were popular in Canada, and were often published at a low cost; 
“Canada,” in Periodicals of Queen Victoria’s Empire: An Exploration, ed. J. Don Vann 
and Rosemary VanArsdel (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1996), 65.   
78 “Announcement,” Rose-Belford’s Canadian Monthly (June 1882), n.p. 
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way into almost every Canadian family,” adding, “The well-edited magazine becomes an 

educating influence in the family circle, whose importance cannot be over-estimated. The 

children, as they grow up, are attracted by its illustrations, and so come in time to have a 

taste for reading.”79 Similarly, in an article about schooling in Canada, a school 

headmaster turned to the purposes of magazines, writing:  

 I regard the formation of a tolerably correct public opinion on this and other 
questions which do not touch the popular heart, though they are of immense 
indirect importance to the welfare of the State, as one of the most valuable 
functions of this Magazine. It is a function which can be discharged only by a 
national periodical… In a new country like Canada, where the exertions of all are 
devoted to securing their material well-being, it is important that there should be 
some means of directing public attention to those subjects affecting national 
welfare which yet never decide the casting of a single vote at the polls.80 
 

Magazines, in this sense, formed a self-consciously distinct aspect of public sphere 

deliberation, acquiring a didactic purpose. They aimed not only to inform, but also to 

edify and educate readers, often based on concerns about the influence of the partisan 

press and the higher aims of public opinion. Such claims were self-serving and not 

always substantiated, but these sources nevertheless provided some of the most extensive 

spaces for writers to think about Canada and the meaning of political association applied 

to it. 

 The titles of magazines included in this study were gathered from secondary 

source publications and indexes on the Canadian press and periodical literature.81 In total, 

                                                
79 “The Editor’s Portfolio,” Canada: A Monthly Journal of Religion, Patriotism, Science 
& Literature 1, no. 1 (Jan. 1891), 8. 
80 ‘A Head Master,’ “Our High Schools,” Canadian Monthly and National Review 3, no. 
1 (Jan. 1873), 42. 
81 Sutherland, Monthly Epic; Claude T. Bissell, “Literary Tastes in Canada During the 
Late Nineteenth Century,” Canadian Historical Review 31, no. 3 (1950): 237-251; 
Lawrence J. Burpee, A Canadian Bibliography of the Year 1901 (Ottawa: Hope & Sons, 
1902); Merrill Distad, “Serials and Magazines,” in History of the Book in Canada: 1840-
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twenty magazines have been studied in their entirety between 1867 and 1900. They are 

detailed in Appendix A. Over 150 different magazine contributors and nearly 350 

separate magazine pieces are cited in this study. Of the twenty magazines, fourteen were 

monthly, four were weekly, and two were quarterly. Eight of these were relatively 

ephemeral publications, lasting less than four years, including the Canadian Journal, 

which lasted just a few issues. The others, like the Canadian Monthly and National 

Review, Canadian Magazine, and Week, were longer running and more prominent 

publications. All major magazines with a broad topical basis were selected, excluding 

more specialized literary or religious publications from analysis. A number of specialty 

magazines have been included, however, because of their obvious connections to the 

subject matter of this project. For example, The Nation, published by the Canada First 

movement, is included, as well as Canada Education Monthly, a magazine devoted 

largely to educational themes.  

 Each magazine was typically comprised of essays, stories, poems, and letters 

from multiple writers. The exception was Bystander, which was published, edited, and 

entirely written by Goldwin Smith, an indomitable figure in the Canadian press industry 

in the late nineteenth century. Though magazines sought to feature Canadian content, 

                                                                                                                                           
1918, ed. Yvan Lamonde, Patricia Lockhart Fleming, and Fiona A. Black (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 2005), 293-303; Merrill Distad, “Canada,” in Periodicals of 
Queen Victoria’s Empire: An Exploration (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1996), 
61-174; Andrée Fortin, Passage de la modernité : les intellectuels québécois et leurs 
revues (1778-2004) (Quebec: Presses de l’Université Laval, 2006); Robert L. McDougall, 
“A Study of Canadian Periodical Literature of the Nineteenth Century,” Ph.D. diss., 
University of Toronto, 1950; Suzanne Bowness, “In Their Own Words: Prefaces and 
Other Sites of Editorial Interaction in Nineteenth-Century Canadian Magazines,” Ph.D. 
diss., University of Ottawa, 2012; N.W Ayer and Son’s American Newspaper Annual 
(Philadelphia: Ayer and Son’s, 1884); Arthur H.U. Colquhoun, “A Century of Canadian 
Magazines,” Canadian Magazine 17, no. 2 (June 1901), 141-149. 



 33 

many occasionally reprinted articles from foreign periodicals, such as the Contemporary 

Review or North American Review.82 Most magazines featured sections for reader letters, 

and often permitted responses to articles already published, reflecting the dialogical 

nature of magazine content. It is difficult to determine exact readership numbers for each 

magazine included in this study, as they rarely reported subscription statistics. 

Contributors were predominately male, though a number of women penned articles and 

letters, including Kate Seymour Maclean and Agnes Maule Machar, or ‘Fidelis,’ who 

were among the most prolific contributors. Some magazines explicitly sought to appeal 

to female readers; the New Dominion Monthly, for example, expressed a desire to be the 

“leading household magazine for ladies.”83 Beginning in December 1894, the Week 

changed its subtitle to “A Journal for Men and Women.”  

 The magazines included in this study include titles from different regions of 

Canada, though half of the titles were published in Toronto. The other magazines were 

published in cities between Brandon, Manitoba and Halifax, Nova Scotia. Unfortunately, 

British Columbia did not produce any regular magazines during the time period of this 

study.84 The most successful early magazine to emerge in that province was Westward 

Ho!, later renamed Man-to-Man Magazine, and again to British Columbia Magazine, was 

not launched until 1907. It is also worth noting that periodicals from Newfoundland were 

                                                
82 As Simon Potter has noted, periodical literature in the Victorian period was not 
necessarily confined to the place in which it was published; News Around the British 
World: The Emergence of an Imperial Press System, 1876-1922 (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 2003). 
83 “Publisher’s Department,” New Dominion Monthly (March 1876), n.p. 
84 A short-lived magazine called Ye Hornet was published in Vancouver in 1893, but it 
was a self-described “comic paper.”  
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not consulted for this study, as it did not join Canada until 1949.85 Interestingly, however, 

even though Newfoundland was not part of Confederation during the time period of this 

study, readers from that colony sometimes contributed to Canadian magazines, and some 

Canadian writers included Newfoundland in their discussion of Canada and its future. 

For example, a woman from St. John’s wrote to the New Dominion Monthly in 1870 to 

praise the magazine’s national scope, stating, its “national tone should ensure it a 

welcome in every Canadian home.”86 This seemed to indicate that the term “Canadian” 

could represent to some a geographical range that extended from Newfoundland to 

British Columbia, anticipating later political consolidation. 

 While other studies engaged with similar topics have selected and analysed 

specific articles, this study is derived from an analysis of entire durations of each 

magazine.87 This approach provides a better sense of the wider context of the issues and 

ideas debated in the pages of each magazine. It also ensures that concepts important to 

this study that were not named in an article’s title were not overlooked.    

                                                
85 On relations between Newfoundland and Canada following Confederation, including 
the unsuccessful attempts to join Confederation, see James K. Hiller, “Newfoundland 
Confronts Canada, 1867-1949,” in The Atlantic Provinces in Confederation, ed. E.R. 
Forbes and D.A. Muise, (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1993), 349-381. 
86 ‘A Lady from St. John’s,’ “Correspondence,” New Dominion Monthly (Jan. 1870), 62. 
Moses Harvey, a prominent Presbyterian clergyman from St. John’s, was also a regular 
contributor to New Dominion Monthly and Stewart’s Quarterly. On the perceived 
imminence of Newfoundland joining Canada, see: James Whitman, “The Future of 
Newfoundland, Part 1,” New Dominion Monthly (March 1878), 281; “Completing 
Confederation,” Week 12, no. 18 (March 29, 1895), 413; “Our Engravings,” Dominion 
Illustrated 4, no. 89 (Mar. 15, 1890), 166; A.C. Winton, “Newfoundland and its Capital,” 
Dominion Illustrated Monthly 1, no. 11 (Dec. 1892), 657; C. Ochiltree Macdonald, 
“Newfoundland and Her Future,” Canada Educational Monthly 18 (Jan. 1896), 1-2; G.M. 
Grant, “Newfoundland and Canada,” Canadian Magazine 11, no. 6 (Oct. 1898), 467. 
87 For example, Bélanger, Prejudice and Pride; Carl Berger, A Sense of Power: Studies 
in the Ideas of Canadian Imperialism, 1867-1914 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 
1970).   
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Plan of Study 

This study is divided into four substantive chapters, each of which examines uses 

of a particular concept and a fifth chapter that is a case study that illustrates some of the 

practical effects and implications of these conceptual changes. One of the most important 

aspects of defending different ideas of political association was the concept of the 

constitution, which is the focus of the second chapter. Rather than looking to political 

and legal articulations of constitutionalism, this chapter turns to expressions of 

vernacular constitutions, or the way in which different writers crafted various 

constitutional narratives to ground and legitimize ideas of nationality. While some sought 

to describe the British North America Act as a unique Canadian constitution, others 

defended ideas of the imperial or British constitution and local or provincial constitutions. 

At stake here was the question of whether a constitution was an organic development 

linked to an “ancient” heritage, or a “modern” political instrument that tied individuals to 

a given political jurisdiction. This chapter examines various expressions of the 

constitution that were developed in magazine articles, legal journals, and pamphlets and 

monographs published specifically on the topic of the constitution. The extensive interest 

in the subject of the “constitution” following Confederation reflected the ambiguity about 

what the creation of a new political jurisdiction by the British North America Act in 1867 

really meant.  

The third chapter of this study examines the concept of nationality, which was a 

dominant aspect of debate in the late nineteenth century and which was reflected in 

different visions of Canada’s future. The meaning of the nation and the state, and the 

nature of political community more generally, became an important feature of late 
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nineteenth-century social criticism, and informed and motivated exchanges about 

“nation.” The prominence of the concept of nation in the late nineteenth century 

developed from a debate over the nature of political association, specifically whether it 

was an inherited “racial” community, or whether it could be a politically-engineered 

community based on jurisdictional boundaries. This chapter focuses on the relationship 

of nation and political jurisdiction, and examines how ideas of race and racial community 

continued to inform ideas of nationality. 

Closely related to the concept of nation was the concept of citizenship, which is 

the subject of chapter four. One of the most powerful ways of authenticating ideas of 

political community was to describe who could claim membership in it and who could 

not. While some writers, including many imperialists, understood citizenship as a 

permanent connection to a racial community, others described the concept more as a 

political relationship between individuals and the state, particularly the Canadian state. 

Some expressed this in explicit terms of “citizenship,” envisioning the different 

citizenries of imperial citizens or Canadian citizens. Others took seriously the endeavour 

to consolidate Confederation by imagining a common Canadian people so that 

individuals would think of themselves as “Canadian.” This chapter also includes an 

examination of efforts to explicitly educate Canadians on citizenship and its 

accompanying duties and expectations. 

The fifth chapter turns to the concept of loyalty. This chapter begins with an 

examination of debates about the term “loyalty” and what the term signified, especially 

the dispute about whether loyalty was owed to laws and institutions of a state or to an 

inherited sense of community and the British crown specifically. The chapter then 
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assesses the ambiguity of whether a person’s primary loyalty was to their province, 

Canada, or the empire. This was related to extensive debates about the supposed dangers 

of party and “sectional” loyalties. Finally, this chapter concludes with an examination of 

recurrent debates about creating a new Canadian flag in the late-nineteenth century, 

which reflected the symbolic dimensions of loyalty and the differing images of Canadian 

identity.     

The sixth chapter of this dissertation is a case study that brings together the 

concepts developed in the first four chapters through an analysis of the evolution of 

nationality and naturalization law in Canada and the British Empire between 1867 and 

1914. The ambiguity of the nature of political community and the meaning of 

Confederation was most evident in the inconsistencies and imprecisions of developing 

nationality law. This case study, which brings in legal and governmental sources, 

illustrates the interaction between the development of concepts in parts of the public 

sphere and the evolution of legal principles and regulations. It argues that even as many 

of the concepts examined in this study became regarded as “modern” bases of political 

association, they remained imbued with assumptions about racial belonging and imperial 

community.  

Together, these chapters illustrate how the establishment of a new state in 

northern North America in 1867 challenged assumptions about the nature of political 

association and inspired or influenced new ways of thinking about it. These chapters 

chart a gradual, uneven, and rarely linear conceptual change that placed the territorial, 

constitutional state at the centre of explanations of political association. As an example of 

this sort of entity, the Canadian state became a primary framework for describing a sense 
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of “natural” or legitimate political community that formed the basis of thinking about 

constitution, nationality, citizenship, and loyalty. For most of the writers examined in this 

study, the mission of making Canada appear to be a natural entity rather than a 

mechanical collection of jurisdictions was a central imperative. In some cases, this meant 

imbuing the category of Canada with a sense of organic development often rooted in the 

idea of common racial origin. For others, it meant describing Canada as a distinct nation 

based on “modern” understandings of the nation as a political entity that tied together 

individuals as common “citizens.” These were not two distinct polarities or opposite 

locations on a linear scale of change; instead, they were positions and ideas that were 

often interconnected. As this study highlights, the conceptual change that placed the 

Canadian state at the centre of explanations of political association was not sudden, but 

was instead negotiated in a context of divergent understandings of Canada and its future 

in North America and the British Empire. In this sense, Confederation was not a 

definitive moment that set in motion a new Canadian nationality, but an invitation for 

many to contemplate and debate the nature of political association how its changing 

definitions, manifest in discussions of what constitutions, nations, citizenship, and 

loyalty were, would condition ways of thinking about Canada. 
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Chapter Two: 
Cultivating a Canadian Constitution 

 
 
 Remarking on the flurry of events and writing on constitutional matters that had 

appeared in its pages, the Week noted in 1889 that “Since the passage of the British North 

America Act in 1867 various causes have conspired to give the ‘Constitution of Canada’ 

an importance that could scarcely have been at that time anticipated.”1 Indeed, in the 

decades following Confederation, the subject of “the constitution” came under greater 

scrutiny as the courts began judicial review of the British North America Act and 

political controversies, especially over the division of powers between Ottawa and the 

provinces, highlighted its contested aspects.2 What these incidents made clear was that 

the Canadian “constitution” was not promulgated in a single statute or codified in 

coherent documents; rather, it was subject to multiple definitions that reflected different 

understandings of the nature of political community and their relation to constitutional 

forms.  

 This chapter examines how the enactment of the British North America Act in 

1867 affected ways of thinking about the constitution in Canada. It focuses on the 

creation of a “Canadian constitution” as a rhetorical means of understanding and 

legitimizing the idea of nationality in Canada. The Canadian constitution did not reflect 

an existing or natural entity, but created a condition for thinking about Canada as such in 
                                                
1 “Topics of the Week – Constitution of Canada,” Week 6, no. 52 (Nov. 29, 1889), 819. 
2 Early federal-provincial relations have been studied extensively elsewhere; see for 
example Christopher Armstrong, “The Mowat Heritage in Federal-Provincial Relations,” 
in Oliver Mowat’s Ontario, ed. Donald Swainson (Toronto: Macmillan, 1972), 93-118; 
Cook, Provincial Autonomy; Russell, Constitutional Odyssey, 34-52; Peter M. Toner, 
“New Brunswick Schools and the Rise of Provincial Rights,” in Federalism in Canada 
and Australia: The Early Years, ed. Bruce W. Hodgins, Don Wright, and W.H. Heick 
(Waterloo, ON: Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 1978), 125-136. 
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particular ways. To speak of a Canadian constitution was not merely to observe 

foundational laws and political boundaries, but to marshal together diverse people, legal 

regimes, and regions into a single narrative. An implicit tension emerged in articles and 

books on the constitution in Canada, for while most writers believed in the slow, organic 

evolution of the British constitution in Canada, they also posited a distinct constitutional 

order formed by the British North America Act. Thus, while continuing to aver the 

racialized and political inheritances of the British constitution, their description of a new 

“Canadian constitution” served to present to readers the image of an autochthonous 

constitution. The concept of a Canadian constitution, outfitted with a deep historical 

lineage and potent promise, supported the idea of a Canadian nationality or substantive 

political association. It helped to infuse a political jurisdiction with significance beyond 

its immediate legal framework. 

 Using magazine articles, monographs, and pamphlets, this chapter analyzes how 

reputed “authorities” helped to develop the concept of constitution in Canada between 

1867 and 1900. During this time, the topic of the constitution attracted significant 

attention, owing to the ambiguous status of the new political jurisdiction of Canada and 

the political and legal controversies precipitated by judicial decisions related to the 

British North America Act. The first section of this chapter examines the correlation of 

the British North America Act to the concept of “constitution,” and how this affected 

ideas of Canada’s relation to the “unwritten” or uncodified British constitution and the 

written constitution of the United States. The following sections examine the 

construction of constitutional narratives in numerous books written on the constitution in 

Canada following Confederation. The implicit objective of these writings was to solidify 
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the boundaries of the Canadian state as the boundaries of a distinct nationality, defined 

and authenticated by a constitution that bore a unique historical lineage. Finally, the last 

part of this chapter assesses how the rhetorical value of “constitution” was complicated 

in the federal context, specifically the relationship of a Canadian constitution to 

provincial constitutions.   

 The term constitution is outfitted here with cautionary quotation marks in order to 

divest it of its more familiar meaning as an empirical document or set of laws, a 

definition that has gained prominence in Canada following the constitutional patriation of 

1982 and retroactive renaming of earlier legislation as part of a “Constitution Act.”3 This 

act of renaming applies a sort of retroactive clarity and cohesion to the term constitution, 

minimizing the fact that the Canadian constitution was not created in a single moment, 

nor was it the product of a conscious and universal inception. In the late nineteenth 

century, the meaning of the term constitution was malleable and unspecified, used 

variously to describe parliamentary government, judicial process, legal and political 

conventions, or rights and freedoms.4 Precisely because of the absence of any self-aware 

moment of constitutional creation or approval by popular constitutional ratification, the 

deployment of narratives that chronicled the history and form of a Canadian constitution 

helped to create and make concrete what they purported to describe.  

 

                                                
3 Constitution Act, 1982 (U.K.) 1982, c. 11, s. 52 (2) formally defines the “Constitution 
of Canada” as the revised Constitution Act, 1982; the Schedule to the Act, titled 
“Modernization of the Constitution” renames 30 statutes associated with the constitution, 
including the “Terms of Union” for provinces joining Canada after 1867. 
4 This is part of the nature of an unwritten constitution, which remains an important 
aspect of Canadian constitutional law; see Mark D. Walters, “Written Constitutions and 
Unwritten Constitutionalism,” in Expounding the Constitution: Essays in Constitutional 
Theory, ed. Grant Huscroft (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 245-276. 
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The Constitution Disrobed 

 Despite its centrality in law, the term constitution is difficult to define.5 Rather 

than describe an empirical object, William Conklin has referred to the “images of a 

constitution,” arguing that a constitution does not exist independent of the legal 

community’s imagination, an argument that can be extended beyond the legal community 

to encompass more diverse groups in civil society.6 American historian Jason Mazzone 

has pointed to the limits of most traditional American historical accounts of the 

constitution, writing:  

 Constitutional historians have never provided a very satisfying account of how it  
 was that after the drafting and ratification of the federal and state constitutions, 
the population at large came to understand what these constitutions meant, 
accepted them as law, and went along with the arrangements that had been put in 
place and the consequences that followed.7 
 

It is not enough, therefore, to employ the term constitution as it appeared in judicial and 

political forums. A more comprehensive definition would consider how the concept of a 

constitution developed in civil society, starting with an examination of the term 

constitution and what it signified. 

 Historians in other national contexts have reinvigorated scholarship in the field of 

constitutional studies. In British history, the influence of the new political history has led 

some scholars to assess the symbolic and semantic position of the constitution in political 

discourse. These discourses, James Vernon writes, show how “constitutionalist rhetoric 

                                                
5 Carl Schmitt extensively considered the meaning of constitution in Constitutional 
Theory, trans. Jeffrey Seitzer (Durham: Duke University Press, 2008).  
6 William Conklin, Images of a Constitution (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 
1983). 
7 Jason Mazzone, “The Creation of a Constitutional Culture,” Tulsa Law Review 40, no. 
4 (2004): 672. 
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was used strategically as a language of legitimation.”8 In particular, constitutions often 

act as foundational aspects of national discourse, providing a narrative of origin and 

purpose.9 Helen Irving’s study of constitutional formation in Australia at the turn of the 

twentieth century similarly attempts to link the process to specific cultural contingencies 

that shaped the legal meanings of the constitution.10 Irving illustrates the prevailing ideas 

about race, gender, citizenship, and federalism in Australian society and how those ideas 

informed the 1901 constitution, making it essentially a “cultural artefact” of turn of the 

century Australia. The constitution has maintained a fair presence in American 

historiography, owing to the political potency of the American constitution and the 

importance often placed on its founding, which have frequently been matters of popular 

debate.11 Michael Kammen details in his book A Machine That Would Go of Itself: The 

Constitution in American Culture the dominant place that the constitution has often held 

in American culture.12        

Whereas historians of other countries have integrated constitutionalism into this 

expanded ambit of legal history, there has been a relative reluctance to do so in the 

                                                
8 James Vernon, “Notes Towards an Introduction,” in Re-Reading the Constitution: New 
Narratives in the Political History of England’s Long Nineteenth Century, ed. James 
Vernon (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 9. For other examples of “new 
constitutional history” in the British context, see James Epstein, Radical Expression; D. 
Alan Orr, “A Prospectus for a ‘New’ Constitutional History of Early Modern England,” 
Albion 36, no. 3 (2004): 430-450; and James Vernon, Politics and the People. 
9 Judith Pryor, Constitutions: Writing Nations, Reading Difference (New York: Birkbeck 
Law Press, 2008). 
10 Helen Irving, To Constitute a Nation: A Cultural History of Australia’s Constitution 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999). 
11 For recent examples, see Larry Kramer, The People Themselves: Popular 
Constitutionalism and Judicial Review (Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 
2004); Johnathan O’Neill, Originalism in American Law and Politics: A Constitutional 
History (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2005).  
12 Michael Kammen, A Machine that Would Go of Itself: The Constitution in American 
Culture, 1986 (New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Publishers, 2006). 
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Canadian context. If the American constitution was a “machine that would go of itself,” 

the Canadian constitution was a languid locomotive, largely obscure to the general 

population and only reservedly emerging from British custody. In Peter Russell’s survey 

of Canada’s odyessean constitutional development, the “people” do not appear in the 

story until the Charlottetown Accord of 1992.13 The constitution, another legal scholar 

flatly observes, “is not a people’s constitution.”14 Small wonder, given what Janet 

Ajzenstat describes as the desire of the drafters of the British North America Act to 

create a “barebones constitution,” which was “designed to discourage political 

fervour.”15 Such an austere constitution, Reginald Whitaker has explained, is owed to the 

fact that the constitution has never involved or invited interest or engagement from 

individual Canadians. Instead, “the constitution of Canada has been, from 1867 onward, 

an arrangement between elites, particularly between political elites.”16 The history of the 

constitution, according to these impressions, is an inherently elite political history.  

This is true of most historical studies of the constitution in post-Confederation 

Canada, which have, for the most part, focussed on its political and legal aspects. This 

                                                
13 Peter H. Russell, Constitutional Odyssey: Can Canadians Become a Sovereign 
People? (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2004). For a similar assessment, see 
David Thomas, Whistling Past the Graveyard: Constitutional Abeyances, Quebec, and 
the Future of Canada (Toronto: Oxford University Press, 1997).  
14 Robert Martin, “A Lament for British North America,” in Rethinking the Constitution: 
Perspectives on Canadian Constitutional Reform, Interpretation, and Theory, ed. 
Anthony A. Peacock (Toronto: Oxford University Press, 1996), 4. 
15 Ajzenstat, The Canadian Founding, 108. The idea of Confederation as “founding 
moment” is also evident in the title of the collection of Confederation debates, edited by 
Ajzenstat, et al., Canada’s Founding Debates (Toronto: Stoddart, 1999). 
16 Reginald Whitaker, “Democracy and the Canadian Constitution,” in And No One 
Cheered: Federalism, Democracy, and the Constitution Act, ed. Keith Banting and 
Richard Simeon (Toronto: Methuen, 1983), 240. Peter Russell calls this a “consociational 
democracy,” a brokerage between political elites that excludes direct public involvement; 
Constitutional Odyssey, 5. 
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should not infer that the constitution was isolated to those contexts. As Jeffrey L. 

McNairn and P.B. Waite have illustrated in the context of the pre-Confederation colonies, 

the constitution, and governance more generally, was not an unfamiliar aspect of 

deliberation in a broad public sphere.17 Studies of constitutional scholarship from the late 

nineteenth century, however, have tended to focus on the development of constitutional 

law in Canada, especially the development of provincial rights and the adjudication of 

provincial and federal jurisdiction. For Canadian constitutional history in the late 

nineteenth century, the main actors tend to be legislators and judges, with the Judicial 

Committee of the Privy Council playing the most prominent role. As Alan Cairns noted 

in an influential essay, “the interpretation of the British North America Act by the 

Judicial Committee of the Privy Council is one of the most contentious aspects of the 

constitutional evolution of Canada.”18 This continues to be the case, as more recent 

publications suggest.19 

Perhaps this focus on the rather narrow politics of constitutional history is a 

reflection of more modern political debates that have dominated constitutionalism since 

the failed attempts to amend the constitution in the late 1980s and early 1990s. A survey 

of rather morose titles published in subsequent years, such as And No One Cheered, End 

of a Canadian Dream, and The Collapse of Canada indicates the politicized nature of 

                                                
17 Jeffrey L. McNairn, The Capacity to Judge: Public Opinion and Deliberative 
Democracy in Upper Canada, 1791-1854 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2000); 
P.B. Waite, Life and Times of Confederation. 
18 Alan Cairns, “The Judicial Committee and Its Critics,” Canadian Journal of Political 
Science 4, no. 3 (1971): 301. 
19 See for example Frederick Vaughan, Viscount Haldane: “The Wicked Step-father of 
the Canadian Constitution” (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2010); and Saywell, 
The Lawmakers. 



 46 

constitutional studies.20 Notably missing in this volume of literature is an effort to assess 

the historical genealogy of the constitution in Canada or a critical focus on the concept of 

“constitution” itself. As Stephen Tierney has noted, it is this lack of critical engagement 

among constitutional scholars that has contributed to the “myth of cultural neutrality” of 

constitutions, attributing to the category of “constitution” a singular, historically stable 

meaning.21 It is important then to understand constitutional meaning in its historical 

context, especially the changing significations that have been attached to the term.  

An appropriate starting point for this would be to assess the development of the 

term constitution itself. Few words, after all, have as powerful an effect as “constitution” 

in legitimizing notions of political community. In Canada, the term constitution has 

traditionally denoted European modes of governance, specifically the development of 

British political and legal institutions. Yet, as John Borrows has made clear, numerous 

legal traditions exist in Canada that can be considered part of Canada’s “indigenous 

constitution,” which has been replaced or marginalized by the advent of European legal 

regimes in North America.22 Much of this has been through the attempted inculcation of 

and adherence to these legal institutions, but much is also owed to the conceptual 

                                                
20 Keith Banting and Richard Simeon, eds., And No One Cheered: Federalism, 
Democracy and the Constitution Act (Toronto: Methuen, 1983); Guy Laforest, Trudeau 
and the End of a Canadian Dream (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1995); 
R. Kent Weaver, ed., The Collapse of Canada? (Washington: Brookings Institute, 1992).  
21 Stephen Tierney, “Crystallizing Dominance. Majority Nationalism, Constitutionalism, 
and the Courts,” in Dominant Nationalism, Dominant Ethnicity: Identity, Federalism, 
and Democracy, ed. André Lecours and Genviève Nootens (Brussels: P.I.E. Peter Lang, 
2009), 87.  
22 John Borrows, Canada’s Indigenous Constitution (Toronto: University of Toronto 
Press, 2010). For an example of the interaction between Aboriginal and European legal 
custom, see Mark D. Walters, “‘According to the Old Customs of Our Nation’: 
Aboriginal Self-Government on the Credit River Mississauga Reserve, 1826-1847,” 
Ottawa Law Review 30, no. 1 (1998-99): 1-45. 



 47 

development of what can be considered a “constitution” in Canada.23 This is in large part 

a consequence of a long-standing concept of the constitution as defined most importantly 

by the British North America Act and its corollary developments, constructed and 

conditioned by over a century of scholarship on defining and explaining the Canadian 

“constitution.”  

Constitutional narratives are not simply written stories and cultural 

understandings of law; rather, they can strongly influence the courts, especially in 

constitutional adjudication. Renáta Uitz argues that in constitutional cases, judges hear 

and shape decisions based on different historical narratives. “When invoking a historical 

narrative,” she writes, “ in essence the court selects one privileged account of the past.”24 

As she further notes, this was especially evident in Canada, where the Supreme Court’s 

reference on Quebec secession in 1999 “relied on Canadian history not as an aid to 

constitutional construction but as a source of principles and rules, giving rise to 

constitutional obligations.”25 On this case, R. Blake Brown has similarly noted “that the 

Court crafted a historical narrative that supported its judgement, and, more broadly, 

imagined Canada as a nation founded upon principles to which many Canadians now 

aspire.”26 Such constitutional narratives do not appear spontaneously. They are the 

product of a gradual process of defining a constitution and imbuing it with meaning. A 
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specific constitution did not create Canada in 1867; rather, the creation of Canada by an 

imperial statute generated subsequent efforts to endow it with a unique constitution. 

 The focus on legal and political aspects of the constitution has meant that other 

public writings about the idea of the constitution have been largely overlooked.  

A notable example of this is R.C.B. Risk’s essay on constitutional scholarship in the late 

nineteenth century, which examines the legal thought of four important monographs 

published on the constitution.27 Risk limits his analysis to authors who were legal 

professionals in order to understand how they informed the legal reasoning of 

constitutional cases and their relation to political argument. The focus of this historical 

scholarship, according to Risk, was the British North America Act and the interpretation 

of its division of provincial and federal powers. While he acknowledges that non-lawyers, 

such as John George Bourinot and Alpheus Todd, wrote about the constitution, he does 

not include them in his analysis because they “did not express the concept of autonomous 

federalism in any significant way and did not make any significant contribution to its 

development, especially in contrast to the writing by lawyers.”28 It is true that writers and 

speakers outside of the legal profession did not often provide the same level of legal 

detail as professional legal writers; however, they did in fact contribute to the 

development of constitutional meaning and, in some cases, articulated forceful positions 

on federalism. Their contributions need to be included in a wider examination of writings 

on the constitution produced in the late nineteenth century in order to understand how 

their concept of a constitution was crafted and communicated. 
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28 Ibid., 37. 
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Communicating the Constitution to a Public Audience 

Interest in the constitution reflected the fact that it provided an important means 

of thinking about Canada as a political nationality. The British North America Act, 

therefore, was often transformed in rhetoric from the drab delineation of government 

powers set by Westminster into a founding covenant of a new nation. John A. Cooper, 

the editor of Canadian Magazine, quoted Canadian poet Thomas O’Hagan, who wrote,  

It is a mistake to think that the Act which led to the Confederation of the various 
provinces in 1867 has attained no higher meaning in the life of the Canadian 
people than that of a constitutional union. It carried with it a meaning of far 
deeper import – a union of hearts, whose offspring is oneness of patriotic aim and 
purpose.29 
 

Another author, writing the next year in the 1896 Dominion Day issue of the same 

magazine, asserted along similar lines that the British North America Act “has given, 

primarily, such an impulse as comes from a fresh start, an advanced step, a new resolve 

based on a new unity.”30 The document of the British North America Act, then, was for 

some not merely an imperial statute, but a basis of Canadian nationality. Regardless of 

how it was interpreted, it was clear that the act was no ordinary statute, and various 

authors sought to set its meaning and communicate its supposed significance to a wider 

audience. 

Between 1867 and 1900, dozens of books and pamphlets appeared on the subject 

of the British North America Act specifically and the development of parliamentary 

government and federalism more generally. These publications ranged in size, scope, and 

purpose. Some were straightforward descriptions and reprints of the Act, such as John 
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Gooch’s Manual or Explanatory Development of the Act for the Union of Canada, 

published in 1867 and intended to convey the new constitutional framework to 

parliamentarians, and a pamphlet produced in 1883 titled The British North America Act, 

1867, Made Easy, which was intended for civil service candidates.31 A number of other 

publications were produced specifically on the developing adjudication of constitutional 

issues in Canada; these included John R. Cartwright’s five-volume compilation of court 

decisions related to the British North America Act, Gerald John Wheeler’s one-thousand 

page book on Judicial Committee of the Privy Council cases related to the Act, and 

Joseph Doutre’s collection of statutes and cases related to the constitution.32  

Numerous other titles appeared that focused more specifically on the historical 

development of the constitution in Canada. For these authors, the historical narrative of 

constitutional development in Canada was more central than its legal adjudication, and 

their intended audience was meant to extend beyond legal professionals. D.A. 

O’Sullivan’s Manual of Government in Canada was intended to “furnish such 

information on the matter in which we are governed as every student should know, and to 

furnish it in as plain language as the subject will permit.”33 Alpheus Todd, who gained 

prominence beyond Canada for his 1867 Parliamentary Government in England, 
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followed up in 1880 with Parliamentary Government in the British Colonies, which he 

was prompted to write because of “the great and growing necessity for properly 

instructing the public mind upon a vital question of practical politics.”34 Albert R. 

Hassard’s description and annotation of the British North America Act was “intended 

principally for popular perusal.”35 Other publications that marked significant 

contributions to writing on the constitution in Canada included titles by Samuel James 

Watson, Jeremiah Travis, William Houston, W.H.P. Clement, and A.H.F. Lefroy.36 

British author J.E.C. Munro published a large volume on the Canadian constitution in 

Britain in 1889, which garnered notice in Canada.37 A number of public lectures on 

Canadian political history focusing on the constitution were published as books or 

pamphlets to allow them wider public consumption. These included lectures by J.G. 
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Bourinot, Member of Parliament C.C. Colby, University of Toronto professor W.J. 

Ashley, and Montreal businessman and philanthropist Herbert Brown Ames.38  

 Few people did more to popularize interest in the constitution than John George 

Bourinot, who became one of the most prominent authorities on constitutional law and 

history in Canada. Born in Sydney, Nova Scotia in 1836, Bourinot later moved to Ottawa 

where he became a Senate clerk and later the chief clerk of the House of Commons. In 

addition to his professional duties, he wrote and spoke extensively on parliamentary 

procedure and constitutional history, subjects for which he was a widely reputed 

authority. As biographer Elizabeth Banks has noted, Bourinot achieved national 

prominence in Canada by the 1880s, in large part because of his many writings.39 He also 

travelled to the United States, giving lectures at Harvard and the Johns Hopkins 

Universities. Reporting on a public lecture on the subject of the constitution by Bourinot 

at Trinity University in Toronto in 1889, Week magazine expressed confidence that it 

“whetted the public appetite for more.” More importantly, it continued, “Discussions of 

Canadian constitutional questions by competent and dispassionate authorities are just 

now greatly needed, and it may be hoped that either the learned author or the University 

may give these to the public in some easily procurable form.”40 This appeal for 

dispassionate authorities was a contrast to the political debates and divisions over 
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constitutional matters that swirled in Ottawa, especially with the development of 

controversies relating to the “provincial rights” movement.41 The constitution needed to 

be explained and communicated to a Canadian public in a way that these authors thought 

could transcend political differences on key issues, and so the role of constitutional 

“experts” gained increasing prominence.  

 Reflecting on the growing output of literature on the constitution in Canada, 

Bourinot wrote a review article in the Week in 1893, citing “the considerable amount of 

constitutional and legal literature that has already appeared as a result of a quarter 

century’s experience of the practical operation of the federal system which came into 

effect in 1867.”42 The purpose of the review article was to provide readers with a digest 

of fifteen major titles published on the subject of the Canadian constitution, encouraging 

a wider awareness and readership of them. The constitutional literature, he added, would 

allow readers to be “thoroughly conversant with a subject of deep interest to every citizen 

of this young Dominion, now on the threshold of national life.”43  

 Bourinot was not alone in encouraging wider public readership of books 

published on constitutional law and history. Canadian magazines often published notices 

or reviews of works written on constitutional matters, placing a high level of importance 

on many of them and often using universal language to commend them to “every” person 

in Canada. A review of D.A. O’Sullivan’s Manual of Government in Canada in 1880 

commended its purpose of providing “a knowledge of the machinery of government and 
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the principles which underlie the Canadian constitution… and other useful material 

which ought to be familiar to the student of Canadian history and every resident of the 

country.”44 Similarly, an article in the Week noted that Bourinot’s Parliamentary 

Government in Canada “ought to be in the hands of every Canadian who wishes to 

understand the constitution of his own country,” and another review of Bourinot’s How 

Canada is Governed claimed that it “ought to be in the hands of every Canadian, young 

and old.”45 The multiple editions printed of many of Bourinot’s books reflect their 

popularity. 

The popularity of explanations of the constitution can be attributed in part to 

changing attitudes about democracy and citizenship in the late nineteenth century. This 

theme will be explored in later chapters, but it is worth noting here that the perception of 

and anxieties about rising democracy, especially the expanding franchise, influenced 

many of the writings and speeches on aspects of constitutional law and history in Canada. 

Much of this thinking about constitutions was also informed by a deeper sense among 

many of these authors that the nature of political association was changing along lines 

that were more distinctly “modern,” based predominantly on the relationship between 

individual citizens and the state. In his published lecture on parliamentary government, 

Charles Carroll Colby acknowledged the growing influence of public opinion, while D.A. 

O’Sullivan accepted the ultimate sovereignty of the people, writing, “the people are the 
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source of all power.”46 W.H.P. Clement stressed this point further, noting the importance 

of understanding the “power behind the throne.” Whereas older works on constitutional 

law had focussed on the exercise of power by the executive branch of government, new 

studies of the constitution needed to recognize the responsibility of the executive to the 

people through the elected branch. “The rising spirit of democracy,” he wrote, “had 

silently permeated the system of government, without any apparent disintegration of 

parts, but with a difference in the practical ‘residence’ of power, which at length 

challenged recognition at the hands of those who would expound the constitution and its 

law.”47 Alpheus Todd’s Parliamentary Government in the British Colonies might have 

been an example of the type of work that Clement criticized. It focussed heavily on 

crown prerogatives, and Todd enforced the point throughout it that vice-regal authorities 

in colonies or provinces essentially possessed the same powers as the sovereign. He 

noted disapprovingly the pattern in some Canadian provinces of abolishing appointed 

upper chambers, which he defended as a critical “counterpoise to democratic 

ascendency.”48 As chapter five of this study illustrates, Todd was particularly worried 

about “modern” ideas of loyalty that seemed to represent to him a radical change in 

political association that placed material self-interest above inherited and stable 

allegiance to the crown. 

                                                
46 Colby, Parliamentary Government in Canada, 55; O’Sullivan, Manual of Government, 
3. See also Edward Meek, “The Canadian Constitution: Its Fictions and Realities,” 
Canadian Magazine 3, no. 5 (Sept. 1894), 425. 
47 Clement, Law of the Canadian Constitution, 15. Clement cites Walter Bagehot and 
A.V. Dicey as leading examples of the recognition of the controlling power of the elected 
branch. 
48 Todd, Parliamentary Government, 472. 



 56 

Awareness of such “democratic ascendency” explains the perceived imperative of 

educating the population on constitutional issues. Herbert Brown Ames, a shoe 

manufacturer and philanthropist who became known for his sociological study of 

Anglophone working-class districts of Montreal, delivered a less known series of ten 

lectures on the topic of Canadian political history to the Young Men’s Christian 

Association of Montreal in 1894.49 The focus of the lectures was the constitutional 

development of Canada from the French regime, including an extensive examination of 

the British North America Act, or “Canadian constitution.” The final lecture in the series 

was devoted to the right of suffrage in Canada, drawing a direct link between education 

on constitutional matters and “the methods provided whereby each citizen can make his 

influence felt in regard to these matters.”50 Here, the purpose of narrating the 

constitutional history and law of Canada was not merely to describe a system of 

government, but to elucidate the connection between male individuals and the Canadian 

state. 

 

The British North America Act as a “Canadian Constitution”  

 While the constitution was a subject of interest and importance, it was not always 

clear what exactly the term “constitution” meant in this literature. The constitution was a 

remarkably polyvalent term, having little consistent connection to any given statute. A 

number identified the ambiguity of the term and explicitly defined it in their work. Ames, 

for example, simply defined constitution as “the system under which a country is 
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governed.”51 D.A. O’Sullivan defined the constitution as “the agreement the people have 

with themselves as to the manner in which the Government of the country is to be carried 

on.”52 While he presented this definition in a supposedly technical “manual” on 

government, it reflected a concept of constitution that was based on a democratic and 

contractual arrangement among the people, who by their consent “agreed” to be so 

constituted. It was an important shift away from the understanding of constitution as a 

natural or organic identity that developed gradually over time, and reflected what many 

at the time would consider a more modern form of political association.  

 In most instances, however, “constitution” was more specifically shorthand for 

the British North America Act, though this was not always the case. One author, in an 

article about Senate reform, rested his argument on appeals to the British constitution, 

denying that the British North America Act was in fact a constitution. “It is time,” he 

wrote,  

 that we began to look upon the British North America Act as what it is, a mere 
Act of Parliament passed for a particular and specific purpose and not a 
Constitution. It never was intended for a Constitution, and it does not even hint at, 
not to say enact, the formation and responsibility of Cabinet. All the chief 
principles of our Government are unwritten; and it seems strange that our courts 
and legislators continually talk of that Act as the Canadian constitution.53  
 

For this writer, “constitution” was a term that denoted the customs and conventions of 

parliamentary government, which were inseparable from the British constitution. It also 

reflected the understanding of constitutions as organically and gradually developed, 
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unwritten aspects of culture that had shaped Britain and the empire over the course of 

centuries.  

 The attachment of the term “constitution” to the British North America Act was 

neither unanimous nor immediate. Writers variously referred to it as the Confederation 

Act, the Union Act, or the Constitution Act. Often, this depended on the author’s 

understanding of federalism, particularly whether the British North America Act effected 

a new constitutional order or merely united exiting constitutional entities. As this chapter 

will detail, however, the majority of writers shared the common understanding that 

“constitution” meant the basis of government, specifically the institutions on which 

government rested. This meant that constitutional history and law largely regulated 

parliamentary bodies and the nature and scope of their authority. Issues of personal 

liberties and collective values were only obliquely included in the ambit of constitutional 

studies. R.C.B. Risk and R.C. Vipond suggest that this was because of scholarly 

preoccupation with federalism and a strong faith in the “liberties” of the British 

constitution.54 Instead, constitutional scholarship in the late nineteenth century tended to 

focus on defining and describing the new constitutional order established in 1867. 

 Certainly, the British constitution and the powerful mythos that it embodied was 

an enduring element of constitutional identity in English Canada following 

Confederation. The idea of the British constitution entailed the heritage of political 

development that most traced back at least to the Magna Carta in the thirteenth century. It 

signified that despite the development of a new written constitution for Canada, Canada 
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remained governed by the principles of the British constitution. One writer, who feared 

the rise of Canadian independence, insisted that the British constitution was the “one 

under which life and property are best protected; civil and religious liberty are enjoyed to 

the fullest extent consistent with due regard to the rights of others; and order is 

maintained and due respect for and obedience to the law enforced by the consent of all, 

and for the good of all.”55 The vague meaning of the British constitution allowed writers 

to argue that Canada maintained its connection to it, despite developing its own 

constitution. Toronto lawyer Oliver Aiken Howland pointed to the “elastic principles of 

the British Constitution,” which allowed Canada to develop more independence within 

the empire.56 Bourinot, who described the Canadian constitution most extensively, 

maintained that “Canadians have adhered closely to the great principles that give at once 

strength and elasticity to the English constitution.”57  

 The fact, however, that the British North America Act provided Canada with 

what many considered to be a formal “written constitution” made the Canadian 

constitution distinct from the celebrated tradition of the unwritten British constitution. If, 

as George Monro Grant stated, “The proudest boast of any constitution is that it has not 

been made, but grown,” the enshrinement of a written constitution for Canada seemed at 
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odds with the idea of an organically developed constitution.58 For imperialists like Grant, 

the unwritten British constitution remained the defining aspect of the constitution in 

Canada. The idea of an unwritten and evolving constitution could make the project of 

imperial federation appear to be a natural outcome of constitutional growth.59 Some 

imperialists, therefore, tended to minimize the place of the British North America Act as 

the “Canadian constitution.” John Castell Hopkins was explicit on this point: “In our 

Constitution, also, rests the glories of a thousand years. Not so much in that piece of 

parchment called the British North America Act, but in the unwritten code of principles 

which represents the struggles and aspirations of centuries.”60 In the wider view of 

British constitutional history, then, the British North America Act was but a minor aspect, 

overshadowed by a wider constitutional chronology. 

 Maintaining a clear connection to the British constitution was important in order 

to distinguish the Canadian constitution from the American one, though since the British 

North America Act introduced federalism and a written “constitution,” the comparison 

between it and the American constitution seemed obvious. Prominent British legal 

scholar Albert Venn Dicey briefly mentioned Canada in his influential book Introduction 

to the Study of the Law of the Constitution, first published in 1885, claiming “it is clear 
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that the Constitution of the Dominion is modelled on that of the Union,” referring to the 

United States.61 This claim incited protest from Canadian authors, who denied the 

suggestion that Canada’s constitution bore closer resemblance to that of United States 

than Britain’s. Edward Douglas Armour wrote a front-page article in Week magazine 

refuting Dicey’s comparison.62 Armour was editor of the prominent law journal 

Canadian Law Times, which similarly rebuked Dicey, stating, “While displaying a great 

deal of theoretical knowledge, he has evidently not mastered the details of our charter.”63 

Yet, Armour’s description of the British North America Act as “our charter” also 

distinguished it from the British constitution and emphasized the foundational nature of 

the written text, a separation made even more clear by the claim that a prominent British 

legal scholar fundamentally misunderstood it. 

 W.H.P. Clement, a noted Toronto lawyer and Liberal who went on to become a 

legal advisor to the Yukon Council and a puisne justice on the Supreme Court of British 

Columbia, published Law of the Canadian Constitution in 1892.64 The book’s title 

directly mirrored Dicey’s celebrated Law of the Constitution, and Clement dismissed 

Dicey’s comparison as “erroneous.”65 The introduction to A.H.F. Lefroy’s The Law of 

Legislative Power in Canada likewise provided an extensive rebuttal of Dicey’s 
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comparison.66 Lefroy, a prominent common law scholar who became a law professor at 

the University of Toronto in 1899, was an enthusiastic imperialist who maintained that 

the British constitution served as the foundation of Confederation.67 This reaction to 

Dicey’s comparison reflected some writers’ tendency to regard the Canadian constitution 

as superior to the American one, based largely on misgivings about American 

democracy.68 The Dominion Illustrated, for example, proudly reported Ontario Premier 

Oliver Mowat’s claim that the Canadian constitution, though imperfect, “is far superior 

to the American constitution.”69 This sense of constitutional superiority reflected the 

impression of many Canadians that American democracy had become too strongly 

guided by materialistic values and a “mob” mentality.70 

While the romance of appeals to an ancient constitutional inheritance held great 

cultural value in English Canada, it was difficult to describe a Canadian constitution that 

was both a unique framework of a political entity embodied in a single document and a 

branch of a wider constitutional body embodied in many texts and centuries of 

development. Lefroy epitomized this tension in Law of Legislative Power. The dense 
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book pertained almost exclusively to the division of power according to the British North 

America Act, and consequently did not make any appeal to constitutional history in 

Canada. Instead, he insisted on the endurance of the British constitution in Canada, 

defined in particular by his claim that the crown’s prerogatives in Canada were not 

“impaired or lessened by the British North America Act.”71 It is notable, therefore, that 

he avoided referring to the Act as the “Canadian constitution” throughout the book. The 

framers of the British North America Act, he argued, “restrained their hands, and allowed 

as free scope as in the nature of the case was possible for that process of organic growth 

of the Constitution coincidently with the organic growth of the nation, which is one great 

virtue of the Constitution of the United Kingdom.”72 It was clearly important for Lefroy 

that the legislative powers vested in the British North America Act not be viewed as 

representing a division in the rule of the British constitution, and that its drafters not be 

positioned as “founders” who marked a conscious break from the past.    

Most other writers, however, described a growing distinction between Canadian 

and British constitutions. Clement, for example, described the Canadian constitution as a 

discrete entity, while still recognizing the technical supremacy of the imperial parliament. 

“The British Empire” he wrote, “is scattered over the whole earth, and in the practical 

work of government, matters of common concern are few and far between – much more 

so in fact than is commonly imagined.”73 He insisted that the empire was in fact more of 

a federal system than even the United States. Despite Clement’s pointed criticism of 

Dicey’s claim that the Canadian constitution was modeled on the American one, other 

                                                
71 Lefroy, Law of Legislative Power, 72. 
72 Ibid., lxiv. 
73 Clement, Law of the Canadian Constitution, 7. 



 64 

writers encouraged comparison between the two federal constitutions. The collections of 

documents published by Montreal lawyer Joseph Doutre and William Houston, Ontario’s 

legislative librarian, both included the American constitution for readers’ reference. The 

point was to indicate the distinctive nature of the Canadian constitution, which was not 

merely an offshoot of the British constitution, but a unique model of government that 

could be studied comparatively alongside other constitutions. 

It is perhaps not surprising then that the subject of the constitution was a common 

reference point for Goldwin Smith, who looked to the British North America Act as 

evidence that Canada had its own written constitution distinct and dissimilar from the 

British constitution. He rejected the claim that the Canadian constitution maintained a 

clear connection to the British constitution. In an article prompted by O’Sullivan’s 

Manual of Government, he asserted, “The British Constitution is National, not Federal, 

and its principles, even if they were as well understood as the framers of our Constitution 

assumed, could throw no lights on Federal questions.”74 He stressed instead the fact that 

what he considered to be the true nature of the constitution in Canada was not British at 

all. Insisting again that “our Constitution is not British,” Smith pointed to the fact that 

“we have no peerage or established church… Canada has no group of political families 

by which, in the absence of a written constitution, traditional principles can be 
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preserved.”75 For Smith, the British North America Act, by providing a written 

constitution to Canada, rendered appeals to the British constitution in Canada erroneous.   

 Of course, few could ignore the fact that the British North America Act 

introduced a written element to the constitution in Canada. Some writers expressed 

concern that written constitutions established an almost immutable framework that would 

prevent political progress. In a full-page editorial in 1895, Week magazine expressed 

reservations about written constitutions. The editorial criticized the idea that future 

generations “are to be governed by the men of long ago,” and that judges “may 

themselves become virtually Constitution-makers, or under-makers.”76 Toronto lawyer 

Edward Meek expressed similar reservations about written constitutions in several 

articles. They were, he asserted, “obstructive in their character. They are out of harmony 

with the every-day political wants of society, especially a growing, changing society. As 

soon as adopted, they begin to become a thing of the past. They begin to grow old from 

birth.”77 Instead, Meek envisioned a future when the unwritten British constitution would 

ultimately develop a federal union of the “Anglo-Saxon race,” an idea that the next 

chapter of this study examines in more detail.78 The idea of a written constitution that 

formed the basis of a new political association of different people seemed to obstruct this 

“natural” development, a sentiment that reflected some of the anxieties of “modern” 

ideas of political association. Despite these criticisms of a written constitution, it was 

clear that, however the British North America Act was defined, it was a significant 
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benchmark in the history of Canada. This became especially clear in numerous narratives 

of the Canadian constitution that interwove history and the constitution. 

 

Crafting Constitutional Narratives 

Confederation and the subsequent study of its meaning and constitutional form 

developed at a moment when attention to constitutional history and the origins of 

political governance captured interest not only in Canada, but also in Europe and in the 

United States. The late nineteenth century witnessed the accelerated development of 

professional social sciences and universities. This was not confined to any one state, but 

spread within the wider transatlantic sphere, constituting an intellectual world that 

included Germany, France, Britain, the United States, and Canada.79 As John Burrow has 

illustrated, interest in constitutional history, popularized in particular by authors 

including Walter Bagehot, William Stubbs, and E.A. Freeman, proliferated in this 

context.80 Constitutional study seemed to provide the foundation for historical inquiry 

and for understanding the origins and evolution of political societies. As this section 

details, the study of constitutions, like many things in the late nineteenth century, was 
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inextricably connected to and informed by ideas of race, which remained a foundational 

concept in efforts to describe the nature of political association.  

Anthony Brundage and Richard A. Cosgrove describe this interest in 

constitutionalism as the “Great Tradition,” which they define as “the process by which 

English constitutional history both as a research field and as a teaching field acquired a 

status that placed it at the apex of historical scrutiny.” This focus, they add, “regarded 

public law, the relationship between the individual and the state in any period, as the 

foundation of national history, and therefore national identity” in both Britain and the 

United States.81 The correlation of constitutions and national identity was critical, 

because constitutional narratives provided seemingly authoritative accounts of national 

development. Even though the prominence of constitutional study emerged in a 

transnational context, it ultimately helped to enforce national boundaries. 

The study and discussion of a “Canadian constitution” provided a means to craft 

powerfully symbolic historical narratives that coalesced disparate histories and provided 

deep foundations to the new political jurisdiction. For many of these writers and their 

reviewers, the ultimate purpose of elucidating a Canadian constitution was to solidify a 

strong national identity based on attachment to the constitution. In an article on trade and 

taxation in Canadian Magazine, Liberal-Conservative Senator Charles Arkoll Boulton 

stated, “The national constitution could be just as much an object of care and solicitude 

as his own constitution is to an individual.”82 The small industry of constitutional writing 
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in the late nineteenth century was an essential aspect in the invention and popularization 

of the concept of a Canadian constitution.  

 Magazine reviews occasionally lamented the public’s limited education and 

knowledge of matters related to the constitution.83 The need to develop a strong field of 

constitutional writing was important in order for English Canadians to understand 

political issues and crises. William Rattray added, “Constitutional questions have been at 

once the malady of Canada and the cause of its robust political health.”84 He elsewhere 

commented on the lack of “instruction in constitutional law,” adding, “Men receive, from 

our Universities the necessary equipment for every sphere in mature life; except for that 

which covers their duties as citizens.”85 The publication of writings on constitutional 

questions was likewise understood as a way of strengthening what some described as the 

limited legal education available in Canada; one writer complained of the “total want of 

instruction in international and constitutional law.”86 Accordingly, the appearance of 

numerous works on the constitution in Canada garnered attention in magazines and was 

frequently invested with a sense of national importance.  

Writings about the constitution were not, as already established, the sole purview 

of legal officials, but also included other scholars. William James Ashley, the young 
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Oxford graduate who had been appointed professor of political economy and 

constitutional history at the University of Toronto in 1888, stressed the wider social 

interpretation of constitutional history. Ashley’s experience as a keen student of British 

economist Arnold Toynbee influenced him, and he became part of a new current of turn 

of the century political economists, who, Sara Burke argues, “followed the inductive, or 

empirical, method and only generalized after direct observation of fact,” rather than 

subscribing to grand economic theory. This meant that “the new political economy was 

above all to be an applied science – a discipline that could prove its utility by addressing 

the problems of industrial society.”87 Ashley’s interest in the social extension of political 

economy and history was evident in his published lectures on Canadian constitutional 

history. The first lecture in his Nine Lectures on the Earlier Constitutional History of 

Canada was devoted to the “nature of constitutional history,” in which he elaborated on 

the meaning of the concept of a constitution and its historical study. He expressed 

concern that the study of the constitution might be dominated by legal professionals, 

writing, “there is some danger lest they should be unduly influenced by their professional 

habit of thought, and should take that narrow view of constitutional history which 

identified it with the description in order of time and a number of constitutional 

instruments.” Instead, he urged the importance of “going behind constitutional 

documents to the general political and social history of the people.”88 The study of the 

constitution was therefore no less than the study of the development of political societies. 

Reflecting Ashley’s claim, much of the discussion about the meaning of the constitution 
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in Canada represented ideas about the nature and boundaries of political community in 

Canada.  

Not surprisingly then, one of the most defining characteristics of constitutional 

writing in late nineteenth-century English Canada was the interlacing of history and 

constitutionalism. To study the constitution often meant studying the history of Canada, 

and tracing historical milestones helped to imbue the concept of the constitution in 

Canada with historical depth. Much of the writing produced on the subject of the 

constitution in the decades following Confederation entangled history and law, 

presenting the constitution as the central artery of Canadian history. As others have noted, 

the writing of history in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries tended to be 

dominated by constitutional study.89 The professionalization of history echoed the 

development of sciences, and the draw of constitutional history was its basis in empirical 

documents that could be presented as authoritative and organized artefacts of the past.  

It was no coincidence then that Ashley compared constitutional history to 

geology, which in the wake of Darwinism gained increased influence owing to its 

promise of material measurement of natural history.90 “It is in History as it is in Geology,” 

Ashley declared, noting that just as geologists now sought to understand the gradual 

evolution of change, so too did historians seek to understand change over time, or “slow 
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growth and development.”91 Similarly, in his Canadian Magazine article on the Canadian 

constitution, Edward Meek drew an analogy between geological and constitutional study, 

remarking, “Political constitutions have been evolved and built up out of the materials 

furnished by agitations, rebellions and revolutions.”92 In this light, it was possible to 

understand the publication of collections of “constitutional” documents and explanations 

of their evolution as excavation sites for retrieving a constitutional past. 

By detailing rich historical narratives, authors of constitutional narratives 

purposed the Canadian constitution with a sense of autochthony, making the British 

North America Act the corollary of centuries of political development in North America. 

Ashley acknowledged in his lectures the disparate nature of the different histories of each 

colony, but insisted that “while the Dominion lasts, it certainly seems to be more fitting 

to regard its constitutional history as a number of parallel streams which at last 

converge.”93 Similarly, William Houston juxtaposed various statutes governing British 

North America, deliberately fashioning them with a retroactive national purpose. The 

documents, he stated, “have a relation to the present constitution [the British North 

America Act] that is not merely historical,” and encouraged students to read them in 

successive comparison.94 In this collection of legal documents, various events from 

colonial history were placed on an assembly line of constitutional production that 

inevitably led to the finished product of the Canadian constitution in 1867. Like Ashley, 

Houston supported the idea that constitutional history was like a science that traced 

social change over time; he preferred the term “sociology” to “political science,” 
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stressing its implications for social reform.95 Constitutional history, he argued, “is 

substantially a digest of human experience in the development of government 

machinery.”96 This meant, then, that “the history of the constitution is to be traced by 

means of documents, the correct interpretation of which is, in relation to the subjects and 

for other reasons, a matter of the greatest importance.”97 He invited readers to read and 

compare the text of the collected documents, which included imperial statutes related to 

British North America, peace, extradition, and fishery treaties, Governors General’s 

commissions and royal instructions, documents related to responsible government, and 

the Quebec Resolutions.  

 The temporal boundaries outlined in constitutional publications signified the 

unique history of the Canadian constitution. By locating specific moments in time as the 

genesis of the Canadian constitution, most identified seeds that planted the historical 

trajectory of constitutional development culminating in the British North America Act. 

Manitoba College professor George Bryce noted this point in an article on Canadian 

history, writing, “Starting from different sources, the History of Canada comes down to 

the present time, when British North America is beginning to realize her unity under the 

Canadian Confederation.”98 Most constitutional narratives illustrated the North American 

origins of the Canadian constitution, pointing to European settlement of the continent as 
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the beginning of the story. For Albert Hassard, the starting point was Columbus’s first 

Atlantic crossing in 1492. This was followed by a long “series of constitutional 

experiments” before Confederation, when the Fathers of Confederation “surmounted the 

difficulties of their ancestors.”99 Canadian Secretary of State Joseph Adolphe Chapleau’s 

brief Report on the Constitution of the Dominion of Canada, written to provide an 

official description of the Canadian constitution, began with Cabot’s voyage to North 

America in 1497.100 Herbert Brown Ames’s lectures on Canadian political history 

pointed to the founding of Quebec by Champlain as the starting point.101 Together, these 

chronologies effectively naturalized the political jurisdiction of Canada as the logical 

container of historical political development. 

The integration or separation of French and English Canadian history is a notable 

feature of these narratives. Samuel James Watson and D.A. O’Sullivan commenced their 

treatises with the conquest of New France in 1760, correlating Canadian constitutional 

history with British rule. Likewise, William Houston’s collection of documents covered 

items related to British rule in Canadian history, but started with the Treaty of Utrecht of 

1713, which saw France cede large parts of its North American empire, including Nova 

Scotia, to Britain. Watson’s Constitutional History of Canada begins abruptly with the 

capitulation of Montreal in 1759 and the commencement of British rule in Quebec, which 
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placed the French Canadian population under “the shield of the British Constitution.”102 

The text describes the struggle of colonists in Canada to acquire the greater liberties that 

were natural to the “free soil” of Canada.103 O’Sullivan’s treatment of pre-Confederation 

history, which commenced with the conquest of Quebec, is comparatively quite brief, as 

he describes the British North America Act as a “new departure in the history of Colonial 

Government,” owing to the novelty of federalism.104 

William James Ashley’s lectures, on the other hand, claimed that “the 

Constitutional History of the Dominion of Canada may be said to begin just 290 years 

ago… with the patent granted in 1598 by Henry IV to the Sieur de la Roche.”105 The 

focus of his nine lectures detailed the history of New France and the Maritime colonies, 

ending with the Constitution Act of 1791. John George Bourinot also strongly connected 

French and English Canadian history in a common constitutional narrative in many of his 

writings. His landmark work Parliamentary Procedure and Practice, first published in 

1884, begins with a description of government in New France. In his 1889 publication 

Federal Government in Canada, he stressed the importance of including French 

Canadian history prior to the conquest because “many of the institutions which were 

inherited from old France have become permanently established in the country.”106 

Canada under the French regime, he added, was characterized by absolutist and centralist 

government that denied the people of New France many liberties. It was only after the 
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conquest that “French Canadians were gradually to win for themselves the fullest 

political freedom under the auspices of England.”107 Thus while including New France in 

his narrative of Canadian constitutional development, he emphasized that the foremost 

tenet of self-government was an ultimate outcome of British rule.  

Bourinot’s narrative was important because it emphasized milestones that carved 

a local foundation to the Canadian constitution. After describing the statutes that 

governed British North America and the development of responsible government, he 

concluded, “The results of these many years of political agitation through which Canada 

has passed have been eminently favorable to her interests as a political community.”108 

By this, he meant that self-government was ultimately achieved in Canada, but his point 

is more notable for its description of these constitutional developments as the experiences 

of a political community. With this, he tied together the colonies of British North 

America and its French and English inhabitants in a singular community that conformed 

to the boundaries of the jurisdiction later created by the British North America Act. He 

went further, adding his scepticism that the French in Canada would ever be assimilated, 

and concluded that the constitutional history he illustrated nevertheless gave 

encouragement for the national future: 

Though there are differences in language and certain institutions between the 
French and English peoples, yet there is an equal community of interest between 
both… The foundations of a new nationality have been already laid by the 
common efforts of the two races, united as they are by the strong ties of a 
common interest.109 
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The constitutional development of Canada was, therefore, not only distinct, but 

represented the establishment of a “new nationality” that included French and English 

Canadians, closely echoing Cartier’s notion of a “new political nationality” from the 

Confederation debates. For Bourinot, the constitutional development of Canada was very 

much the story of its national development.   

Despite his confidence in the common interests of a Canadian political 

community, Bourinot’s understanding of constitutional history was deeply influenced by 

contemporary scholarship on racial theory and the “ancient” development of government 

in northern Europe. He outlined this most clearly in his Canadian Studies in 

Comparative Politics, which placed Canadian constitutional history in the wider context 

of Europe and North America. In the first chapter, titled “The English Character of 

Canadian Institutions,” he emphasized the Teutonic origins of the Canadian constitution, 

citing various authorities including Austrian anthropologist Karl Penka, German political 

scientist Rudolf von Gneist, British historian William Stubbs, and American author John 

Fiske.110 By tracing a political lineage back to the Aryan tribes of Germany, Bourinot 

framed the development of government as a racial genealogy that provided a simple yet 

organized structure to centuries of history. The implication of this genealogy for Canada 

was that it connected French and English Canada to a common source, as both groups, he 

claimed, “can trace their history back to times when the Teutonic people, the noblest 

offspring of the Aryan family of nations, conquered the original Celtic inhabitants of 

Gaul and Britain.”111 Carl Berger has noted that Bourinot’s attention to racial “germ 

theory” was important to his depiction of the Canadian constitution. “By tracing the 
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origins of the Canadian constitution back to the assemblies of the Teutonic tribes,” 

Berger writes, “Bourinot imparted to that constitution a venerable antiquity which in 

itself was satisfying to national pride.”112 His constitutional narrative, far beyond a 

description of law, situated the Canadian constitution as a product of a wider 

constellation of racial development. The importance of ideas of race in these 

constitutional narratives reflects that fact that even as constitutional writers developed the 

idea of a new Canadian nationality based on a unique constitutional lineage, they were 

guided by fundamental assumptions about the nature of political association. As 

subsequent chapters of this study illustrate, ideas of a supposedly modern Canadian 

nationality based on common political association were embedded in ideas of racial 

belonging and exclusion. 

 

Constitutional Narratives in a Federal Context 

 While narratives of a “Canadian constitution” provided rhetorical foundations for 

understanding the British North America Act retrospectively as both the product of a 

long historical evolution and as Canada’s constitution, they were not impervious to the 

political debates that defined that statute’s early years, notably the development of 

federalism. As this chapter has indicated, federalism necessitated the written constitution 

for Canada in the first place and often invited comparisons to the American constitution. 

The relationship of the concept of constitution to the idea of political community closely 

paralleled legal debates about provincial rights and jurisdictional powers under the 
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British North America Act. Robert C. Vipond has illustrated this relationship by 

examining the provincial rights movement in Ontario, and the political thought of 

Ontario Liberal politician David Mills specifically.113 Beyond constitutional adjudication 

and political debate, however, Canadian federalism was also shaped by the constitutional 

narratives developed in the late nineteenth century, though they were not always intended 

to directly influence legislative or judicial forums. The narration of different conceptions 

of the constitution became an important rhetorical tool for describing the nature of 

political community and more specifically whether the provinces or the Canadian state 

formed the boundaries of a constitutional community. More subtly and substantially than 

constitutional adjudication, the shaping of constitutional narratives informed and 

conditioned understandings of Canada as a political nationality. 

 For a number of writers who positioned the Canadian constitution as the 

foundation of a new political community, an important element in creating a Canadian 

constitutional narrative was to deny that provinces maintained pre-Confederation 

constitutions. The connection of the concept of constitution to the Canadian state and its 

inapplicability to the provinces further solidified the notion of Canada as a 

constitutionally defined political community. Beyond the legal debates about sections 91, 

92, and 93 of the British North America Act, which enumerated the powers of the federal 

and provincial levels of government, the question of whether provincial “constitutions” 

existed at all reflected the importance attached to the concept of the constitution and its 

relationship to understandings of Canada. Although the British North America Act 

explicitly describes “provincial constitutions,” some writers argued that the Canadian 
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constitution encompassed or superseded provincial ones. Not surprisingly, advocates of 

provincial rights rejected this understanding, forwarding instead descriptions of 

provincial constitutional narratives to ground their political and legal reasoning.  

For example, James Cockburn strongly believed that Confederation and the 1867 

Act represented the beginning of an entirely new constitutional order that governed the 

basis of Canadian nationality, and that the importance of the British North America Act 

rested in part in its abolition of previous colonial or provincial constitutional identities. In 

a two-part essay on the federal government’s power of disallowance, Cockburn, who had 

been a Conservative Member of Parliament for Northumberland West, Ontario and had 

served as the first Speaker in the House of Commons, insisted that the federal 

government was supreme over the provinces.114 This was because, he continued, 

Confederation marked the termination of prior political identities and reordered them into 

something new. “When the Confederacy was consummated,” he wrote,  

 we surrendered our Provincial systems and existences. We had nothing left; 
nothing in reserve. All the old chartered constitutions were repealed and swept 
away as if they had never been; and to the British North America Act, the great 
charter of our national life, we can along look for a true understanding of our 
political rights and duties as citizens and subjects.115 
 

Confederation, therefore, not only marked the beginning of a new “national life,” but also 

the extinction of previous provincial identities. It was clear for Cockburn that provinces 

were merely creations of the Canadian state, and thus subordinate to federal power. As 

such, they could not have constitutions. Along the same lines, noted lawyer Edward 
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Douglas Armour strongly denied that pre-Confederation political entities continued to 

exist following Confederation. Prompted by the publication of Bourinot’s Parliamentary 

Procedure and Practice, he extended further on the book’s claim that the federal 

government assumed control over the provinces. Describing the intentions of the 

“framers,” Armour insisted,  

 Canada is neither the geographical name of an archipelago of provinces, each 
constituting an independent political society, nor is it the formula of an ideal 
constitutional union resulting from the compact of a number of individual 
contracting sovereignties. Canada is a physical entity – a distinct political society, 
in direct political relation with the Imperial authorities. The pre-confederate 
Provinces, as political societies, are extinct, and their territories constitute the 
several provincial sub-divisions of the Dominion. 
 

He continued by noting that this was the “universal” understanding of Confederation 

until the “apocalypse of Provincial rights was written,” pointing specifically to the 

argument of the Ontario Attorney General in the Severn case.116  

In a similar vein, Goldwin Smith criticized the extent of provincial autonomy 

afforded by the British North America Act, claiming that it hindered national unity. 

Notably, he distinguished a “federal” from a “national” constitution, viewing the 

Canadian constitution as “a hybrid, half national, half federal.”117 The supremacy of 

federal power was an essential element of Canadian nationality, he argued, adding, “If 

the Dominion retains its power of controlling Provincial action for the common good, 

                                                
116 E. Douglas Armour, “The Canadian Legislatures and their Respective Powers,” Week 
1, no. 40 (Sept. 4, 1884), 631. Armour was prominent for his involvement in the Equal 
Rights Association, which protested the Jesuits’ Estates Act; see J.R. Miller Equal 
Rights: The Jesuit Estates’ Act Controversy (Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s 
University Press, 1979); the Ontario Attorney General was Oliver Mowat who strongly 
defended a broad interpretation of provincial jurisdiction in Severn v. the Queen (1878), 
which dealt with the regulation of trade and commerce. 
117 “Revision of the Constitution,” Bystander New Series, no. 3 (July 1883), 191. 
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Canada may be a nation; if it does not, she can be nothing but a league.”118 Federalism, 

as it was unclearly delineated in the written constitution, was for Smith a weakness of 

Confederation and undermined the development of a “national” constitution. His 

criticism of the constitution germinated more from his aversion to French-Canadian 

political autonomy in Quebec, which threatened his conception of nationality based on 

common language and race, a theme that will be the focus of the following chapter. For 

those who disagreed with Smith’s views on federalism, however, the use of the term 

“constitution” and its historical lineage were important aspects in the defence of 

provincial autonomy.   

 Today, it is relatively rare to hear references to provincial constitutions.119 In 

Canada, the term constitution has largely come to denote the entrenched federal 

constitution. Yet in the decades following Confederation, the description of “provincial 

constitutions” was an important element in the development of provincial rights and the 

narration of constitutionalism in Canada. A number of constitutional scholars insisted 

that provinces maintained their constitutions and were unique political jurisdictions 

within Canada. The issue developed from the question of whether the various statutes 

that regulated government in British North American colonies before 1867 continued to 

                                                
118 “The Equal Rights Movement,” Bystander New Series, no. 2 (Nov. 1889), 43. See 
also, “The Local Legislature,” Bystander 2 (Feb. 1880), 82. 
119 Only one province, British Columbia, has a formal “constitution,” which was enacted 
in 1979, but remains largely symbolic; on the content and nature of this law, see 
Campbell Sharman, “The Strange Case of a Provincial Constitution: The British 
Columbia Constitution Act,” Canadian Journal of Political Science 17, no. 1 (1984): 87-
108. The idea of creating a formal written constitutional charter for Quebec has been 
raised over the past number of decades, as James T. McHugh has illustrated, “The 
Quebec Constitution,” Quebec Studies 28 (Fall 1999/Winter 2000): 3-26. The most 
recent attempt was defeated in the National Assembly in 2007; Quebec, National 
Assembly, “Quebec Constitution,” Bill 196, 38th Legislature, 1st Session, 2007. 
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be valid aspects of the constitution of the provinces. This was particularly evident in the 

cases of New Brunswick and Nova Scotia, which had their legislative system defined by 

imperial statute. Did these statutes continue to form independent constitutions of these 

provinces, or were they superseded by the Canadian constitution? The practical effect of 

this question was largely inconsequential; the legislative institutions of these provinces 

continued to exist after Confederation unaffected by the British North America Act, 

which in any case guaranteed provinces the ability to amend their local legislative 

institutions.120 Nevertheless, the issue of provincial constitutions had important symbolic 

value for constitutional writers who sought to trace unique constitutional lineages of 

provinces beyond the British North America Act.  

 Bourinot, in his Federal Government in Canada, traced the independent 

constitutional lineages of the provinces most vividly. Examining the constitutional acts of 

the province of Canada and the collected statutes and documents pertaining to the other 

pre-Confederation provinces, he rejected the idea that the provinces were created anew at 

Confederation. He wrote, “the provinces never intended to renounce their distinct and 

separate existences as provinces, when they became part of the confederation,” adding,  

 Consequently the local or provincial constitutions are now practically on an 
equality, so far as the executive, legislative and all essential powers of self-
government are concerned; and all of them have the authority under the 
fundamental law to amend their constitutions, except as regards the office of 
lieutenant-governor.121 

                                                
120 Section V of the Constitution Act, 1867, titled “Provincial Constitutions.” This does 
not extend to the office of the Lieutenant Governor. Provinces have exercised this power 
to amend local constitutions, most notably in the reform and abolition of upper legislative 
chambers in Manitoba, New Brunswick, Nova Scotia, Quebec, and Prince Edward Island.  
121 Bourinot, Federal Government, 124, 126. See also Bourinot, Parliamentary 
Procedure and Practice (Montreal: Dawson Brothers, 1884), 64-72; he notes here that 
provinces added since 1867 have “local constitutions” like those provinces that existed 
prior to Confederation. 
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As much as Bourinot sought to illustrate the development of a new Canadian constitution, 

he stressed that it should not be seen to signify the extinction of provincial constitutions. 

Instead, the continuing presence of provincial constitutions formed an important element 

of the constitutional history of Canada. While Bourinot did not claim to present a 

political position on federalism or specifically examine its developing adjudication, his 

illustration of provincial and dominion constitutions presented a vivid understanding of 

the theory of classical federalism. 

 Other constitutional authorities echoed the position that provinces maintained 

separate constitutions. In his treatise on government in Canada, D.A. O’Sullivan devoted 

a chapter to “provincial constitutions.” He maintained that while the provinces 

surrendered their existence and were re-created under the British North America Act, 

they did not void their constitutions by doing so. This meant that “Whatever provinces 

had under former constitutions they shall have unless it can be pointed out in the 

Confederation Act as taken away from them. The old Constitutional Acts were not 

repealed.”122 In his 1892 publication Law of the Canadian Constitution, W.H.P. Clement 

stressed the history and endurance of provincial constitutions. In a chapter titled “What 

Became of Pre-Confederation Constitutions?” he insisted that provincial constitutions 

were not, in fact, “wiped out” by the British North America Act.123 Clement, whose book 

                                                
122 O’Sullivan, Government in Canada, 136. This is an expansion on his treatment of the 
issue in Manual of Government, 120-121.  
123 Clement, Law of the Canadian Constitution, 45. Clement also outlined his compact 
theory of Confederation in a two-part article in the Week; “Has the Parliament of Canada 
Constituent Powers?” Week 10, no. 45 (Oct. 6, 1893), 1062; and 10, no. 47 (Oct. 20, 
1893), 1110. He defended his understanding of federalism as a means of reconciling 
national unity and local self-government; “The Relations Between the Central and Local 
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defended classical federalism, maintained the importance “to ascertain whether, under 

the B.N.A. Act, the provincial constitutions continue; for if so, then the same connection 

between the legislature and the executive, which existed before confederation, must still 

continue with respect to subjects of provincial cognizance.”124 This position was a clear 

contrast to those who presented the British North America Act as creating a 

constitutional blank slate on which a new constitutional narrative and a new political 

community developed. A review of Clement’s book in Canadian Law Times, for 

example, cast doubt on his claim about the continuation of provincial constitutions, 

adding, “the British North America Act is a new departure from an old system of 

government.”125 

 One of the most vocal proponents of provincial rights was Thomas Jean Jacques 

Loranger, a Quebec judge who wrote extensively on legal matters. His Letters Upon the 

Federal Constitution Known as the British North America Act, 1867 was published in 

English in 1884 after being originally published in French. Throughout the pamphlet, 

Loranger refers to the British North America Act as the “Federal Union Act,” reflecting 

his focus on the equal authority of provincial and federal governments. The provinces, he 

argued, continued to be governed by their pre-Confederation constitutions, particularly 

the endowment of parliamentary authority on provincial legislatures.  

                                                                                                                                           
Governments of the United States and Canada Compared,” Week 13, no. 28 (June 5, 
1896), 663.   
124 Clement, Law of the Canadian Constitution, 46. Hassard cited Clement’s position on 
the continuance of provincial constitutions, Canadian Constitutional History and Law, 
69. 
125 “Book Review: Law of the Canadian Constitution,” Canadian Law Times 12, no. 12 
(Dec. 1892), 301. 
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 For Loranger, therefore, the Constitutional Act of 1791 marked the beginning of 

provincial constitutional existence in Quebec and Ontario because it provided them with 

parliamentary institutions. This, he added emphatically, was not repealed by the 1867 

Act.126 Pointing to recent court appeals, he concluded that the “principle, that the 

provinces retained their old powers when they entered confederation and have continued 

to be governed by their former constitutions, was judicially consecrated.”127 The 

importance of this matter was clear in his pamphlet, as he feared that the attempt to deny 

the enduring existence of provincial constitutions threatened the “French race” in Quebec. 

Inhabitants of the provinces, he wrote, “have a common interest in opposing the 

excessive centralization of federal power, the lowering of their legislatures, and the 

gradual disappearance of their constitutions.”128 For Loranger, the need to stress the fact 

that provinces maintained unique “constitutions” was an essential element of his forceful 

defence of provincial rights. Not surprisingly, Week magazine harshly criticized 

Loranger’s understanding of the constitution, writing after his death, “The constitution 

which he depicts, far from being the real thing, is the creature of his own wishes,” further 

insisting that “in Judge Loranger local autonomy reached its last stage of 

extravagance.”129 

 Just as the debate about provincial constitutions was based largely on symbolic 

value, a question about the nature of the legislative institutions of provinces similarly 

mirrored legal debates about the nature of federalism. This was particularly evident in the 

                                                
126 Loranger, Letters Upon the Federal Constitution Known as the British North America 
Act (1867) (Quebec: “Morning Chronicle” Office, 1884), 14. 
127 Ibid., 41. 
128 Ibid., vi. 
129 Topics of the Week, Week 2, no. 41 (Sept. 10, 1885), 645. 
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seemingly semantic – though controversial – question of whether provinces had 

“parliaments” or “legislatures.” In 1879, Fennings Taylor, who was Deputy Clerk of the 

Senate of Canada published Are Legislatures Parliaments? A Study and Review. In 

addition to his career as a Senate clerk, Taylor had gained public notice for his 

partnership with Montreal photographer William Notman in their popular three-volume 

Portraits of British Americans, as well as for his encomium of the assassinated politician 

Thomas D’Arcy McGee.130 The question of whether legislatures were the same as 

parliaments was important for Taylor because the distinction signified the subordination 

of provincial legislatures to the federal parliament. This was not an entirely new 

argument; provincial legislatures were once described in Canadian Monthly as 

“miserable burlesques of Parliament.”131 Others looked to the federal parliament as a 

source of Canadian unity, including a writer in Stewart’s Quarterly who praised the 

purpose of parliament, adding, “To conciliate the varied and in some respects discordant 

elements of our population and to bind them together in the bond of national unity… is 

the exalted mission of the parliament of Canada.”132  

 Taylor’s argument, however, was grounded in his understanding of the 

constitutional lineage of the provinces, which, he claimed, were never granted full 

parliaments. It was only with the enactment of the British North America Act in 1867 

                                                
130 William Notman, Portraits of British Americans: With Biographical Sketches by 
Fennings Taylor (Montreal: W. Notman, 1855-68); Fennings Taylor, The Hon. Thos. 
D’Arcy McGee: A Sketch of His Life and Death (Montreal: John Lovell, 1868). On 
Taylor’s involvement in Portraits, see M. Brook Taylor, Promoters, Patriots, and 
Partisans: Historiography in Nineteenth-Century English Canada (Toronto: University 
of Toronto Press, 1989), 173-179.  
131 “Current Events,” Canadian Monthly and National Review 9, no. 1 (Jan. 1876), 71. 
132 J.E.B. McCready, “The Commons of Canada,” Stewart’s Quarterly 4, no. 1 (April 
1870), 67. 
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that the imperial government granted a full “parliament” to a British colony. Much of his 

argument rested in the contention that Governor Simcoe, the first Lieutenant-Governor of 

Upper Canada, was mistaken in his widely remembered phrase that the colony’s 

constitution was an “image and transcript of the British Constitution.” Citing the 

Constitutional Act of 1791 and the Act of Union of 1840, Taylor insisted that the 

Imperial Parliament consciously omitted any reference to a colonial “parliament.” 

Simcoe and his successors were therefore incorrect, he continued, to “confer on such 

Assemblies privileges to which they were not entitled by law, which Governors were 

powerless to bestow, and which the Sovereign and Parliament of England evidently did 

not intend that they should possess.”133 Citing the British North America Act, Taylor 

believed that it was clearly not until 1867 that Britain granted a full “parliament” to 

Canada. That constitution was therefore a notable and important benchmark in the 

constitutional development of British North America, as it fundamentally changed the 

governmental structure of the area and initiated a new form of political jurisdiction, 

which had full parliamentary powers and privileges. In the concluding lines of his book, 

he made clear the unfortunate implications of this apparently innocuous semantic 

misinterpretation: 

 Authority has been unduly warped and misapplied, for the legislatures have 
steadily sought to appropriate privileges and powers that were conferred on 
parliament alone. It, therefore, became a duty to restrain vaulting ambition and to 
rebuke local assumption. It was necessary to refer provincial statesmen to the 
indentures under which they had taken service, and to tell them politely that the 
difference between a legislature and a parliament is a very real and very wide one, 
and that the former was never meant to be the counterpart of the latter. The idea 

                                                
133 Taylor, Are Legislatures Parliaments? A Study and Review (Montreal: J. Lovell, 
1879), 54. 
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of the two words meaning the same thing was as absent from the mind as the 
intention was from the act of the mother country.134    
 

For Taylor, such semantic “misinterpretation” was significant because it meant that 

legislators and other authors could mislead the public by deviating from the “true” sense 

of words. The purpose of his study then was to fix the meaning of the word parliament, 

attaching it firmly to the idea of Canada as a single political entity based on 

constitutional principles. Notably, while Taylor was no doubt influenced by the 

contemporary judicial appeals of the provincial rights movement, he did not cite these 

debates in his book. Instead, his argument rested on a strict interpretation of the 

constitutional acts of British North America.  

 Taylor’s book attracted notice and response. A review of the book in Rose-

Belford’s Canadian Monthly commended it highly, praising Taylor for his “dispassionate 

view” of the development of responsible government and his overall “intellectual vigour 

and well-balanced judgement.”135 William Leggo, who was better known for his popular 

innovations in photographic reproduction, including the development of his eponymous 

leggotype technique, wrote an article discussing Taylor’s book in the same magazine. He 

praised the book as one of a number of recent publications that examined issues of 

politics and government in Canada, adding, “Any work… which adds to our knowledge 

of the political history of Canada, -- which throws any light on her institutions, or 

corrects any popular errors as to her governmental working, will be received with 

                                                
134 Ibid., 195.  
135 “Review: Are Legislatures Parliaments?” Rose-Belford’s Canadian Monthly 3 (July 
1879), 110. The history of the concept of parliamentary privilege, one of Taylor’s key 
distinctions between legislatures and parliaments, was illustrated to readers some years 
earlier, Thomas Hodgins, “Curiosities of Parliamentary Privilege,” Canadian Monthly 
and National Review 5, no. 6 (June 1874), 514-525. 
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gratitude, and be read with avidity by all classes.”136 Leggo’s appraisal reflected the 

belief that questions of constitutionalism were not esoteric or academic concerns, but 

were relevant to the wider population. More centrally, however, Leggo repeated Taylor’s 

belief that provincial “legislatures” were not, and never had been, “parliaments.” Like 

Taylor’s book, the article omitted references to current judicial and specific political 

debates, instead framing this matter of federalism in terms of the interpretation of 

constitutional language.   

 Fennings Taylor’s book prompted a parallel study the following year by Samuel 

James Watson, who was the librarian of the Legislative Assembly of Ontario. Though the 

book itself made no reference to Taylor, it grew out of a two-part series Watson wrote in 

response to him in Rose-Belford’s Canadian Monthly. In the original magazine article, 

Watson decried the “heresy” that “has lately attempted to sap the common faith in the 

powers of the Provincial Legislatures.”137 As Watson explained in his monograph study, 

the provincial legislatures were the successors of pre-Confederation bodies, which were 

indeed parliaments and remained so following Confederation. They were not abolished 

or radically reconstituted by the British North America Act. Instead, the federal 

parliament was the “offspring” of the provinces, and the “Federal Legislature, proud as 

we may be of it, is in reality nothing more than a larger Local Parliament.”138 Like Taylor, 

the political implications of Watson’s argument were clear, though implicit. The British 

North America Act, he insisted, did not make the federal parliament of Canada a 
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“compeer” of the imperial parliament, despite the “political imagination” of some. He 

concluded his book by warning against the “dangers of federal centralization,” stating 

that it limited freedom. Watson conceded that the federal parliament was significant 

because “it represents, in a tentative way, the idea of Nationhood. It is a formative power, 

shaping out of scattered materials something that shall be the embodiment of a compact 

but individualized National life.”139 Yet, importantly for Watson, the idea of “nationhood” 

that the federal parliament represented did not deny or deprive provinces of their pre-

existing identities of parliamentary bodies.  

 The politics of these two positions on the question of the nature of provincial and 

federal legislative bodies closely paralleled political and judicial debates on federalism, 

though neither work explicitly acknowledged this. It is interesting to note, however, that 

Taylor’s book featured an effusive dedication to Sir John A. Macdonald, while Watson 

dedicated his tome to Edward Blake.140 What is more pertinent, however, is the way in 

which these authors described or denied the significance the British North America Act 

as a pivotal constitutional moment. It was clear from Watson’s previously published 

Constitutional History of Canada that he understood the establishment of Upper Canada 

through the Constitutional Act in 1791 as the constitutional founding moment of Canada. 

He called the Loyalists the “Nation-Builders of Upper Canada,” asserting that they laid 

the foundations of “Ontario, the Pillar Province of the British North American 

                                                
139 Ibid., 49. 
140 Macdonald’s Liberal-Conservative government was widely regarded as favouring 
centralized dominion powers, while Blake’s Liberals favoured a more decentralized 
federation. The dedication of these two books is a fact that R.C.B. Risk points out in his 
brief mention of these works, “Constitutional Scholarship,” 60, note 20. 
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Confederation.”141 The British North America Act, therefore, was largely an organic 

transition from that founding moment. He did not position the British North America Act 

as the genesis of a new constitutional order, instead situating origins of the Canadian 

constitution in 1791. Watson was not particularly favourable toward the 1867 Act, 

elsewhere referring to it as “that offspring of multitudinous, dissimilar and disputed 

paternity, the despair of jurists and the permanent perplexity of the Supreme Court.”142 

For both Watson and Taylor, the nature of federalism and the division between the 

federal and provincial levels of government depended greatly on how the British North 

America Act was conceptualized and the importance assigned to it as a founding 

constitutional document.  

 

Conclusion: 

 Federalism was a critical aspect in the crafting of Canadian constitutional 

narratives, but these narratives tended to focus less on its specific legal aspects and more 

on its conditioning of political community. What these debates about the existence of 

provincial constitutions and the nature of provincial legislatures indicate is the extent to 

which debate about provincial rights was fought through competing rhetoric and 

differing conceptions of the constitution in Canada. More significantly, the degree to 

which the concept of a Canadian constitution was studied and presented to the public in 

dedicated studies and magazine articles reflected its role in the development of the idea 

of political nationality. As this chapter has indicated, the concept of a “constitution” was 

                                                
141 Watson, Constitutional History of Canada, 96. This was the first of what was meant 
to be a two-volume study, though the second volume remained unpublished at his death. 
142 S.J. Watson, “The Parliament of Ontario,” Rose-Belford’s Canadian Monthly 6 (April 
1881), 337. 
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conditioned by the writings of various “authorities” who employed it to define the 

boundaries of political community and endow it with historical depth. These publications, 

which appeared with great frequency in the decades following Confederation, should not 

be regarded as intuitive or neutral studies, as they actively informed the sense that 

Canada could and should be thought of as a distinct political entity complete with its own 

history and constitutional lineage. The fact that many of these publications were either 

intended for or promoted to a public audience further reflects their assumed importance 

in educating people about the meaning of the new Canadian state.  

The concept of a constitution developed by these writers was certainly distinct 

from the mythos of the organically developed ancient constitution of Britain. The written 

Canadian constitution, embodied in the British North America Act, served not only as a 

legal blueprint of the new state, but for many of the writers examined in this chapter, also 

represented the foundation of a new and distinct political community. It represented an 

understanding of nationality as a primarily political category, based on the affiliation of 

individuals living in the same constitutional state. In this sense, defining a “Canadian 

constitution” was one aspect of the process of making the political jurisdiction of Canada 

appear to be a natural and united entity. Influenced by the professionalization of social 

sciences and history, the development of narratives of the constitution in Canada often 

rested on supposedly empirical data that positioned various European legislative acts in 

colonial North America as precursors of the Canadian constitution. These early writings 

on the constitution indicate that the concept of the constitution was often used as a way 

of retrospectively legitimizing Canada as a natural political jurisdiction that developed 

from a long history of legal and political development. Furthermore, while the concept of 
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the constitution established ways of thinking about the political and legal boundaries of 

Canada, it also prompted consideration of the relationship between individuals and the 

constituted polity. For this reason, the effect of the idea of a Canadian constitution 

reverberated far beyond legal and political debate. The nature of what it constituted – the 

sense of the kind of entity or community that it created – inspired much debate about and 

evaluation of the concepts of nationality, citizenship, and loyalty, which the following 

chapters explore.   
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Chapter Three: 
Nation and the Boundaries of Political Community 

 
 
 The sense of scientific change, for all of its boundless ambitions and 

Frankensteinian failures, promised powerful implications beyond the laboratories and 

machinery that incited invention. For many, the scientific spirit seemed to permeate ideas 

of social and political organization, rendering all aspects of life its subjects. The 

connection drawn between constitutional study and geology in the previous chapter was 

one example of this broader phenomenon. This impression of the breadth of the scientific 

spirit’s reach was clear in an article that appeared in the Week in 1891, which called 

attention to the modern process of “nation making.” “The present age has witnessed 

many curious experiments in the attempt to produce artificially what it was formerly 

thought to be the function of nature solely to provide,” the author observed. “Some 

scientists have attempted to produce chickens from artificial eggs; others have devoted 

their lives to promoting an artificial language; rain making has engaged their more recent 

efforts; but the most interesting, as it is the most ambitious, has been the promotion of 

nations.”1  

 The image of the nation as a scientifically conjured creature, developed and 

promoted in defiance of nature, is striking. Nations, of course, were not altogether new 

entities, but the idea that they could be politically engineered rather than develop from 

organic growth was a defining element of political thought in the nineteenth century. 

This was especially relevant in the case of Canada, which was created as a product of 

imperial law and which grafted political boundaries on to a regionally, linguistically, and 

                                                
1 F.W.F. “Nation Making,” Week 8, no. 52 (Nov. 27, 1891), 881. 
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demographically diverse territory. The British North America Act initiated a new 

political jurisdiction at a moment when the professionalization of political science and 

intellectual attention to the state made the concept of nation and its relationship to 

political forms a subject of greater scrutiny. In the decades following Confederation, 

numerous writers sought to locate Canada in prevailing ideas about the meaning of 

nation and identify what they understood as either the congruence or division of national 

and political boundaries.  

 This chapter examines the concept of nation and its relationship to political 

boundaries and argues that the establishment of a new Canadian state became a pivotal 

point for discussions about this aspect of the nature of political association. While ideas 

of a racialized community continued to figure prominently in discussions of nationality, 

numerous writers believed that the political frontiers of Canada marked the limits of a 

new nationality that was essentially rooted in common political association. Just as the 

creation of Canada and the trials of its first decades produced distinct ideas of a 

constitution, so too did they directly condition debate about nationality and prompt many 

to look to the Canadian state as a logical container of nationality.  

 The first part of this chapter establishes the intellectual context of the time, as the 

global expansion of the Victorian empire and the professionalization of political studies 

prompted renewed consideration of the meaning of the nation and its relationship to the 

state. The second section examines how this conceptual change emerged in debates about 

Canada’s political future, which entailed different understandings of the meaning of 

nationality and its relationship to political states. Situated in this context, the subsequent 

section will look at specific descriptions of Canadian “nationality,” which attempted to 
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describe Canada as a cohesive and natural unit. As this section will illustrate, however, 

descriptions of a common Canadian nationality reflected similar tensions developed in 

the previous chapter about the endurance of pre-Confederation provincial identities and 

the political consolidation of French and English communities. Despite the optimism that 

a new and modern political nationality could unite heterogeneous elements, it became 

clear that the “modern” idea of political nationality remained fundamentally guided by 

notions of assimilative and racialized community. 

 “Nation” has been, and continues to be, a pervasive object of analysis, and, not 

surprisingly, a contestable point in Canadian historiography, and intellectual history in 

particular.2 In the context of late nineteenth century English Canada, Carl Berger’s 

seminal work on imperialism left an influential imprint, specifically his claim that 

“Imperialism was one variety of Canadian nationalism.”3 According to him, the mission 

of the prominent imperialists featured in his study cultivated imperialist fervour as a 

means of furthering the project of Canadian nationalism. In response to Berger, Douglas 

Cole argued that imperialism was a variety of “Britannic” nationalism, writing that 

imperialists “had little consciousness of Canadians as a nation, as a self-aware group 

defining its separateness by language, descent, myths or traditions.”4 For Cole, the nation 

                                                
2 For a critical examination of this tendency, see Doug Owram, “Intellectual History in 
the Land of Limited Identities,” Journal of Canadian Studies 24, no. 3 (Fall 1989): 114-
128; and Allan Smith, “Organizing Ideas and How They Work: The National-
International Binary, the Rise of Transnationalism, and the Imagining of the Canadian 
Community,” in Les idées en mouvement : perspectives en histoire intellectuelle et 
culturelle du Canada, ed. Damien-Claude Bélanger, Sophie Coupal, and Michel 
Ducharme (Quebec: Presses de l’Univeristé Laval, 2004), 29-52. 
3 Berger, Sense of Power, 9. 
4 Douglas L. Cole, “The Problem of ‘Nationalism’ and ‘Imperialism’ in British 
Settlement Colonies,” Journal of British Studies 10, no. 2 (1971): 171. See also Cole, 
“Canada’s ‘Nationalistic’ Imperialists,” Journal of Canadian Studies 5, no. 3 (1970): 45. 
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envisioned by imperialists was not rooted in the political state of Canada, but in the wider 

British Empire. More importantly, however, this sense of Britannic nationalism was 

explicitly rooted in notions of racial belonging, dividing the empire into what were seen 

as settler and non-settler zones. Imperialist pride in their Canadian homeland, therefore, 

is better termed “patriotism,” according to Cole, which signifies “a loyalty, not to an 

aggregate of people but to a political state and the geographic territory circumscribed by 

that state.”5 Likewise, in an essay on prominent imperialist George Parkin, Terry Cook 

noted, “Canada was not defined by a set of characteristics which suggested a distinct 

Canadian nationalism, but rather by those which offered her no more than a local, 

regional individuality within the Britannic whole.”6  

While Berger and Cole frame thinking about nationalism in English Canada in 

distinct forms, it is crucial to note that the ideas of nationalism and the nation were rarely 

explicated in clear detail by the figures that they study. The result, as Graham Carr notes, 

is a “semantic muddle” caused by “free-floating vocabulary” of nationalism in these 

works.7 This was likewise true for the role of “nation” in much of Canadian 

historiography.8 The limitation of describing different “variants” of nationalism, whether 

Canadian or Britannic, is that it implicitly assumes a certain fixity of the concept of 

nation. What changes, according to Berger and Cole, is not necessarily the meaning of 

nation itself, but the nation to which their imperialist subjects subscribed. 

                                                
5 Cole, “The Problem of ‘Nationalism’ and ‘Imperialism’,” 165, 
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The more critical effort, therefore, needs to be less focused on taxonomies of 

nationalisms in Canada’s past and more attuned to the specific ways and reasons that 

different actors invoked the idea of nation. It is with this spirit that historians have more 

recently assessed nationalism in history. The “imperial turn” and the increasing attention 

to transnationalism have inspired reinterpretations of the place of nation in the writing of 

history. In her critical assessment of the role of nation in English-Canadian historical 

scholarship, Adele Perry argues against “maintaining the fiction that the nation state is a 

discrete and reliable container.”9 This is in keeping with a growing volume of literature 

that seeks to expose the “fiction” of the nation, a construct that, in the words of 

Antoinette Burton, “had no originary moment, no fixity outside of the various discourses 

of which it is itself an effect.”10 Calling attention to the routinely central position that 

nation has typically held in the writing of history, this post-national turn offers promising 

potential for reorganizing the frameworks that guide historical research. 

But before fully committing to the “post-national” project, it is necessary to 

consider carefully the historical contingencies that bolstered the concept of nation as an 

important organizing basis of history in Canada in the first place. How did the nation 

come to denote a necessary and often inevitable form of political organization, 

particularly in the Canadian case, where there have been multiple “national” groups? 

How did the nation become part of a common sense way of understanding, accepting, 

contesting, and projecting collective political associations, both for historical actors and 

                                                
9 Adele Perry, “Nation, Empire and the Writing of History in Canada in English,” in 
Contesting Clio’s Craft: New Directions and Debates in Canadian History, ed. 
Christopher Dummitt and Michael Dawson (London: Institute for the Study of the 
Americas, 2009), 134.  
10 Antoinette Burton, “Who Needs the Nation? Interrogating ‘British’ History,” Journal 
of Historical Sociology 10, no. 3 (1997): 232.  
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historians? Indeed, as Burton notes, historians should not jettison the nation from their 

analyses completely, but rather, they “need to pay more attention to the question of who 

needs it, who manufactures the ‘need’ for it, and whose interests it serves.”11 The 

challenge for historians, therefore, is to understand why and how the nation came to 

acquire such ontological primacy. The example of writers in late-nineteenth century 

English Canadian magazines illustrates the struggle to legitimize different ideas of 

political community by describing the contours of “nation,” often naturalizing it by 

linking it to a sense of coherent and logical identity.   

 

Nation, State, and Nation-State in Late Nineteenth Century Thought 

 The implications of the “modern” changes that the anonymous author in the Week 

quoted at the beginning of this chapter likened to scientific experimentation were 

important aspects of late nineteenth century political thought. The sense of transition 

reflects Duncan Bell’s characterization of the late nineteenth century as a period that 

“witnessed numerous attempts to think beyond the state, to imagine new forms of human 

association.”12 At the centre of these attempts was the concept of the nation, which by 

that point had become a prevalent principle of political and social discourse. John Stuart 

Mill and Lord Acton wrote influential pieces about nationalism in the early 1860s, and 

Ernest Renan gave his famous address “What is a Nation?” at the Sorbonne in Paris in 

1882.13 As Eric Hobsbawm and others contend, the nineteenth century was an “age of 

                                                
11 Ibid., 234. 
12 Duncan Bell, “The Victorian Idea of a Global State,” in Victorian Visions of Global 
Order, ed. Duncan Bell (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 159. 
13 John Stuart Mill, Considerations of Representative Government (London: Parker, Son, 
and Bourn, 1861), 294-304; Lord Acton, “Nationality,” Home and Foreign Review 1 
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nationalism.”14 Given that Confederation emerged in this specific intellectual and 

political context, it is worthwhile to consider how these debates helped to condition ways 

of thinking about the meaning of Canada for a generation for whom the answer was far 

from clear. 

 As the last chapter indicated, the interlacing of discussions of nationality and 

political community was reflected in the rapid professionalization of academic interest in 

the study of social sciences, particularly political economy. This development was not 

limited to universities, but also gained attention in the pages of English Canadian 

magazines. These sources conveyed the impression that the end of the nineteenth century 

was defined by increasing attention to social and political organization. Politics, the 

economy, and society more generally, became objects of sciences, and subjects of 

university instruction and intellectual analysis. In this context, the concept of nation 

gained greater traction as a subject that could be explained by historical, scientific, and 

political induction.  

 Attention to aspects of political science increased in the 1880s and 1890s as 

Canadian universities added it to their curriculum as a separate field of study, and with 

this came greater scrutiny of the “state” as an object of analysis. Noting the 

advertisement for a position of professor of political science at the University of Toronto, 

the Week applauded the necessity of such an appointment, stating, “Theories which have 

                                                                                                                                           
(July 1862), 146-74. On the tensions between Mill’s and Acton’s understandings of 
nationalism, see Ronald Beiner, “Civicism between Nationalism and Globalism: Some 
Reflections on the Problem of Political Community,” in Liberalism, Nationalism, 
Citizenship: Essays on the Problem of Political Community (Vancouver: UBC Press, 
2003), 194-216. 
14 Eric Hobsbawm, Nations and Nationalism since 1780: Programme, Myth, Reality 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990); Elie Kedourie, Nationalism (London: 
Hutchinson, 1966). 
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long been generally accepted as a matter of course are being largely discarded or 

assailed.”15 The person who eventually filled the position, William Ashley, echoed the 

sense of a new shift in the study of political science. In his inaugural lecture in 1888, he 

described the development of a new generation of political economists who privileged 

empirical evidence over abstract theories. Political science, according to Ashley, was 

“concerned ultimately with society in its organised form as the State,” adding, “the final 

test in any matter must be the welfare of the State.”16 How the “state” related to the 

“nation,” and whether the two concepts were inextricably linked, was particularly 

important in Canada, as writers sought reconcile the idea of Canadian nationality with 

wider imperial or racial notions of community.  

As Ashley’s lecture indicated, writing about political economy in the late 

nineteenth century was interested, in large part, in the meaning and role of the political 

state. This was evident, for example, in the influence of Karl Marx and the subsequent 

responses to ideas of socialism. Although the first wave of Marxism did not fully arrive 

in Canada until after the turn of the twentieth century, the ideas of socialism had some 

resonance.17 Ottawa writer Carroll Ryan, in an essay about morality in politics, worried 

                                                
15 “The Chair of Political Science,” Week 5, no. 18 (Mar 29, 1888), 277. 
16 W.J. Ashley, What is Political Science: An Inaugural Lecture (Toronto: Roswell and 
Hutchison, 1888), 21. This lecture was reported to readers of Week magazine; “Topics of 
the Week – The Claims of Social Science,” Week 5, no. 51 (Nov. 15, 1888), 807. 
17 Ian McKay, Reasoning Otherwise: Leftists and the People’s Enlightenment in Canada, 
1890-1920 (Toronto: Between the Lines, 2008), 70-72. Writers in Canadian magazines 
rarely mentioned Marx explicitly before 1900, though the March 1872 issue of New 
Dominion Monthly featured a frontispiece of “Carl Marx,” “whose gigantic brain first 
conceived the idea of the International Society,” (March 1872), 192. Other considerations 
of Marx and communism more generally included: T.B. Browning, “Communism,” 
Canadian Monthly and National Review 13, no. 5 (May 1878), 478, and part two, 13, no. 
6 (June 1878), 577; S.T. Wood, “Social Amelioration: The Contrast Between Doing 
Good and Doing Right,” Canadian Magazine 11, no. 6 (Oct. 1898), 461. 
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about the growing tendency of Canadians “to look to the State for assistance in their 

industry,” which “introduces a spirit of state socialism fatal to that independent 

manliness which should ever distinguish a free people.”18 Nevertheless, John A. Cooper, 

editor of the Canadian Magazine, later noted, the “growth of new ideas” in the latter half 

of the century was “based upon the conviction that a government – which is society as a 

unit – can do a great deal for the elevation of the individual.”19 For Cooper, as for others, 

it was clear that the emergence of new ideas of the state would invariably shape the 

course of political and personal development.  

 Arnold Haultain similarly worried about what he called the “new spirit” of the 

“scientific age,” which seemed to him to be limited by the revolution of long established 

norms. In particular, he cited the decline in religion and the aristocracy, which had led 

many writers to look to the “state” as the key actor of the new age. Haultain, however, 

was sceptical of this turn to the state, arguing that such writers “would have ‘the State’ 

educate, feed, supply with books, pension, and all but keep alive the whole community, 

forgetting, apparently, that ‘the State’ is nothing but the community acting through its 

chosen representatives.”20 The writers to which he referred reflected a rising focus in 

                                                
18 Carroll Ryan, “Political Morality,” Rose-Belford’s Canadian Monthly 3 (Oct. 1879), 
407. The idea that the growth or centralization of government was antithetical to the 
liberties inherent in the Anglo-Saxon race was also articulated in R.W. Shannon, “Anglo-
Saxon Superiority,” Canadian Magazine 10, no. 4 (Feb. 1898), 294.  
19 John A. Cooper, “Canadian Democracy and Socialism,” Canadian Magazine 3, no. 4 
(Aug. 1894), 332. For a similar evaluation of the growing capacity of the state, see R.W. 
Boodle, “England’s Ragnarok: A Political Essay,” Rose-Belford’s Canadian Monthly 7 
(Nov. 1881), 445; J.W. Longley, “Socialism – Its Truths and Errors,” Canadian 
Magazine 6, no. 4 (Feb. 1896), 297. 
20 Arnold Haultain, “The New Spirit,” The Week 13, no 39 (Aug. 21, 1896), 923. 
Haultain was secretary to Goldwin Smith, acted as Smith’s literary executor, and was 
influenced by Smith’s thinking, as is evident in their recorded conversations that 
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attention to political science, or the study of government and political organization, 

which attracted greater attention by the close of the century.21 In his analysis of Queen's 

University social scientists at the turn of the twentieth century, Barry Ferguson 

emphasizes the study and influence of political economy as pivotal to the development of 

ideas of nation and the interventionist state in twentieth-century Canada.22 Economic and 

political thinking, as he notes, were animating aspects of debates about the meaning of 

nation and the role of the state. The “science” of political study made the state, and the 

political division of people more generally, an inescapable point of reference in 

discussions of nationality.   

 Not surprisingly then, the concept of nation and its relation to the state was a 

contested and sometimes tangled issue for writers who sought to explain the meaning of 

the term and its examples in the world. Some writers pushed back against the idea that 

nations could be defined based on the political parameters of the territorial state. This 

was particularly evident in an 1893 Canadian Magazine article that critically examined 

the idea of the “national state.” Its author, Charles Stuart, graduated from the University 

of Toronto with a degree in political economy and classics in 1891, and held a fellowship 

                                                                                                                                           
Haultain published, Goldwin Smith: His Life and Opinions (New York: Duffield and 
Company, 1914). 
21 On the development of “political science” in the nineteenth century, see Stefan Collini, 
Donald Winch, and John Burrow, That Noble Science of Politics: A Study in Nineteenth 
Century Intellectual History (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press, 
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22 Barry Ferguson, Remaking Liberalism: The Intellectual Legacy of Adam Shortt, O.D. 
Skelton, W.C. Clark, and W.A. Mackintosh, 1890-1925 (Montreal and Kingston: McGill-
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at Columbia University afterwards.23 The idea of nation and the nation state was, as he 

described it, “an idea which [is] not only receiving more wide-spread attention among the 

masses of mankind than ever before, but dominates entirely the theoretical discussions, 

the whole political science of the present day.”24 Stuart understood the term nation as 

distinctly attached to the idea of “race,” and therefore the “national state” was the 

political expression of a racially defined group of people. The development of 

independent states that divided such a race would have the damaging effect of further 

dividing humanity, producing more economic and military conflict.25 His article clearly 

expressed the anxiety of the “modern” idea of nations as discrete political units, 

especially the fear that such divisions of more “natural” communities would precipitate 

conflict. He was therefore opposed to the political independence of Canada, believing 

that it would only serve to entrench intra-racial division. Directly aligning “race” with 

“nation,” he wrote: “There is no need of a new Canadian race any more than there is need 

for a new American race;” instead, “there is need and pressing need of one thing, and that 

is, a closer unity in the political relations of mankind.26 

 Stuart’s article provides a clear example in the Canadian context of the key 

tension between political and racial community in the late nineteenth century. The belief 

that nationality was ultimately rooted in a form of prepolitical belonging denoted at the 

time as “race” made the description of political jurisdictions as “nations” seem divisive 

                                                
23 In 1897, Stuart moved to Alberta, where he became a Liberal member of the provincial 
legislature before taking up a judgeship on the Supreme Court of Alberta; Friedland, The 
University of Toronto: A History, 163. 
24 Charles Stuart, “The National State,” Canadian Magazine 1, no. 2 (April, 1893), 85. 
25 Ibid., 88.  
26 Ibid., 90. Stuart anticipated the development of a world union, which, he believed, 
would start with an “Aryan” or “Teutonic” federation; see “Would It Mean an American 
Empire?” Lake Magazine 1, no. 3 (Oct. 1892), 210. 
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and artificial. Echoing this sentiment, one writer criticized “the sad proclivity, among 

some of us Canadians, for… theoretical nation-mongering. ‘This Canada of ours’ is the 

especial object of the fancied operations to which I refer.” The author was prompted by 

the promotion of a new political nationality in Canada, or the attempt “to reform our 

nationality upon an entirely artificial and arbitrary model, and one which is adverse to 

our better feelings, traditions, prejudices, and… our interests.”27 The sense that aligning 

“nationality” with the political boundaries of the state was “artificial and arbitrary” 

reflected the tension between racial and political ideas of community. As the next section 

of this chapter will illustrate, the challenge for writers who sought to describe a distinct 

Canadian nationality was to transform it from a bare legal framework to a more 

substantive basis of community while still accepting that nations could be man-made 

rather than a product of nature. 

The idea that Canada should or would form a new political nationality was 

certainly not an automatic or conventional assumption, as debates about the meaning of 

nation in the late nineteenth century make clear. In fact, many writers emphasized the 

importance of community and the organic ties that they believed bound a given people 

together as a reaction against the “scientific” explanation of nation. This was perhaps 

most evident in the influence of Idealist thinkers, who, as A.B. McKillop notes, gained 

great prominence in Canada by the late nineteenth century.28 Idealism, which had 

                                                
27 P.S.H., “Concocting of Nations,” Rose-Belford’s Canadian Monthly 4 (March, 1880), 
321, 322. 
28 A.B. McKillop, “The Idealist Legacy,” in Contours of Canadian Thought, ed. Brian 
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developed in Britain earlier in the nineteenth century, challenged some of the 

individualist tendencies of liberalism by emphasizing the inextricable ties of the 

individual to the community.29 John Watson, professor of philosophy at Queen’s 

University and certainly the most influential Idealist thinker in Canada, echoed Charles 

Stuart’s description of the “national state,” although he did so in much less racialized 

language. Watson insisted, “Each nation has come to be regarded as but one of the family 

of nations that together make up the one great nation of mankind.”30 Rather than 

emphasize the development of new nations, Idealism’s exponents highlighted the unity 

that they believed to exist between people. For many, the changes of the nineteenth 

century were propitious to the development of closer relations between humanity. They 

looked at the times less as an age of “nation making” and more of an age of consolidation 

beyond existing political boundaries.  

With the world appearing to change rapidly, it became possible to imagine 

structures of global order and national bodies in new ways. Late-Victorian imperialism 

became largely defined by the mission to consolidate and entrench the unity of the 

British Empire. This was not a strictly political or economic mission, but also a powerful 

expression of a concept of nationality that transcended geographical or political limits. In 

his study of British thinking of this “Greater Britain,” Duncan Bell stresses that it 

“embodied a radical claim about the globalization of the nation, insisting that a tightly 

                                                
29 On the development of Idealism in Britain, see Sandra M. den Otter, British Idealism 
and Social Explanation: A Study in Late Victorian Thought (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1996); and David Boucher and Andrew Vincent, British Idealism and Political Theory 
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2000). 
30 John Watson, “A Phase of Modern Thought,” Rose-Belford’s Canadian Monthly 3 
(Nov. 1879), 463. This essay was originally delivered as a speech for the opening of the 
academic year at Queen’s University.  
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integrated and self-consciously cohesive political community could now spread across 

the face of the earth, escaping spatial restrictions that had traditionally delimited such 

visions.”31 The fundamental premise of the movement for imperial unity was the belief 

that the British nation was organic and intrinsic in nature, defined primarily, though 

imprecisely, by racial belonging.  

The development of the idea of a global British community, or “Greater Britain,” 

was underscored by a belief that the closing decades of the nineteenth century 

represented an epochal point in history that would transform the development of nations. 

Political changes in Europe, especially the establishment of federations in Italy, Germany, 

and Austro-Hungary, made notions of “national consolidation” a prevailing idea. 

Moreover, changing technology, especially the steamship, railways, and telegraph, was 

frequently invoked as evidence that distance could be “annihilated.”32 For example, John 

Castell Hopkins, an active imperialist known in particular for his historical literature on 

Canada, wrote that despite the vast expanse of the Pacific Ocean that separated Canada 

and Australia, “the iron links of steamers, railways, and telegraph cables are now 

bringing them into closer connection.”33 Geographical contiguity was therefore not 

                                                
31 Duncan Bell, Idea of Greater Britain: Empire and the Future of World Order, 1860-
1900 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2007), 93. 
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thought to be a necessary precondition of national unity, and the impressions of a rapidly 

modernizing and globalizing world facilitated vivid appearances of an accelerated 

progression of national development. This context is especially important to consider in 

Canadian history because it highlights the fact that in English Canada, the sense that 

Confederation necessarily represented the founding of a new political “nation” was not 

an automatically assumed position. The project of naturalizing Canada, of transforming it 

from a political jurisdiction to a “nation” comprised of a distinct people with a shared 

identity, developed in this intellectual context and invested it with certain assumptions 

about the possibilities and limits of political association. Whether the foundation of a 

new political state represented the foundation of a new nationality with its own distinct 

constitution was an issue that was often best expressed through different understandings 

of Canada’s logical future. 

 

The Canadian Question and the Evolving Meaning of Nationality 

Before assessing early attempts to think of and describe Canada as a new 

nationality, it is important to understand the Canadian context in which writings about 

the meaning of nationality and its relationship to political boundaries emerged. The 

sometimes abstract thoughts about the meaning of nation and its relationship to the state 

highlighted in the previous section tended to manifest most concretely in debates about 

the political future of Canada. This subject, frequently referred to as the “Canadian 

question,” became one of the most discussed issues in English Canadian magazines in the 
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late nineteenth century.34 One writer commented, “the subject is so completely 

surrounded with enigmas and latent elements that anything beyond mere conjecture is at 

present next to impossible.”35 The Canadian question developed from the sense that 

Canada had three possible futures: join in an imperial federation of the British Empire, 

enter into some form of commercial or political union with the United States, or become 

a fully independent state. While on the surface this appeared to be a political debate 

about Canada’s future, it also marked a divide between different understandings of 

nationality, conveying in concrete terms the different conceptions of nationality and how 

notions of race and political nationality intersected.  

 The “Canadian question” gained popular currency after Edward Blake declared 

that Canadian nationality could best be developed by joining in some form of imperial 

federation. Blake, who had served briefly as Ontario premier before deciding to pursue 

his political career exclusively in Ottawa, was one of the most influential and important 

Liberals in the country.36 He popularized the question of Canada’s political future in 

what became a famous speech in 1874 at the newly constructed Aurora Armoury. The 

                                                
34 The controversies and politics of Canada’s political status in the late nineteenth 
century, particularly regarding annexation and imperial federation, have been well 
studied by historians; see for example John Bartlet Brebner, The North Atlantic Triangle: 
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35 G.H.M., “Canada’s Future,” Week 4, no. 49 (Nov. 3, 1887), 783. 
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importance placed on the speech at the time highlights the significance of the question of 

Canada’s future and the prominence of discussions related to the meaning and form of 

nationality. The prefatory comments in the pamphlet reprint of Blake’s speech entitled 

“A National Sentiment!” called it a “new departure in the discussion of political topics in 

Canada,” noting that it “caused a profound sensation throughout the country.”37 In a 

preface to a reprint of the speech in the Canadian Historical Review in 1921, historian 

W.S. Wallace wrote, “There have been few speeches in Canada which have been more 

justly famous, and… exerted a wider influence on Canadian popular opinion.”38 Frank 

Underhill later observed, “The Aurora speech aroused more discussion than any other 

utterance of a Canadian statesman” in the decades following Confederation.39 Indeed, the 

speech became a frequent point of reference for writers in the late nineteenth century 

who debated the future of Canada. 

 While the rather lengthy speech touched on numerous issues ranging from Senate 

reform, mandatory voting, and manhood suffrage to electoral reform, it was Blake’s 

desire to see Canada join an imperial federation that attracted the most sustained 

attention. His position largely germinated from political dynamics that, in his mind, 

threatened the political sovereignty of Canada. The Treaty of Washington, negotiated in 

1871, solidified his position. The treaty, which was ratified between the governments of 

the United States and Britain, granted Americans fishing rights in inland Canadian waters, 

                                                
37 “A National Sentiment!” Speech of Hon. Edward Blake, M.P., at Aurora; With the 
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and failed to provide the restitution from the American government for the Fenian raids 

into Canadian territory requested by the Canadian government.40 Accordingly, Blake 

complained that Canadians had no control over their foreign relations, and, more 

substantially, he grieved that “we are four million Britons who are not free.” The solution, 

he argued, was “to reorganize the Empire upon a Federal basis,” noting “It is impossible 

to foster a national spirit unless you have national interests to attend to.”41 

 As Blake’s speech indicated, the uncertainty about Canada’s future and the sense 

that it was facing tempestuous tides of political, social, and economic change became a 

recurrent fixation of public debate. Political motivations certainly inspired Blake’s 

speech and the reactions to it, but these were not simply expressions of partisan 

differences, nor were positions on the “Canadian question” merely policy preferences. 

Rather, the debate that it helped to popularize about the future of Canada was more 

substantially a reflection of changing and competing understandings of the concept of 

nation and its relationship to forms of political community.  

 Reflecting on the prominence of this debate after Blake’s speech, Toronto writer 

Jehu Mathews noted, “There can be little doubt of late a feeling of anxiety in regard to 

the political future of Canada, and a desire to find an answer to the question, Whither are 

                                                
40 John A. Macdonald held a seat on the British treaty commission, the first for a 
Canadian politician, though this did not affect the outcome of the treaty. On the 
negotiation of the treaty and Macdonald’s role, see Barbara J. Messamore, “Diplomacy 
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we drifting?”42 Mathews was one of the initial catalysts of debate, with the publication of 

his 1872 book A Colonist on the Colonial Question. In it, he outlined in some detail plans 

for a federation of the British Empire.43 While the book was published in Britain 

primarily for a British audience, he reiterated many of its points in a two-part essay 

published in the Canadian Monthly and National Review in 1875 in which he argued in 

favour of the federation of the empire, including a formal federal legislature.44 It was part 

of a fairly extensive concentration of articles and publications on the subject of Canada’s 

future and “national status” in the years following Blake’s Aurora speech. 

 For imperialists in Canada, the future development of the country lay definitively, 

though often indistinctly, in the direction of imperial federation. This was most explicitly 

pronounced though formal organizations, particularly the Imperial Federation League, a 

trans-imperial organization first established in London in 1884 and in Canada the 

following year.45 Though not always in agreement about the specifics, many writers in 

English Canada saw it as the crucial trajectory of Canadian development. For them, it 

was impossible to imagine the political future of Canada without reference to the empire. 

Support for imperial federation was certainly the most common position held by writers 

who discussed Canada’s future, though it was rarely explicated with firm detail or 
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imminent intentions.46 While historians have sometimes dismissed the idea of imperial 

federation as a chimerical fantasy of a limited group of imperialists, the concept of 

nationality that underscored the idea warrants greater attention because it helps to explain 

the development of the idea of Canadian nationality.47  

 Imperial federation entailed an understanding of the concept of nation as rooted in 

a racial community that transcended jurisdictional boundaries. John Robert Seeley, who 

the Week labelled “the father of the idea of Imperial Federation,” described this notion of 

a racial community of “Greater Britain,” in his influential 1884 book The Expansion of 

England.48 “If the state is the nation,” Seeley argued, it was logical to regard “emigrants 

not as going out of the state, but as carrying the State with them.”49 The nation, according 

to this view, was defined as the aggregate character of the individuals of which it was 

comprised, a type of pre-political ascription that created a community based of an idea of 

                                                
46 On the rather vague vision of imperial federation, see for example, A.T. Drummond, 
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Longley, “Imperial Federation,” Week 2, no. 29 (June 18, 1885), 452; C.A. Boulton, 
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Federation,” Week 10, no. 2 (Dec. 9, 1892), 29; Arch. McGoun Jr., “Sir Oliver Mowat 
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Hopkins, “Canada and Imperial Federation,” Lake Magazine 1, no. 1 (Aug. 1892), 3.  
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49 J.R. Seeley, The Expansion of England (Leipzig: Bernhard Tauchnitz, 1884), 51. 
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familial kinship.50 Race was a common reference point for supporters of imperial 

federation; in the words of one supporter, it represented an “appeal to the nobler impulses 

of the Anglo-Saxon race.”51 This understanding of nationality as an intrinsic element of 

personal identity made it possible to envision the expansion of the British nation into the 

ostensibly unsettled parts of the Empire, effectively transplanting the foundations of the 

nation to distant parts of the globe and across existing political boundaries. 

 For imperial federationists in Canada, therefore, Confederation was not the 

culmination of political development, but as one writer put it, “a transition state.” For 

those who supported what the writer called the “Aurora platform,” Confederation was 

“regarded merely as the first step to a far grander and more comprehensive union, upon a 

federal basis, which will include all self-governing British possessions.”52 It is crucial to 

note that many imperialists in Canada were also ardent supporters of increased political 

autonomy for Canada; self-government, as the Week described it, was the “genius” of the 

Anglo-Saxon people.53 Their promotion of Canadian political autonomy, however, was 

more a prerequisite for imperial federation than a step toward Canada as a self-contained 

nation. 

 These proponents of imperial federation were especially fuelled by what many 

viewed as encroaching threats of American influence in Canada. Not surprisingly then, 

                                                
50 Seeley’s understanding of the nation was influenced by Karl Stein, the Prussian 
statesman who helped forge the unification of Germany in the early nineteenth century. 
He wrote a five-volume biography of him, in which he wrote that the nation was 
essentially “a large clan”; see J.R. Seeley, The Life and Times of Stein, or Germany and 
Prussia in the Napoleonic Age (Boston: Roberts Brothers, 1879), VI, 345. 
51 Salter M. Jarvis, “Imperial Federation and Canadian Defences,” Rose-Belford’s 
Canadian Monthly 4 (May 1880), 449. 
52 A.M.B. “British Connection – Ideal and Real,” Canadian Monthly and National 
Review 10, no. 5 (Nov. 1876), 416. 
53 “Topics of the Week – Dr. Bourinot’s Lecture,” Week 6, no. 27 (June 7, 1889), 419. 
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the primary target of imperialist scorn was Goldwin Smith, who was certainly the most 

prominent, albeit enigmatic, supporter of continental union. Smith, born in England, was 

Regius Professor of Modern History at Oxford, until moving to the United States in 1868, 

where he became a history professor at Cornell University. He relocated to Toronto in 

1871, where he lived in the stately Grange manor until his death in 1910. In Canada, 

Smith did not become involved in politics, but, as he wrote, opted to be an “independent 

observer and writer,” and took “a lively interest in public affairs.”54 It was appropriate 

then that Smith chose the pseudonym “Bystander” for himself, which also became the 

name of his own magazine, for which he wrote every article. He was also a regular 

contributor in the Week and the Canadian Monthly and National Review, in addition to 

the many articles he published in American and British periodicals.55  

 Smith was originally a proponent of Canadian nationalism, having sympathized 

with the nationalist Canada First movement and occasionally writing for The Nation, the 

short-lived journal of the organization.56 Yet by the late 1870s, he had apparently 

abandoned his hope for the establishment of a Canadian nationality, declaring that 

“Canadian nationality being a lost cause, the ultimate union of Canada with the United 

States appears now to be morally certain.”57 Though the argument for annexation had 

been a prominent though often small and episodic movement in Canada throughout the 

                                                
54 Goldwin Smith, Reminiscences (New York: Macmillan, 1910), 454. 
55 For a complete list of all of Smith’s works, see Patricia H. Gaffney, ed., Goldwin Smith 
Bibliography, 1845-1915 (Ithaca: John M. Olin Library, 1972). 
56 Canada First, a group organized in 1868 to promote Canadian nationalism, is discussed 
in more detail later in this chapter. 
57 Goldwin Smith, “The Political Destiny of Canada,” Canadian Monthly and National 
Review 11, no. 6 (June 1877), 613. 
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nineteenth century, it became most closely associated with Smith.58 Smith is perhaps 

most well-known for his controversial 1891 polemic, Canada and the Canadian 

Question, which detailed his support for continental union, or the commercial and 

political union of Canada and the United States. The book expanded on his 1877 article 

“The Political Destiny of Canada,” printed in the Fortnightly Review and reprinted in 

both New Dominion Monthly and Canadian Monthly and National Review, which first 

detailed his support for continental union.59   

 For imperialists in Canada, Smith was the embodiment of opposition to the idea 

of imperial unity because the idea of continental union seemed antithetical to the project 

of imperial federation.60 Beyond their apparent opposition, however, Smith and his 

imperialist critics actually expressed very similar understandings of the basis of 

nationality. Duncan Bell has illustrated the convergence of the thought of Smith and 

proponents of imperial federation, emphasizing the underlying moral and cultural 

parallels of their arguments. He stresses Smith’s understanding “that the ties of empire 

                                                
58 On annexation movements before Confederation, see J.I. Little, “The Short Life of a 
Local Protest Movement: The Annexation Crisis of 1849-50 in the Eastern Townships,” 
Journal of the Canadian Historical Association 3 (1992): 45-67. For a more 
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Am American Nation? (Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1994). 
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“continental union.” 
59 Smith, “Political Destiny of Canada,” Canadian Monthly and National Review 11, no. 
6 (June 1877), 596; New Dominion Monthly (Dec. 1877), 543. 
60 Bélanger, Prejudice and Pride, 148-151. For two particularly censorious criticisms of 
Smith by prominent imperialists, see George Parkin, Imperial Federation, (London: 
Macmillan, 1892), 165; G.M. Grant, Canada and the Canadian Question: A Review 
(Toronto: C. Blackett Robinson, 1892), 4. The relationship between Grant and Smith 
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should be replaced by the global bonds of tradition and race.”61 Wayne Roberts has 

likewise argued that beyond his reputation as a preeminent Victorian liberal, Smith’s life 

was “an unrequited search for a moral basis of community in a world where pre-capitalist 

props of hierarchy and cohesion had been obliterated.”62 To be clear, however, Smith 

was firmly dedicated to laissez-faire liberalism, describing himself as “a member of the 

Cobden Club, and a believer in its motto ‘free trade, peace, and good-will among 

nations;’” he was therefore opposed to schemes of an imperial economic Zollverein or 

political federation.63 He was also sceptical of imperial militarism, displayed most 

notably in his opposition to the South African war at the end of the century.64 On the 

matter of nationality though, Smith’s writings often echoed imperialist understandings, 

despite their outward disagreement. 

 For Smith, the meaning of nation was essentially tied to racial homogeneity. 

Confederation was a failure, therefore, because it “has done nothing to fuse the races.”65 

Smith’s understanding of the concept of nation meant that he did not believe that French- 

and English-speaking people could coexist within a single polity. Citing the New 

Brunswick schools case, the growth of ultramontanism, and the killing of Thomas Scott 

in Red River, Smith insisted that such homogeneity could not be achieved with “a 

                                                
61 Bell, Idea of Greater Britain, 181. 
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63 Goldwin Smith, “Canada and the United States,” North American Review 131, no. 284 
(July 1880), 17. This historiographical emphasis on Smith’s liberalism, particularly the 
ideas of free trade and individualism, is most evident in the biography by Elisabeth 
Wallace, Goldwin Smith: Victorian Liberal (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1957). 
64 Much of Smith’s opposition to the military conflict was expressed in the pages of his 
newspaper, the Weekly Sun. On this, see Craig Brown, “Goldwin Smith and Anti-
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65 Smith, “Political Destiny of Canada,” Canadian Monthly and National Review, 598. 
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million of unassimilated and politically antagonistic Frenchmen.”66 As biographer Paul T. 

Phillips has noted, “There is no question that Smith saw race as the most important factor 

in determining the course of history.”67 The concept of political nationality was therefore 

untenable for him, as it fundamentally deviated from his conception of the natural basis 

of nationality. In his magazine Bystander, Smith stated, “Mere political lines or 

uniformity of colouring on the map will not make a nation… To make a nation there 

must be a common life, common sentiments, common aims, and common hopes.” For 

this reason, he saw no hope “of fusing or even harmonizing a French and Papal with a 

British and Protestant community.”68 Smith of course was another in a long line of 

British liberals, such as Lord Durham, to see “racial fusion” as a prerequisite of liberal 

modernity.69 

 Smith believed that Canada and the United States shared an essentially common 

racial heritage, making the political division between the two countries artificial and 

unnecessary. In Canada and the Canadian Question, he argued, “geography, commerce, 
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identity of race, language and institutions, which with the mingling of population and 

constant intercourse of every kind, acting in ever-increasing intensity, have brought 

about a general fusion, leaving no barriers standing but the political and fiscal lines.”70 

Like imperialists, Smith believed that the basis of common nationality was ultimately 

tied to racial belonging. Interestingly, despite the apparent intensity of their opposition, 

numerous imperialists ultimately agreed with his expressions of common community 

with the United States, though they insisted that proposals of annexation or independence 

would serve to diminish ties of community by lessening Canada’s connection with 

Britain.  

 For instance, a book published in the same year as Smith’s Canada and the 

Canadian Question reflected the fundamentally similar understanding of nationality 

shared by Smith and his imperialist critics. The New Empire, written by prominent 

lawyer and future Toronto mayor Oliver Aiken Howland, was a lengthy outline of the 

shared history and objectives of the people of Canada and the United States. In a review, 

the Dominion Illustrated commended the book to readers, “considering it one of the most 

elaborate books on Canadian national subjects that have yet appeared.”71 Howland was a 

familiar name in Canadian magazines. The fifth chapter of that book was published in the 
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278-279. Smith’s emphasis on the “moral” unity of Anglo-Saxon people was a point he 
referenced in many of his extensive writings; see for example, “Sir Alex. Galt and 
Emigration,” Bystander 7 (July 1880), 347; “Principal Grant on the Destiny of Canada,” 
Bystander 9 (Sept. 1880), 477. 
71 “Editor’s Table: New Empire,” Dominion Illustrated 7, no. 172 (Oct. 17, 1891), 381. 
For other articles prompted by the publication of New Empire, see also W.F. Stockley, 
“Patriotism in its Right Mind,” Week 8, no. 29 (June 19, 1891), 451; and C.H.S., 
“Australian Letter,” Week 9, no. 26 (May 27, 1892), 409. 
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Week, and the book itself was developed from an article that also appeared in the Week in 

1889 titled “What is the Empire?”72  

 Despite the separation of the United States from the British Empire, Howland 

emphasized the common feature of self-government that continued to tie them together. 

He argued that the establishment of colonies that later became part of Canada by Loyalist 

settlers following the American Revolution represented the birth of the “new” empire, 

which like the United States, was based on the principle of the local self-government of 

British people. Thus, despite the political separation of the late eighteenth century, 

Americans and the British in Canada were “engaged in a common object for our own 

mutual good and that of mankind, [and] continue to be one people.”73 Like Smith, 

Howland believed that Americans and Canadians shared a common identity based on 

their shared race, but he argued that the principle of self-government and the progress of 

political autonomy in Canada was a product of, rather than obstacle to, continued unity. 

Unlike Smith, however, Howland did not describe French Canadians as an obstacle to 

such unity. Although he largely ignored the presence of French Canadians, he noted that 

“the inhabitants of Lower Canada are not so much French as they are Canadians… Time 

will find them as united upon the integrity of Canadian interests against France as against 

every other foreign country.”74 For Howland, it was possible for French Canadians to 

naturally identify as “Canadians” because their political interests were most closely 

aligned with the Canadian state rather than a sense of “racial” community. He repeated 

                                                
72 Howland, “The Newfoundland Case – The Crisis of the Empire,” Week 8, no. 21 
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this focus on political association as the basis of “nation” when describing Canada as a 

“nation” because it had acquired self-government, thereby aligning the term with the 

notion of a politically defined body. “To become a nation,” he wrote, “as to become a 

man, depends on the attainment of a certain relative size, strength of limb, development 

of structure, and experience of self-government.”75 This meant after a century of 

“progress” the “once feeble and scattered Provinces have been at last developed into a 

Nation.”76 Yet at the same time, he described the British Empire as a “nation” and argued 

that its unity needed to be maintained.77 It was clear that “nation” could take on different 

meanings even in the context of one author’s work but also that the development of 

political autonomy for Canada was not inconsistent with the mission of racial unity; in 

fact, the notion of self-government reflected one of the primary principles on which the 

Anglo-Saxon race rested.  

George Monro Grant, who in the same year had excoriated Smith in his review of 

Canada and the Canadian Question, commended Howland’s book highly to readers. In a 

review, Grant agreed with Howland’s premise, stating “What is needed now is that those 

two halves of one race should be again as one people.”78 Grant, as Carl Berger has noted, 

saw Canada as a lynchpin between Britain and the United States, and did not share some 
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of the more virulent anti-Americanism of other Canadian imperialists.79 The view, 

however, that the United States would ultimately join an imperial federation was a fairly 

common assumption of imperialists.80 Where these writers disagreed from Smith was 

whether Canada should move in the direction of continental union or imperial federation; 

that the future of nationality in Canada lay in the direction of racial union, however, was 

a shared aspiration. Many imperialists and Goldwin Smith maintained a common view of 

nation as representing an organic and ostensibly natural connection between members of 

a given national community.  

As Edward P. Kohn has illustrated, the promotion of shared race and culture 

between Americans and Canadians became more common by the century’s end.81 The 

idea that the nature of political organization was in a state of transition that would 

ultimately produce some form of common political union between Anglo-Saxon people 

reverberated in the pages of Canadian magazines, especially in the closing decades of the 

nineteenth century. The ultimate reunion of the Anglo-Saxon race seemed for a number 

of writers to be an inexorable goal of political development that might extend to 

European “civilization” in general. “May we not,” one writer asked,  

with a confident hope, look forward to the time when not only the Anglo-Saxon 
race of both continents, but all the nations of Europe from whom the inhabitants 
of America have come, - learning the lesson taught by American Federalism, - 
will in a Federal Union, find the surest method of preserving and promoting the 
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civilization to which they have, with so much contention and bloodshed, and after 
so many centuries of commotion and effort, finally attained?82 
 

Even David Mills, who was a vocal proponent of provincial rights in Ontario, 

emphasized the enduring racial kinship between different political jurisdictions, 

describing the United States as part of “an Anglo-Saxon community.”83 James Bell also 

believed that the direction of Canada’s future lay in the eventual consolidation of 

English-speaking people. While he did not believe in the feasibility of imperial 

federation because, he wrote, “No Act of Parliament can abolish the Atlantic Ocean,” he 

did suggest that closer union between Canada and the United States would be one step in 

the longer goal of global federation:  

English-speaking people living near each other must be united to learn to pull 
together harmoniously, to respect local preferences, peculiarities, and even 
prejudices, while working together for common ends. In this way, if at all, will be 
accomplished that federation of mankind of which poets sing and philanthropists 
dream.84 
 

For these writers, it was clear that despite the development of local self-government, the 

common racial ties of “Anglo-Saxon” or English-speaking people maintained an 

enduring sense of common community. Political boundaries, therefore, did not 

necessarily equate to national boundaries. Whether expressed as a formal federation of 

the British Empire, informal unity between the empire and the United States, or full 

continental union, the common assumption that underpinned these visions was that the 
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racial kinship formed a primordial basis of community that ought to be given further 

expression in political form.  

 While Smith and his imperialist critics articulated a concept of nationality based 

on racial kinship, a number of writers began instead to identify the political boundaries of 

Canada as the limits of nationality. For these writers, the basis of the Canadian nation 

was ultimately and solely rooted in political sovereignty, and they therefore rejected 

appeals to wider political consolidation in favour of full independence. Though figures 

including Nicholas Flood Davin and William Dawson LeSueur supported the idea of 

eventual independence, the most prominent proponent of Canadian independence in the 

late nineteenth century was William Norris.85 Though historians have written very little 

about Norris, he became a fixture in the debate about Canada’s future in late-nineteenth 

century magazines, as he was one of the few to openly advocate for full Canadian 

independence.86 A former captain in the Canadian volunteer militia, he signed his articles 

at various times from Ingersoll, Woodstock, and Toronto and was later listed as “having 

more or less sympathized” with the Canada First movement.87 His support for Canadian 
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independence was provocative, and his writings regularly attracted robust rebuttals. In 

one of his most explicit pieces, “Canadian Nationality: A Present Day Plea,” the editors 

of Rose-Belford’s Canadian Monthly added a disclaimer: “It would seem to be necessary 

to repeat the statement… that the Editor disclaims responsibility for the opinions of 

contributors.”88 Yet Norris’s writings provide a clear understanding of the developing 

idea of political nationality in Canada.  

 “We are on the eve of startling events,” Norris exclaimed in 1880; “Public 

opinion has come to the conclusion that something must be done, or some change made, 

to meet the crisis that is approaching.”89 Anticipating Smith’s famous publication, Norris 

described this problem as the “Canadian question,” which formed the title of his 1875 

book. In that book, Norris articulated in detail his support for Canadian independence, an 

idea he continued to expound in magazine articles throughout the late nineteenth century. 

He believed that Canada could not remain in a subordinate position in the British Empire, 

and while others looked to imperial federation as the best way to improve Canada’s 

liminal status, he stressed that nationality necessarily required full independence. In a 

distinct contrast to many of his contemporaries, he denied that nations originated from 

some original compact or that people’s attachment to a nation was based on an 

unconditional allegiance. Instead, he insisted that the leading principle in the “science of 

government” was the adaptation to change by each successive generation, echoing the 
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call of professionalizing social sciences to make political association an object of 

“scientific” study.90  

 More substantially, he expressed an understanding of nationalism that was rooted 

primarily in the self-determination of a political group of people, and he used the term 

“nationality” to entrench rather than erase a distinction between Canada and the rest of 

the British Empire. The choice of Canadians to assume an independent nationality, he 

argued, developed from the attachment that people developed towards Canada. “Interest 

and sentiment,” he wrote, “combine to make Canadians of the people of the different 

nationalities which make Canada their home.”91 He eschewed the appeal to a common 

racial heritage or an organic unity of a particular people, which was a shared foundation 

of thought for imperialists and Goldwin Smith. As the following chapters will show, 

Norris supported bilingualism of French and English in Canada and a distinct Canadian 

“citizenship” that new immigrants of diverse backgrounds could acquire.  

 Importantly, he offered critical appraisal of the Canadian state forming an 

independent nation, and his articulation of Canadian “nationalism” was directly tied to 

the Canadian state assuming full political sovereignty. Independence would be signified 

by the ability of the Canadian state to make treaties and advance its own commercial and 

military interests in the world, notably through reforms to copyright, shipping, and 

naturalization legislation, as well as reciprocal tariffs.92 To complete the process of 

independence required a number of practical steps, he argued, including the completion 

of the Canadian Pacific Railroad, Senate reform, a Governor elected by the Canadian 
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Parliament, and the appointment of a small diplomatic body. These things, Norris 

insisted, “must have a tendency to make Canadians patriotic, and to advance our country 

as a nation.”93 

 In language jarringly dissimilar to that of many of his contemporaries, he 

described British people as “foreigners,” in contrast to native-born Canadians. He decried 

how native-born Canadians “are pointed at as if they had committed some crime in 

loving their native land better than one three thousand miles away.”94 Canada, according 

to Norris, should be the sole object of attachment for native-born Canadians and 

immigrants alike. For this reason, he particularly scorned the term “colonist,” believing 

that it held Canadians in a subordinate position, equating them with the parts of empire 

that were not “white” or self-governing. “We are now nothing but Colonists,” he wrote, 

“a political grade above that of the coolie. Let us get rid of this loathsome, this offensive 

name.”95 It was clear in this sense that although he viewed Canadians as distinct from 

British people and Canada as a political container within which more than one pre-

political community might be found, he remained attached to assumptions about the 

“whiteness” of the category of self-governing Canadian. Above all else, the people in 

Canada had to have the equal standing that independence implied. In explicitly nativist 

terms, he criticized the fact that so many federal politicians were British-born, stating, “It 

is an evil thing for a party leader to be a foreigner… A native leader had only to consult 

his own feelings, in regard to many questions, in order to understand those of a great 
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number of his fellow citizens.”96 This led former federal Liberal-Conservative politician 

and imperial office-holder Sir Francis Hincks, who Norris considered “a politician of a 

past generation,” to pen an article refuting Norris’s idea of independence, rejecting it as 

untenable and indefensible.97 Not surprisingly, Norris was subject to much disagreement 

from critics, most of whom supported the idea of imperial federation.98 

 Despite the controversial reception of Norris’s idea of Canadian nationality, the 

key precepts of his argument became recurring aspects of intellectual debate in Canada, 

particularly his description of a distinct Canadian citizenship and patriotism to the 

Canadian state. Though others criticized his case for Canadian nationality, the ambiguous 

and uncertain nature of a racial community that transcended jurisdictional boundaries 

often eluded concrete manifestation in the proposals of Norris’s many critics. Moreover, 

as the next part of this chapter indicates, the tendency to configure Canada as a racial 

entity helped to legitimize the concept of Canadian nationality, effectively transforming a 

political jurisdiction into an imagined racial community.  

Race and Canadian Nationality 

The sense of modernity and its promises of scientific and political advances were 

accompanied by a lingering fear and unease about the pace of change and its 
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repercussions. Debate about the basis of nationality described in this chapter was 

certainly marked by the apprehension of seeing the nation, the basis of human political 

organization, as a cobbled-together creation as unnatural as any other innovation of the 

times. While the vision of a global community of British people united by common race 

and heritage seemed to represent a more organic and perhaps obvious sense of nationality, 

for some, the idea that the Canadian state was a container of nationality seemed a 

lugubrious portent of political change. As already noted, Charles Stuart heard the 

rumbles of war in Europe when he wrote about the “national state,” and for him and 

others the idea of political nationality beckoned the violent vicissitudes of the modern 

age. 

This section examines some of the ways in which writers described Canada itself 

as a natural unit, looking to the political boundaries of the state as legitimate national 

frontiers. This marked an important conceptual shift, which gradually recognized 

political boundaries as the primary and obvious boundaries of nationality. This section 

stresses, however, that this change did not mean that ideas of race were abandoned, but it 

shows instead how often variable ideas of race conditioned state-based ideas of 

nationalism. As David Theo Goldberg has indicated, race has been at the centre of the 

configuration of the modern state and therefore must be central to understandings how 

people understood the evolution of the state and the nation.99 Even as some sought to 

describe a new Canadian nation that was distinct from the global British community, the 

influence of racialized thinking continued to shape understandings of the basis of 

political community and the relationship between political and national frontiers. It is 
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critical then to avoid what Bernard Yack has called the “myth of civic nationalism,” 

which assumes a distinctly “non-ethnic” constitution of civic nationalism.100 As this 

section illustrates, the emergence of the concept of Canada as a distinct political 

nationality continued to be informed by ideas of whiteness and an underlying racial basis 

of political association. 

The concept of a Canadian nation comprised of people from different regions 

represented the idea of political nationality whereby a shared political association 

connected members sufficiently to create a new nation. Though many promoters 

envisioned this ideal as the basis of Canadian nationality, it did not mean that they saw 

the category of Canada as an empty or neutral container. As this chapter has illustrated, 

race and the sense of racial community was a critical element of late-nineteenth-century 

political thought, though like the idea of nation, it was not always clearly and 

consistently conveyed, despite analogies to the scientific method. In an article on that 

nature of race in Canada, one writer, quoting British legal scholar Henry Maine, 

exclaimed, “Race is just as ambiguous a term as Nationality.”101 This was certainly true, 

but for those who imagined and described the Canadian state as forming a national 

community, it was impossible to ignore the question of “race” and the perceived 

differences within the population. Articles that promoted or proclaimed the existence of a 

distinct Canadian people were often coloured by assumptions about who could be 

included in the category, and more implicitly, who was inexorably excluded. This was 

especially critical during the period of this study, when the rates of immigration to 
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Canada began to increase rapidly, from an estimated 3.5 million in 1867 to 5.3 million in 

1900. Increasingly, immigrants arrived from many non-British groups, such as European 

Jews, German Mennonites, and Chinese immigrants.102 Though the “modern” idea of 

political nationality seemed to promise a legal basis of political association for this 

expanding population, it is important to examine the assumptions that continued to shape 

understandings of belonging.  

The idea of a new “Canadian nationality” became a fairly common reference in 

the decades following Confederation, in part because a number of groups and individuals 

actively promoted it. Canadian historians have often pointed to the Canada First group, 

which first convened in 1868, as a clear example of this early nationalism. The central 

feature of Canada First was the belief that Confederation marked the beginning of a “new 

nationality” in Canada that needed to be cultivated. The significance of the group, D.R. 

Ferrell notes, “was in introducing the subject of nationalism and a concept of the ‘general 

interest’ into the public arena,” though it ultimately failed to transform itself into a 

political party.103 But the effort to promote a new Canadian nation was not limited to 

Canada First and signified a conceptual change that was not simply a cultural or social 

celebration of identity. The effort by Canada First and other English Canadian authors to 

promote a Canadian nation and to make certain people think of themselves as belonging 
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to a Canadian nation reflected developing understandings of nation and its relationship to 

the state. These efforts should not be understood as an automatic reaction to 

Confederation, but part of a broader process of making sense of the new political 

jurisdiction and investing it with meaning.  

Notably, for some, the heterogeneous composition of Canadians contributed not 

to a demographic mosaic, but to an entirely new racial designation as a way to express 

the Canadian nation as a “natural” unit. Numerous writers appeared to transform the idea 

of Canada itself into a racialized category, effectively consolidating the political and 

racial boundaries of the term Canada. For example, Oliver Aiken Howland remarked that 

the name of Canada had “to a large portion of inhabitants of the united Dominion 

become a national, almost racial name.”104 It was not enough to simply describe 

individuals living in a common political jurisdiction; instead, numerous writers sought to 

endow the concept of a Canadian people with unique attributes. The Canadian Magazine, 

in an analysis of Canadian literature, described Canadians not only as a people, but also 

as critically distinct from any other people. It insisted, 

the people of Canada differ from the people of any other country of the world. 
The fisherman, the lumberman, and the agriculturalist of the maritime Provinces, 
the habitan [sic] and the mill hand of Quebec, the scientist farmer of Ontario, and 
the rough-and-ready trader and adventurer of the North West – are these 
duplicated in any other place in the world? Their modes of life, their standards of 
living, their habits and general characteristics mark them out as a separate and 
peculiar people… Education, history, natural conditions and mode of life have 
made the Canadians a peculiar people, and as a consequence the literature of that 
people must also be peculiar; for literature is but a reflection and a criticism of the 
life of the people by whom it is produced.105 
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In this sense, the “people” described were not defined as such by their mere inhabitation 

in Canada, but because they demonstrated characteristics and habits that distinguished 

them from other people. While imagining the regional variation of “Canadians,” from the 

fisherman of the east to the adventurers of the west, they remained connected by a 

common identity conditioned by a common history, geography, and education. The 

divisions of regional differences, however, were noticeably muted in this description.  

One writer, in stressing the future promise of Canada as a united nation, even 

expressed the idea that Canadians held some form of pre-political or supra-political 

purpose. The motivation for Confederation, the writer averred, was “the welding together 

of scattered masses of true metal and the ultimate establishment of a people having a 

common name, a common country, and a common hope. Thus did Canadians aspire. 

Thus was Canada founded.”106 In this description, the concept of a common people was 

not a derivative aspect of Confederation, but an antecedent cause. It effectively 

positioned the Canadian state as the aspiration of its people, a retroactive interjection that 

sought to make the creation of a Canadian people both natural and driven by an 

emphatically “common” purpose.  

Given the importance of race in defining nation, some English-Canadian writers 

sought to minimize or even erase the perceived racial differences between the various 

racial “nationalities” in Canada. These writers effectively made Canada not a category 

that transcended race or accommodated racial diversity, but which itself became a racial 

category. Commenting on the 1871 census, John Costley, secretary to the Nova Scotia 
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Board of Statistics, praised the introduction of a column indicating the “nationality of 

each individual – not his birth-place, though that also is given, but his descent.” The 

benefit of this, he asserted, was to uncover “the relative strength of the different 

nationalities which go to make us up as a people,” adding, 

The back-bone of a nation depends for its strength and endurance largely upon 
the races of which it is made up; and the result of the inquiry shows that the 
aggregate nationality of Canada consists mainly of a mixture of those European 
nationalities that have contributed chiefly to the progress of science and 
civilization, to the advancement of literature, art and enterprise among the nations 
of the Old World.107 
 

Costley’s term “the aggregate nationality of Canada” signified the idea that Canadian 

nationality was derived from racial agglomeration. His view that the races in Canada 

were predominately from “European nationalities” reflected the inherent whiteness of 

much racialized thinking about Canada.  

Even in cases where the terms nation or nationality were used to describe or 

represent political development, they typically still bore the imprint of racial identity. 

Frank Yeigh remarked on the gradual, almost imperceptible growth of Canada “along 

national lines.” In an article celebrating the “men of ‘67” who were Canada’s 

“Constitution makers,” he described the rapid development of the economy, education, 

and population in Canada since Confederation. He called English, Irish, Scottish, and 

French “the blood of four races [that] form Canada today,” and asserted that they 

together had ties of common interest. Citing Seeley, he noted:  

federations may be held together by ties of kindred, or by a sense of common 
interest, apart from any other relationship, as in the case of Austria and Hungary, 
and the German, French and Italian cantons of the Swiss Confederation. In our 
measure, both ties; the one mother-nation, uniting at least the three million of the 
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English-speaking population, and the tie of a common, national interest tending to 
unify those who own Britain as their national mother, or those who love France 
for its traditions, its language and its people.108 
 

The Canadian federation, then, combined racial kinship and common interests to form 

two bases of national unity. In a similar vein, Daniel Clark, a medical doctor living in 

Princeton, Ontario, believed that nations were the product of gradual processes by which 

government evolves and consolidates, starting as warrior chiefs and evolving to limited 

monarchies. He wrote, “Such growth, liberal views, and consolidation of petty 

nationalities are doubtless elements of popular strength,” adding, “We believe this 

principle is being carried out in the confederation of these provinces, and that we as a 

people have taken one step forward in the grand march of nationalities.”109 Importantly 

for Clark, the development of free political institutions was at the core of the 

development of nationality, and the process of Confederation meant Canada was 

becoming a nation in the world. As Clark’s words indicate, by the late nineteenth century, 

the concept of nation was increasingly conditioned by overlapping debate about the 

nature of the state and political community. 

Like the concept of “nation,” the sense of constituting a common peoplehood was 

informed by ideas of race and racial unity. The concept of a singular people implied a 

sense of homogeneity, or at least that the dividing lines of “racial” identities would be 

subsumed by a common Canadian one. Charles Mair, a founding member of Canada 

First known for his nationalistic poetry, was explicit on this point. After moving to 

Manitoba during the height of Metis unrest in 1869, he became vocal in using the term 
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“Canadian” as an assimilating term, meant to replace the violent tensions he witnessed 

with a cohesive identity. “There was a time,” Mair wrote in 1875,  

when there was no fixed principle or national feeling in Canada; when men were 
Englishmen, Scotchmen, Irishmen, or Frenchmen, and when to be a Canadian 
was almost to hang the head. But that time has passed away… its power and 
cohesiveness are being felt at last; and already it is binding the scattered 
communities of British America together in the bonds of common cause, a 
common language, and a common destiny.110  
 

Gradually, Mair argued, the sense of being “Canadian” first was growing among the 

population. This was based on the assumption that a common language and common 

“cause” contributed to the sense of being Canadian.  

 The idea of race, so central to understandings of nationality, was often described 

in terms of sanguinary lineages, usually traced back to the Celtic, Saxon, or Norman 

races of “ancient Europe.”111 In a four-part series in Week magazine, John Reade 

described in detail the evolution of race in Europe and North America, looking at how 

the Aryan race developed and moved westward as part of what he called “nation 

building.”112 In these articles, he considered the “mingling” of Indian and European 

blood at some length, believing that he could enlighten understanding of Canadian 

development by tracing the racial genealogy of its people. Another writer claimed that 

the mixing of races in Canada would ultimately lead to the appearance of a new race that 
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was distinctly “Canadian.” The article, which attempted to prognosticate on the future of 

Canada, claimed, 

In a few more decades every foot of available land will be taken up, and the 
streams of immigration now flowing to our shores will be turned in other 
directions, and then the people of different languages and national ancestry must 
lose all separating characteristics, and, under the modifying influences of climate 
and situation, so blend together that a new race will finally appear, which should 
present the very highest type of natural nobility. In its veins will flow the life-
currents of all the northern European countries, with a slight but sure tincture of 
Indian blood.113 
 

This racial development was, the author claimed, undoubtedly part of the building of an 

“independent nationality” in Canada. The Week made a similar claim about the benefits 

of mixing blood for the national development of Canada, stating “A nation is not 

necessarily the worse and may be very much the better for being to some extent 

composite… not only from a healthful admixture of blood, but from the incorporation of 

distinct races as factors in one great national whole.”114 Racial difference did not 

necessarily hinder national development, according to these views, but ultimately the end 

product of nation building in Canada would be the emergence of a fairly homogenous 

community or race.  

Such “mingling” and racial amalgamation into a unified Canadian “nation” was 

possible because of the supposed common origin of its different races. Put in modern 

terms, the predominant whiteness of Canada accommodated the possibility of such 
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mixing of people.115 Indeed, as Mariana Valverde has illustrated, the notion of white 

racial “purity” permeated ideas of gender, sexuality, and moral regulation in Canada in 

the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.116 This was often obliquely stated in 

magazines and usually by way of contrast to the United States, which some framed as 

having an inferior racial composition. One “Loyalist” writer, citing evidence of racial 

degeneration in the United States, believed that the deterioration of the “Anglo-Saxon 

breed” in that country was not found in Canada, where the climate and hard work of the 

land made a “hardy” race.117 Other writers too focused on Canada’s northern climes and 

its conduciveness to Anglo-Saxon peoples. The idea of the north and the salubrious 

subarctic Canadian climate formed an important element of expressions of nationalism in 

Canada in the late nineteenth century, as Carl Berger has detailed.118   

Discussions of “racial” difference often pertained to different European identities, 

and it only infrequently extended to those who did not fit easily in the “Anglo-Saxon,” 

“European,” or “Aryan” mould. The concept of a Canadian people was, as its singularity 

demonstrated, a belief in homogenous identity that could entail ideas of racial 

amalgamation, but rarely did this extend to consider people who were not part of a 
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general category of whiteness. Black Canadians, for instance, were rarely mentioned, 

despite the mythology of Canadian benevolence to freed slaves and the Black 

Loyalists.119 Little consideration was given to the fact that many people from Asia were 

living in the Canadian west, even though this became a crucial factor in the development 

of naturalization law, which the final chapter of this study will examine.  

Writers did sometimes consider the indigenous population, though it was most 

often the subject of romantic tales of life in Canada’s early days of settlement, its 

presence used to convey the pioneering spirit of the European settlers.120 One writer who 

travelled to observe life on the Saugeen Ojibway Reserve in Ontario expressed hope that 

its residents might eventually became integrated into the Canadian population. “The 

worst time is over for the Indian,” he proclaimed, adding, “He is now able to clothe 

himself better, and has sufficient acquaintance with, and love for the habits of the white 

man, as to be comparatively comfortable. Once they are generally ‘enfranchised’ they 

will gradually be lost as a distinct race and become ‘Canadians’.”121 Such observations 

about the need to assimilate indigenous people into the wider Canadian population 

illustrated one of the most extreme and violent aspects of constructing a common 

“people.” This was particularly true during a period that saw the expansion of the 

residential school system, violent conflict with Métis and other indigenous communities 
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in the Northwest, and, as James Daschuk has recently examined, a “state-sponsored 

attack on indigenous communities” through disease and starvation.122 In this context, 

then, it is perhaps surprising how rarely the writers in this study expressed awareness of 

these issues, instead often referring to indigenous people as a dying or extinct group.123 

Most of all, however, it was the considerable absence of reference to indigenous people 

that signified that they were rarely regarded as being part of the imagined Canadian 

people. Such absence, of course, also made it easier to imagine a homogenous Canadian 

nation among those of European ancestry.  

For some, the understanding of race extended to the “racial” differences between 

French and English Canadians. Like constitutional writers who sewed together French 

and British North American constitutional history, their purpose was to locate the 

common origins of both groups and demonstrate a unity in the present despite the 

religious, political, and constitutional conflicts that rocked the new Dominion. In an 

article on the “ethnology of the British race,” one author stressed the point that French, or 

“Gauls” were once part of the same “race” as British people, adding, “we hope that the 

time may not be far distant when the Gallic tie will again become sufficiently apparent as 

to, at any rate, excite an interest in the enquiry as to origin, to such an extent as to, if 
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possible, unite the severed portion once more to its parent stock.”124 In the pseudo-

scientific language of “ethnology,” numerous people believed in the blood genealogy of 

racial groups that could be traced back to common origins. Differences in the “Anglo-

Saxon” bloodline were more attributive to linguistic or religious segmentation than actual 

racial mutation. One writer, for example, insisted that French and English Canadians 

shared the same racial lineage, and therefore, “if the French Canadian wishes to claim a 

distinct nationality of his own, he must base his claim on language and religion; certainly 

not on race.”125 

Of course, this was not a universal attitude toward French Canada in English 

Canadian magazines. Other writers looked with suspicion and veiled hostility on French 

Canadians, often positioning them as unable to be part of the same nationality because of 

racial difference. In an article sketching James Craig’s administration of Lower Canada 

in the early nineteenth century, the author remarked that “Frenchman are perhaps 

constitutionally incapable of enjoying liberty,” and hoped to form “La Nation 

Canadienne, meaning by that a separate clique, speaking nothing but French, and hating 

with hatred bitter and deep everything Protestant and English.”126 One writer spoke of the 

“want of manliness” of the French Canadians, whom he considered a “Latin race,” in 
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distinction to the Anglo-Saxon or Teutonic races.127 Goldwin Smith was one of the most 

vocal critics of French Canadians, often referring to them as a separate nationality that 

could not fully integrate with the rest of Canada.128 He believed certain “races” could 

indeed assimilate together and form racial unity. He wrote, “the best individuals of 

different races, when brought under the same culture, are thoroughly assimilated; the 

special defects of the nationality, whether English, French, or Irish, disappear.”129 In his 

own magazine Bystander, Smith regularly raised the issue of the French “nationality” in 

Canada, citing the difference in religion and language as impediments to a common 

nationality in Canada.130  

While these writers emphasized the term Canadian nationality as a homogenous 

racial category, others described it as a category that superseded racial distinctions of 

English and French. They tended to minimize racial differences in Canada, instead 

framing the heterogeneity of the new dominion as a positive aspect of its development. In 

an account of the fall of Louisburg, Saint John writer James Woodrow emphasized that 

the conflicts between French and English were over, asserting that “the days of 

intolerance have gone by,” and concluding, 

A new ‘Dominion’ has sprung into existence, in which French and English, 
Protestant and Catholic, Jew and Gentile, are on an equality; civil and religious 
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liberty is fully guaranteed; and the dream of John Milton, the liberty-loving poet, 
‘Methinks I see a puissant nation, etc.,’ is fully realized in our new Dominion… 
May the different races continue to commingle; may the different forms of faith 
never separate men from each other’s friendship; and may the history of the past 
– instead of serving as roots of bitterness – induce the representatives of each race 
to respect the nobility and the heroism of other races and nationalities who are to 
unite with them in working for the good of our new nationality.131 
 

For Woodrow, Confederation marked not only the beginning of a “new nationality,” but 

the overcoming of historical struggles between the different European “races” in Canada. 

John George Bourinot, who contributed regularly to the New Dominion Monthly, 

similarly regarded the historical development of Canada as a story of the general 

blending of French and English populations.132   

A number of French Canadians who wrote in English expressed a similar 

understanding of a Canadian nationality that accommodated “racial” diversity. James 

MacPherson LeMoine, a bilingual writer of works on history and natural sciences also 

wrote a number of pieces for the New Dominion Monthly, frequently commenting on the 

French heritage of Canada and the coalescing French and English Canadian history in the 

cause of building a common nationality. In an article titled “The Component Parts of Our 

Nationality,” he described the “brave, hardy, and devoted” French ancestors and 

indicated that the advent of self-government in Canada provided “equality to all 

races.”133 By emphasizing the shared institutions of French and English Canadians, both 

                                                
131 James Woodrow, “The Capture of Louisburg: An Historical Sketch,” New Dominion 
Monthly 1, no. 4 (Jan. 1868), 216. 
132 Bourinot, “Canadian Materials for History, Poetry, and Romance,” New Dominion 
Monthly (April 1871), 199. 
133 [J.M. LeMoine], “The Component Parts of Our Nationality,” New Dominion Monthly 
4, no. 2 (May 1869), 76, 77. LeMoine frequently authored articles under the alias “the 
author of ‘Maples Leaves,’” referring to his book series Maple Leaves, published in 
seven volumes between 1863 and 1907. He later became involved in the founding of the 
Royal Society of Canada.  
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in terms of parliamentary institutions and “British liberty,” some writers claimed that 

both groups formed part of the same nation. Quebec lawyer and writer Errol Bouchette 

made this point in an article in Canadian Magazine that emphasized the loyalty of the 

French Canadian population. Both populations, he argued, “have grown side by side and 

together become a nation,” adding that “British ideas and institutions… are the very 

essence of life in French-Canada.”134 The concept of nation, according to these accounts, 

did not inherently correspond to perceived racial distinctions. 

Goldwin Smith was certainly one of the most prominent voices on this issue, 

which given his understanding of “nation” as a racially homogenous entity, underpinned 

his pessimism about the viability of Confederation. Smith, however, was not alone in this 

view. W.H. Cross wrote an article about enforcing Canadian unity in which he insisted:  

so long as the people of one province are separated from their fellow citizens by a 
different language; so long as they are trained differently, have different 
institutions, and a different kind of law, so long will political equality and 
solidarity be impossible. If it be conceded that the more homogenous a population 
the better will it be adapted to representative institutions, it follows that the policy 
of breaking down all barriers that separate becomes a patriotic duty equally 
incumbent upon all classes in every State where such institutions have been 
adopted.135 
 

The endurance of different languages in Canada, according to this view, arrested the 

possibility of “fellow citizens” knowing each other and affiliating with a common sense 

of “solidarity.” This was a fairly prevalent position, as language was often understood as 

one of the most important bases of nations and people in the nineteenth century. Writers 

                                                
134 Errol Bouchette, “French Canada and Canada,” Canadian Magazine 14:4 (Feb. 1900), 
314. 
135 W.H. Cross, “The Unification of Canada,” Week 4, no. 41 (Sept. 8, 1887), 655. See 
“Topics of the Week – French Canada,” 4, no. 42 (Sept. 15, 1887) for more extensive 
discussion of this point. 
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who worried about “French domination” believed that as more English-speaking 

immigrants arrived in Canada, the “chasm” between French and English would close.136 

By the century’s end, however, some argued that bilingualism was not necessarily 

an impediment to Canadian national growth. The rancour and division surrounding the 

issue of schooling rights prompted some to see campaigns for unilingualism in Canada as 

more of a threat to the viability of a common people. During the parliamentary debate 

over D’Alton McCarthy’s bill to remove French from the legislature of the Northwest 

Assembly, the Week described the right of French Canadians to use French in the 

dominion parliament and in Quebec as “indefeasible.”137 Even Charles Mair, who had 

earlier described being Canadian as based on common language stated in an 1889 speech 

in Prince Albert, Northwest Territories, that French Canadians are “the primary 

constituent of our Canadian nationality,” who were protected by the grace of British 

liberties.138 In an article on the constitutional aspects of the Manitoba school question, 

lawyer Edward Meek concluded, “Canada is evidently destined to be a nation of two 

languages,” adding, “It would be an advantage to all if both languages were taught in all 

                                                
136 “The French Canadian Problem,” Critic 2, no. 26 (June 1885), 4; see also, “The 
French in Canada,” Critic 2, no. 37 (Sept. 11, 1885), 4.; Cyril, “Is Confederation a 
Success?” Week 7, no. 26 (May 30, 1890), 407; “Quebec Since Confederation,” New 
Dominion Monthly (June 1876), 401. 
137 “Topics,” Week 7, no. 12 (Feb. 21, 1890), 179. The Week also recommended 
bilingualism in French and English schools in Canada, “Topics – Literature and 
Intelligence in French Canada,” Week 6, no. 43 (Sept. 27, 1889), 675. On the question of 
the French language in the Northwest Assembly, see Edmund A. Aunger, “Justifying the 
End of Official Bilingualism: Canada’s North-West Assembly and the Dual Language 
Question, 1889-1892,” Canadian Journal of Political Science 34, no. 3 (Sept. 2001): 
451-486. On McCarthy, who was a leading voice of the Equal Rights movement, see J.R. 
Miller, Equal Rights: The Jesuits’ Estates Controversy (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s 
University Press, 1979). 
138 “Mr. Charles Mair on French Canada,” Dominion Illustrated 2, no. 37 (March 16, 
1889), 171. 
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our schools.”139 William Norris, whose advocacy of independence was based on the 

assumption of the common political identity of Canadians, argued, “The acquirement of 

the French language ought to be made compulsory in our common schools,” and that 

“French must be a necessity for every man in the Dominion who aspires to the legal 

profession, as Supreme Court judgements are now given in French and English.”140 

Ultimately, however, these proponents of bilingualism shared the goal of enforcing a 

common concept of a Canadian people, whether defined by linguistic unity or 

bilingualism.   

 The idea of a Canadian nationality that included different language or racial 

groups reflected a conceptual shift that developed in the decades following 

Confederation. Increasingly, though not without strong dissent and much ambiguity in 

the meaning of key concepts, the boundaries of the Canadian state were regarded as the 

natural parameters of nationality. This did not mean that nationality itself became 

thought of as a strictly political description; more often it was the case that political 

boundaries were thought of as enclosures of a homogenous or natural community. The 

narrative effect of language became especially important here, because it shaped Canada 

not as an empty political container, but as a very specific type of nationality based on the 

assumption of racialized belonging. All of the writers examined in this section employed 

some description of “race” to describe Canadian nationality, even those like William 

Norris who was very explicit in his description of nationality as a political union of a 

                                                
139 Edward Meek, “The Manitoba School Question and the Remedial Order,” Canadian 
Magazine 5, no. 1 (May 1895), 98. This article was reprinted as a pamphlet, Legal and 
Constitutional Aspects of the Manitoba School Question (Toronto: Hunter Rose, 1895). 
140 William Norris, “The Practical Principles of Canadian Nationalism,” 358. For a 
similar assessment of bilingual education, see Neil Macdonald, “The Celtic Races and 
Languages,” Week 6, no. 4 (Dec. 28, 1888), 56.  
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diverse people. This was, after all, a time when many considered political association to 

be based on membership in a common race, signified most prominently by descriptions 

of a global “Greater Britain” or a continental Anglo-Saxon community. Yet even for 

those who subscribed most explicitly to this vision, the category of Canada became an 

increasingly fixed parameter for thinking about nationality. It was impossible to ignore 

state boundaries, especially as the developing concept of a unique Canadian constitution 

further entrenched the Canadian state as a historically distinct and enduring entity. The 

desire of many English Canadians to regard that constituted polity as a natural entity was 

reflected in their expressions of common racial community. Less than developments of 

different “varieties” of nationalism or a shift in nationalism from “ethnic” to “civic” 

forms, ideas of nation were in flux in late-nineteenth century English Canada but 

developed more from this conceptual shift that placed the territorial, constitutional state 

at the centre of explanations of political association. 

 

Conclusion: 

The creation of a new Canadian “nation” through imperial legislation that 

combined together different regions, people, and languages seemed to be an ultimate 

example of the “nation making” process that many saw as the product of a modern age. 

The idea of a nation created though legal changes and based on political boundaries was 

a distinct shift away from an understanding of nation as a natural, non-territorial unit 

based on common inherited association. How then to explain and make sense of the 

political jurisdiction that appeared through an imperial statute in northern North America 

in 1867, an apparent specimen in the political laboratory of the “modern” age? 
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The “Canadian question” that captured so much attention in the decades after 

Confederation was not just about different political positions but was also fundamentally 

an attempt to make sense of that political jurisdiction. For those who believed that the 

nation was an organic and inherited association of people, the idea that Canada would 

become an independent or sovereign entity was illogical. Imperialists and Goldwin Smith, 

though often regarded as espousing antithetical positions, shared an understanding of this 

concept of nation based on a common “racial” community. While for imperialists, this 

generally meant that the boundaries of the imperial state should align with that nation, for 

Smith, the national boundaries were not necessarily congruent to the sovereign territorial 

state.   

And while the idea of full Canadian independence was generally controversial, 

many writers in Canadian magazines contributed to a process of conceptual change that 

began to regard the political state as the origin and basis of nationality. In the context of a 

time when the study of politics became a “science” and when growing liberal democracy 

fostered greater and wider attention to the state, they began to think of and describe 

Canada as a distinct political nationality. In the pages of Canadian magazines, the 

concerted mission of many writers was to describe Canada as a natural unit, something to 

be instinctively thought of as a nation. This should not be looked back on as a reflexive 

or intuitive reaction, but one that was very much developed from changing concepts of 

what was a nation and how it represented political association. As this chapter stressed, 

the development of a new concept of political nationality did not altogether abandon 

racialized assumptions about nationality, evident in descriptions of an underlying 

whiteness of the “heterogeneous” population, or in describing Canada itself as a racial 
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category. While writers used the term nation in different ways and with varying degrees 

of clarity, it is important to recognize that in attempting to relate Canada to the concept 

of nation, they thought about and articulated what nation meant. It is clear that the 

concept of the political unit as the basis of nationality, encompassing different people 

united by common political association, became a common element in writings about 

Canada and its future, much like the concept of constitution that many of these same 

authors developed. The prominent concept of nation also formed an important basis for 

understanding citizenship and loyalty, concepts to which the next chapters turn. 
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Chapter Four:  
Describing Citizenship and Collective Belonging 

 
 

In his editorial comments in the February 1898 edition of the Canadian Magazine, 

John A. Cooper mused about the slow but gradual growth of “common elements of 

national life” in Canada. He remarked that the various parts of the Dominion were 

growing closer, particularly the French and English, which he credited to the emergence 

of “a more liberal basis for a common citizenship,” signified by “the national feeling… 

rising above race and religious differences.”1 The idea of a “liberal” citizenship implied a 

sense of common belonging based more on shared political identity than racial or 

religious differences, which, he argued, helped to bring unity and shared purpose to 

Canadians. It is not surprising then that Cooper frequently used the term “citizenship” in 

his editorials and columns on the development of Canadian nationalism.2 

The idea of a modern or “liberal” citizenship rooted in shared political rather than 

“sectional” affiliations became an important element of descriptions of Canada as a new 

nationality in the decades following Confederation. This chapter argues that many 

English Canadian magazine contributors deployed the concept of citizenship to 

effectively provide Canada with human frontiers, so that it could be thought of not just as 

a political jurisdiction, but as a community of individuals connected by shared 

partnership to the nation. This concerted effort to describe and inculcate a sense of 

Canadian citizenship was a critical element in the conceptual development of Canada as 

                                                
1 “Editorial Comment,” Canadian Magazine 10, no. 4 (Feb. 1898), 370. 
2 For other examples of Cooper’s reference to citizenship, see “Editorial Comment,” 
Canadian Magazine 11, no. 5 (Sept. 1898), 453; “Editorial Comment,” Canadian 
Magazine 10, no. 3 (Jan. 1898), 278; “Editorial Comment,” Canadian Magazine 12, no. 
3 (Jan. 1899), 280; “Editorial Comment,” Canadian Magazine 14, no. 1 (Nov. 1899), 81. 
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a distinct nationality, but unlike nationality, which imagined the basis of collective 

association, citizenship stressed the role of the individual by linking a person’s identity to 

the parameters of a given nation. As the term citizenship increasingly came to refer to the 

political status and behaviour of individuals, so too did it become increasingly connected 

to the state, and to the Canadian state in particular. 

Of course, as this study has emphasized, this process emerged in a context of 

British imperialism and the prevailing vision of a global British community. The first 

section of this chapter examines the idea of global Anglo-British citizenship, which 

helped to substantiate the sense of global imperial state described in the previous chapter. 

In contrast to this idea of citizenship, the idea of a distinct Canadian citizenship 

developed, which looked to the Canadian state as providing the boundaries of a common 

people. The second section of this chapter assesses some of the specific ways in which 

the concept of a Canadian people was employed to describe Canada as a distinct and 

natural community. By looking to the Canadian state as the basis of citizenship, these 

writers emphasized the political duties that each citizen held in the state. This often 

meant subordinating other political identities, especially provincial identity, so that 

citizenship denoted membership in the Canadian state specifically. The final section 

examines a number of examples of how these concepts of citizenship translated into 

practical efforts to make individuals think of themselves as a particular kind of citizen. 

Concepts of citizenship, after all, are enlivened when their imagined subjects subscribe to 

the categorization. This last section includes an assessment of educational efforts on the 

subject of “citizenship,” most of which were aimed at youth in order to inculcate certain 

“citizen” behaviours.  
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As the previous chapters have examined, the category of Canada was represented 

through the conceptualization of it as an entity with a distinct constitution and a distinct 

nationality. The concept of nation, however, is ultimately an abstraction or “imagined 

community,” albeit one that provides a powerful basis for thinking about and describing 

social organization.3 But, as Étienne Balibar points out,  

Every social community reproduced by the functioning of institutions is 
imaginary, that is to say, it is based on the projection of individual existence into 
the weft of a collective narrative, on the recognition of a common name and on 
traditions lived as the trace of an immemorial past (even when they have been 
fabricated and inculcated in the recent past)… In the case of national formations, 
the imaginary which inscribes itself in the real in this way is that of the ‘people.’4  
 

The projection of the “people,” an imagined collective to which individuals may locate 

social and political affiliation, helps to provide the national community with 

demographic frontiers. The production of the “people” should not be understood 

exclusively as a disciplinary power of the state or “biopower,” but also as a means by 

which people in civil society use language to order and restrict their imagined national 

forms.5 This is especially true for late nineteenth century Canada, when the boundaries of 

state, nation, and people were imagined in different ways. For this reason, our 

understanding of the naturalization of Canada requires attention to the rhetorical 

constructions of the “people” and its more robust analogue, “citizens,” with its implied 

rights and responsibilities. In the late nineteenth century, these words were often 

interchangeable, both referring to an imagined enclosed community. 

                                                
3 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of 
Nationalism, rev. ed. (London: Verso, 2006). 
4 Étienne Balibar, “The Nation Form: History and Ideology,” in Race, Nation, Class: 
Ambiguous Identities, ed. Etienne Balibar and Immanuel Wallerstein, (London: Verso, 
1991), 93. 
5 The concept of biopower was described by Michel Foucault and was extended to cover 
the concept of the people by Ian Hacking, “Making Up People.”   
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The “people,” at its root, is a myth or abstraction that provides the language for 

expressing the idea of legitimate and natural relationships between persons, which 

theorists have often tied closely to the exercise of political power. Invocation of the 

people has long been a fundamental feature of political rhetoric, though as Margaret 

Canovan argues, its potent implications have been an under-examined concept in 

political theory.6 Rogers Smith has argued that the idea of “peoplehood” has been a 

powerful discourse of membership deployed by political rulers to “construct 

communities that are also enduring structures of political power.”7 In his analysis of the 

“modern” concept of “peoplehood,” John Lie points to the nineteenth century as a 

transition period when the idea of the people became largely correlative to the state.8 The 

connection between political community and sovereignty, especially defined in 

constitutional terms, has often been based in the concept of the “people.” American 

historian Edmund S. Morgan has argued that political sovereignty in the United States 

emerged from the “invention” of the people by its founders.9 It is not altogether 

remarkable then that Peter Russell asks whether the “Canadian people,” and not the 

“Canadian state,” can become sovereign.10  

                                                
6 Margaret Canovan, The People (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2005). 
7 Rogers Smith, Stories of Peoplehood: The Politics and Morals of Political Membership 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 41.  
8 John Lie, Modern Peoplehood (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2004). 
9 Edmund S. Morgan, Inventing the People: The Rise of Popular Sovereignty in England 
and America (New York: W.W. Norton, 1988). Shelton Stromquist has argued that 
reformers in the Progressive movement similarly employed the idea of the “people” to 
imagine a classless American society; Reinventing “The People”: The Progressive 
Movement, the Class Problem, and the Origins of Modern Liberalism (Urbana, IL: 
University of Illinois Press, 2006). 
10 Peter Russell, Constitutional Odyssey. 
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But a “people” do not spontaneously appear. The “Canadian people” did not 

precede the creation of the Canadian state, but were created consequent to it. Jacques 

Derrida succinctly stated in his paper on the more famous “We the People” of the 

American Declaration of Independence that “the signature invents the signer.”11 In the 

case of Canada, there was no “signature,” no moment at which the inhabitants of what 

became Canada convened and assented to their new appellation.12 Instead, as this chapter 

illustrates, the process of developing a Canadian people was a process of conceptual 

change, promoted by some and resisted by others. As the preceding chapter on the 

concept of the “nation” has indicated, however, the boundaries of the political 

community were not completely clear in late-nineteenth century Canada, and the idea of 

the people was similarly divided between imperial, federal, and provincial identities. 

Especially given the relative absence of a pre-political, or more specifically, pre-

Confederation, sense of unique shared identity, the development of a concept of a people 

in Canada emerged more languorously, devised most often in the imaginings and 

aspirations of public writers and sold to a sometimes unreceptive or indifferent populace. 

The project of promoting a common citizenship in Canada, and the efforts to inculcate its 

subjects with an accordant practice of civic behaviour, became an essential aspect of the 

                                                
11 Jacques Derrida, “Declarations of Independence,” New Political Science 7, no. 1 
(1986): 10. 
12 Some would disagree with this characterization; notably, Janet Ajzenstat has stressed 
the principle of representative democracy in her studies of Confederation; see for 
example The Canadian Founding, 22-48. It should be added, however, that even some of 
the people cited in this chapter who promoted the concept of the Canadian people, 
seemingly sensitive to the idea of popular sovereignty, regretted that Confederation was 
not ratified by popular vote; see for example: “Revision of the Constitution,” Bystander 
New Series, no. 4 (Oct. 1883), 257; ‘Nova Scotian,’ “Nova Scotia and Confederation,” 
Dominion Illustrated 1, no. 8 (Aug. 25, 1888), 118; G.W. Ross, “Referendum and 
Plebiscite,” Canadian Magazine 1, no. 6 (Aug. 1893), 446. 
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project of naturalizing Canada and encouraging and enforcing relationships between 

individuals and the new dominion.  

 

Ideas of Imperial and Anglo-Saxon Citizenship 

The fact that citizenship was not a term that was explicitly defined and regulated 

in law meant that it was often used in different ways to describe different visions of a 

people. It is important then to understand citizenship as part of a developing language 

that described perceived common social and political networks of people. It was a 

language developed and articulated by individuals in civil society rather than necessarily 

provided by the state. American historian William J. Novak has argued that it is 

necessary to avoid reading a “modern understanding of citizenship and statecraft… back 

into reluctant historical materials as scholars search for the roots of present political 

aspirations.”13 Despite this, historians have often used the modern sense of citizenship to 

assess Canadian citizenship history, using the term to understand franchise or 

immigration reform, for instance.14 This reflects a broader problem in the study of 

                                                
13 William J. Novak, “The Legal Transformation of Citizenship in Nineteenth-Century 
America,” in The Democratic Experiment: New Directions in American Political 
History, ed. M. Jacobs et al., (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2003), 86. 
14 On the connection of the franchise and the term “citizenship,” see Veronica Strong 
Boag, “‘The Citizenship Debates:’ The 1885 Franchise Act,” in Contesting Canadian 
Citizenship: Historical Readings, ed. Robert Adamoski, Dorothy E. Chunn, and Robert 
Menzies (Peterborough: Broadview Press, 2002), 69-94; David Tough, “‘Civilization 
Had Given Him a Vote’: Citizenship and the Ballot in Sara Jeannette Duncan’s The 
Imperialist,” Journal of Canadian Studies 40, no. 3 (2006): 120-134; and Julie Evans et 
al., Equal Subjects, Unequal Rights: Indigenous Peoples in British Settler Colonies, 
1830-1910 (Manchester and New York: Manchester University Press, 2003), 43-62. 
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citizenship, which tends to correlate the term with state-produced frameworks and 

regulations.15  

 Rather than view citizenship as derivative of statutes or legal regulations, 

studying the language of citizenship points to the ways that such rhetoric may anticipate 

and condition the development of statutory demarcations of citizenship. This is 

particularly essential in the history of the British Empire, where citizenship existed 

primary as a rhetorical category until the mid-twentieth century. In her study of imperial 

citizenship in colonial India, Sukanya Banerjee emphasizes:  

 the various articulations of citizenship that ensued in the absence of  
 such a code draws attention to the extralegal life of citizenship, the modes of self-
representation it generates even before it is codified, the political claims it triggers 
because it is deferred. It widens the frame for accommodating the category of 
citizenship, whose valence and contours at any given point should also take into 
account what it takes to become a citizen.16  
 

This is especially important in Banerjee’s study of colonial India, because, as she 

illustrates, citizenship often acted as a means of claiming certain rights and privileges 

that were thought to be attendant aspects of the status of British subject. Turning to the 

post-1867 Canadian context, this section will similarly explore how the use of the term 

citizenship often inferred a distinction within the status of British subjects based on 

racialized notions of political community.  

                                                
15 As a response to this tendency, a number of theorists have more recently turned 
attention to different forms of “citizenship” beyond or within the state. See for example, 
Linda Bosniak, The Citizen and the Alien: Dilemmas of Contemporary Membership 
(Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2006); and Saskia Sassen, “Towards 
Post-National and Denationalized Citizenship,” in Handbook of Citizenship Studies, ed. 
Engin F. Isin and Bryan S. Turner (London: Sage, 2002), 277-292. 
16 Sukanya Banerjee, Becoming Imperial Citizens: Indians in the Late-Victorian Empire 
(Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2010), 7. 
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 The importance of ideas of race to articulations of common citizenship was 

especially evident among imperialists who used the term citizenship to demarcate the 

idea of a global British nation described in the previous chapter. Despite the project of 

impressing a strong sense of a Canadian people in the decades following Confederation, 

Canada did not form the only container for expressing ideas of shared civic identification. 

Numerous writers looked beyond the Canadian state to locate the boundaries of 

citizenship identity, based primarily on the belief that “citizenship” denoted a sense of 

shared racial heritage that superseded political divisions within the empire or, in other 

cases, within the states of the “Anglo-Saxon race.”17 The absence of formal legal 

definitions of citizenship in Canada and the broader British Empire meant that what 

constituted “Canadian” or “imperial” citizenship was subject to much ambiguity and 

variation. As many imperialists contended, if Confederation made a “Canadian people,” 

it did not unmake an imperial people. While the Canadian people may have been the 

creation of Confederation, the idea of imperial citizenship typically inferred membership 

in a community of British people that transcended political divisions within the empire. 

The idea of imperial citizenship did not necessarily conflict with expressions of Canadian 

citizenship; in fact, some writers used both terms without a sense of contradiction. John 

Castell Hopkins captured this sense of dual identity when he wrote in the Week, “a 

British citizenship as truly exists as does a Canadian… Thus we have a double privilege 

– a local citizenship and an Imperial one.”18 This affirmation of “local” and “imperial” 

citizenships indicated that for imperialists like Hopkins, the sense of being a Canadian 

                                                
17 This division of the world by a “colour line” is comprehensively examined in Lake and 
Reynolds, Drawing the Global Colour Line. 
18 J. Castell Hopkins, “Correspondence – Canadian Loyalty,” The Week 9, no. 35 (July 
29, 1892), 554. 
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did not necessarily detract from the idea of individual membership in an imperial 

community.  

The idea of imperial citizenship was a common rhetorical reference point for 

imperialists who sought to describe what they understood to be the sinews of community 

that connected a disparate group of British people. Imperial citizenship, according to 

historian Daniel Gorman, reflected “efforts to integrate cultural, social, and political 

identities within a broader imperial identity.”19 The idea of imperial citizenship invoked 

a perceived organic inheritance rather than a strictly political status. References to 

imperial citizenship did not reflect a unified definition of citizenship, but were used in 

various ways to describe a common identity held by people of loosely defined “British” 

descent. The concept of imperial citizenship highlights how understandings of citizenship 

in the late-nineteenth century transcended spatial limitations and superseded local 

political identities within the British Empire, unlike the more “liberal” or “modern” idea 

of citizenship that was contingent on the status of the individual in the territorial state. 

The idea of imperial citizenship became a fairly common way of expressing membership 

in the imagined community of “British” people around the world mapped in the previous 

chapter. Not all British “subjects” were imperial “citizens,” and the latter term became a 

way of dividing subjects into those who comprised the British nation and those who were 

inexorably exterior to it.20  

                                                
19 Daniel Gorman, Imperial Citizenship: Empire and the Question of Belonging 
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2006), 2. 
20 Sukanya Banerjee highlights the potent differentiation between “subject” and “citizen” 
in Becoming Imperial Citizens. The entanglement of these words and their practical 
effect will be examined more closely in chapter five’s case study of naturalization law. 
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Many English Canadian writers who used the term “imperial citizenship” also did 

so to distinguish themselves from the subordinating term “colonist,” which inferred a 

sense of inferiority. Even for J.W. Longley, who was not an imperialist, it was 

impossible to ignore the supposed prestige and power of Britain when contemplating the 

future of Canada. “Even a Canadian, living three thousand miles away” he wrote, “may 

be pardoned for feeling a certain pride in belonging to such an Empire, and claiming 

citizenship with such a people.”21 For many imperialists in Canada, however, citizenship 

meant something more concrete. To be “imperial citizens” meant participating fully in 

the government of the empire, something that many of them thought could only be 

achieved through actual political unity. Constitutional scholar A.H.F. Lefroy argued that 

such an amalgamation would allow Canada “to take up the full citizenship of the Empire, 

but also to bear a fair proportion of its burdens.”22 Similarly, imperialist F. Blake Crofton 

insisted that for Canada to “secure a co-ordinate status instead of a subordinate one, a full 

instead of partial citizenship, [it] must assume equal burdens and reciprocal obligations 

with the other federating partners.”23 Citizenship, in this sense, reflected not merely a 

collective identity for Canada but an elevated political standing, and the “colonial” status 

of Canada impeded it from achieving a full citizenship in the empire in this sense. What 

                                                
21 J.W. Longley, “The Future of Canada,” Rose-Belford’s Canadian Monthly 8, no. 2 
(Feb. 1882), 151.  
22 A.H.F. Lefroy, “British Hopes and British Dangers,” Canadian Magazine 1, no. 3 
(May 1893), 177. 
23 F. Blake Crofton, “Imperial Federation and Its Cost,” The Week 5, no. 30 (June 21, 
1888), 479.  
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the “burdens” of full citizenship included was not always clear, but it was certain that it 

involved greater Canadian military and political involvement in imperial matters.24 

While for these imperialists “citizenship” usually aligned with a global imperial 

state and implied political rights and responsibilities in that state, its membership was 

reflective of an ascribed rather than political status. Like the concept of nation, it often 

expressed an idea of something that was natural and even biologically fixed; and, like the 

concept of nation, the idea of citizenship was a source of common ground between 

continentalist Goldwin Smith and his imperialist critics. For Smith, “citizenship” did not 

derive from the political sovereignty of any given state; instead, he described it as a 

natural bond among Anglo-Saxon people, regardless of whether they lived in Canada, the 

United States, or Britain. For example, believing that imperial federation necessarily 

implied a political consolidation of the empire as a single sovereign state, Smith wrote, 

“governorships do not propagate English sentiment,” but rather “[l]anguage, literature, 

intercourse, history, transmitted habits, institutions and forms of thought” formed the 

bonds of citizenship.25 Later, in his controversial continentalist treatise, Canada and the 

                                                
24 As Carl Berger has noted, imperialism acquired a much more explicitly militaristic 
undertone by the 1890s, crystallized most clearly by the advocacy of Colonel George 
Denison and culminating in the South African War and the First World War; Sense of 
Power, 233-258. The correlation of militarism and citizenship was especially evident in 
the creation of the Royal Military College in Kingston, Ontario in 1876, which according 
to one writer, would allow Canada’s young men to “take their places as citizens of 
Canada,” [Frederic W. Falls], “The Royal Military College of Canada,” 4, no. 4 (Feb. 
1895), 377. On the relationship of military training and good citizenship, see also, 
Captain C.F. Winter, “Canada’s Share in Imperial Defence,” Canadian Magazine 10, no. 
3 (Jan. 1898), 199. 
25 Goldwin Smith, “The Expansion of England,” Contemporary Review 45 (April 1884), 
531. Here the “sentiments” described by Smith seem to correspond to “race,” though his 
list of the bonds of citizenship are ostensibly open to being acquired or ‘transmitted,’ 
again highlighting the common conflations and imprecision of ‘race’ in the late Victorian 
period. 
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Canadian Question, Smith declared, “there is no apparent reason why, among all the 

states of our race, there should not be community of citizenship.”26 Smith believed that 

the imperial federationists, whom he sardonically called “glorifiers of colonial 

dependencies,” were mistaken in assuming that full citizenship could only be achieved 

through federation.27 Both he and proponents of federation, however, used the term 

citizenship to describe a common identity of people of British descent.  

 Smith’s expression of a common Anglo-Saxon citizenship reflected an 

understanding that citizenship was not necessarily contained by any one state’s 

boundaries. This idea, which Duncan Bell describes as “racial isopolitan citizenship,” 

signified an understanding of citizenship that took racial unity rather than membership in 

a sovereign state as its primary referent; and, as the final chapter of this study on 

naturalization law will show, it was a reaction against the growing legal regulation of 

citizenship in the late nineteenth century.28 The status of citizenship, according to this 

view, was not contingent on the political status of Canada. Smith did not perceive the 

political independence of British colonies to represent the retrenchment of citizenship, 

but rather, believed that  

mutual citizenship, which the advocates of Independence cherish as strongly as  
any Imperialist, amounts to political unity, without the complications or the 
liabilities which are incident to the present relation, and which Imperial 
Federation would immeasurably increase. What the party of Independence desires 

                                                
26 Goldwin Smith, Canada and the Canadian Question, 266. Smith continued that this 
“community of citizenship” should allow for the elimination of naturalization 
requirements; this will be examined more closely in chapter five’s case study of 
naturalization. Smith expressed his belief in “mutual” citizenship numerous other times, 
which he considered to represent a “moral reunion of the race.” “Anglo-Saxon Union: A 
Response to Mr. Carnegie,” North American Review 157 (1893),” 171. 
27 “‘Bystander’ on Current Events and Opinions,” The Week 2, no. 3 (Dec. 18, 1884), 35. 
28 Duncan Bell, “Beyond the Sovereign State: Isopolitan Citizenship, Race and Anglo-
American Union,” Political Studies 62, no. 2 (2013): 1-17. 
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is not separation or estrangement, but a group of British communities closely 
united with each other, though each of them will have its brain in its own head 
and its heart in its own breast.29 
 

This did not mean, however, that political rights were entirely unrelated to Smith’s 

conception of shared citizenship, but that such rights were the product of an existing 

common community. According to Smith, the formal separation of Canada from the 

British Empire would not diminish the “mutual citizenship” that existed between the 

people within the separate jurisdictions.  

 

The Idea of a Common Canadian Citizenship 

In contrast to understandings of imperial or supra-political citizenship, others 

believed that citizenship ought to be “Canadian” in scope in order to advance the growth 

of a Canadian nationality. For example, the Week directly aligned Canadian “citizenship” 

with Canadian nationality when it rejected imperialist George Monro Grant’s proposal 

for “full citizenship in connection with Imperial Federation.” Instead of imperial 

citizenship, the Week argued, “We will say frankly that so far as we are able to see the 

only hope of our country’s escape from present disabilities and her rise to the dignity of 

full citizenship lies in the direction of independent Canadian nationality.”30 Echoing 

Grant’s use of the term, active imperialist contributor John Castell Hopkins responded 

                                                
29 “‘Bystander’ on Current Events and Opinions,” The Week 1, no. 43 (Sept. 25, 1884), 
675. 
30 G.M. Grant, “Correspondence,” Week 6, no. 22 (May 3, 1889), 346; “Topics of the 
Week,” Week 6, no. 22 (May 3, 1889), 339. For a similar assessment on the “inferiority 
of colonial citizenship” in the Week, see “Topics – The Main Question,” Week 9, no. 20 
(April 15, 1892), 309. 
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the following week, insisting that Canadians “take up the burdens and responsibilities of 

British development” by becoming “citizens of a world-wide Empire.”31  

Others looked to the Canadian state as the more significant container of 

citizenship identity. Imperial and Canadian identities were distinct, according to one 

contributor who wrote, “we have our more constant everyday duty to those whom God 

has placed neared us and bound up in the same nation.” The article, which argued for the 

importance of universities in promoting Canadian nationalism, stressed that while loyalty 

to the empire remained important, “Our nearest duty lies here; our call to act is here; the 

demand to remedy the wrongs, the grossness, the vice and misgovernment in this country 

is a demand upon us, and to which we, both as individuals and as a people, both as 

citizens and as universities, must all do what we can to respond.”32 Not only did the 

writer look to the Canadian state as the boundaries of both “a people” and “citizens,” but 

also characterized that container of citizenship as one that demanded political duties of 

citizens in participating in governance.  

William Norris, the often unreserved proponent of Canadian independence, 

similarly invoked the term citizenship numerous times in his appeals for establishing an 

independent Canadian nationality. For Norris, Canadians could not be true “citizens” 

unless Canada was to become independent. More than his contemporaries, Norris clearly 

framed citizenship as an individual’s political status, signified most clearly through 

                                                
31 J. Castell Hopkins, “Correspondence – The Week and Imperial Federation,” Week 6, 
no. 23 (May 10, 1889), 361. 
32 ‘Alchemist,’ “Canadian Litterateurs and the Universities,” Week 9, no. 23 (May 6, 
1892), 361. 
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naturalization laws and franchise rights.33 He looked to the United States as an example 

of what citizenship signified, and worried that Americans would not migrate to the 

Canadian northwest because “They never will give up citizenship to become colonists.”34 

For Norris, citizenship was a state-defined status held by an individual in an autonomous 

political community. The belief that citizenship denoted political or legal rights of the 

individual made the idea of “imperial” or British citizenship difficult for some to 

understand in a Canadian context, where a British subject did not typically have direct 

involvement in British or imperial governance.35 Instead, the jurisdiction of Canada 

would assume a greater centrality in understanding the basis and scope of citizenship. 

 Norris was quite explicit in his purposeful use of the term citizenship to denote 

the political rights of individuals in an autonomous community, a usage that is common 

to more modern definitions. Most magazine contributors, however, emphasized the fact 

that Confederation and the creation of a new Canadian state acted to consolidate a new 

and distinct people. For them, imagining a Canadian nation meant transforming political 

boundaries into human frontiers so that those living in Canada were not simply incidental 

inhabitants of a common jurisdiction, but members of the same nation. This was often 

signified in efforts to describe a common Canadian “people,” a powerful term that 

implied a certain organic or coherent identity. Like the idea of a Canadian constitution 

                                                
33 William Norris, “Canadian Nationality: A Present-Day Plea,” 116. Norris’s views of 
citizenship as a product of naturalization laws will be examined in chapter six. 
34 William Norris, “Canadian Colonialism and Sir Francis Hincks,” Rose-Belford’s 
Canadian Monthly and National Review 7, no. 5 (Nov., 1881), 505. 
35 Notable exceptions include Edward Blake and Andrew Bonar Law, but in both cases 
they moved from Canada to Britain before becoming involved in British politics. On 
Canadian-born men who became involved in British parliament, see Neville Thompson, 
Canada and the End of the Imperial Dream: Beverley Baxter’s Reports from London 
through War and Peace, 1936-1960 (Don Mills, ON: Oxford University Press, 2013), 3-
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that was rooted in a deep historical lineage of shared political and social experience, the 

concept of a Canadian people conveyed the image of a nation that was comprised of self-

aware members. The Dominion Illustrated, for example, emphasized this point when it 

declared in its 1889 Dominion Day issue: “Confederation made us a people.” 

Accordingly, it asked, “can [we] survey the record of intervening years with the proud 

consciousness that we have done our duty as citizens, as communities, as a people?”36 

The “people” that column referenced was created by Confederation, supposedly formed 

from otherwise unrelated individuals fused into common association.  

The term “people” was particularly forceful in this context because it implied that 

Canadian confederation was not just a legal or political arrangement, but more 

substantially, that it repurposed individuals’ identities, making them “Canadians” and 

giving them accompanying duties as “citizens” of that state. Of course, this idea of a 

common peoplehood was laden with assumptions about the kind of person who could 

belong to the imagined collective, as this section will explore. Unlike imperial citizenship, 

with its implied homogeneity and racial basis, descriptions of a common Canadian 

people often recognized that it represented a diverse populace that needed to be united 

under a common name. Like Cooper’s idea of a more “liberal” basis of citizenship 

implied, the idea of a single Canadian people promised for many an identity that could 

unite people because it transcended “sectional” labels. 

The idea of Canadian citizenship, or the belief in shared civic affiliation with the 

Canadian state, seemed to offer promise of uniting divergent regions and communities 

within Canada. John George Bourinot anticipated that a fuller Canadian nationality 

                                                
36 “Current Topics,” Dominion Illustrated 3, no. 53 (July 6, 1889), 2. 
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would develop “when the Dominion is fully established, and its people have forgotten 

their sectional prejudices, and commenced to feel that they are citizens of one great 

community.”37 For Bourinot, the outcome of Canada assuming the quality of becoming a 

nationality was the feeling among its people that they were “citizens” of a common 

community. The supposedly liberal basis of Canadian citizenship signified a shift away 

from “sectional” identities, yet it did not necessarily move away from an assimilative 

basis of citizenship. Writers who described a new “Canadian citizenship” often replaced 

sectional identities with a “Canadian” one, which despite its political foundation, 

transcended simple legal or political qualities. This understanding of citizenship was 

centred on Canada, and implied duties and responsibilities that individuals owed to it, 

often, as the next chapter will show, constructed by potent appeals to “loyalty.” 

Descriptions of citizenship, however, often acted as a means of attempting to inculcate a 

civic cohesion and solidify notions of a Canadian nationality. Doing so involved a 

process of ascribing certain characteristics and behaviours to the category of “Canadian 

citizen.” Those who deviated from such norms were therefore questionable citizens. 

This was true for some who doubted whether French Canadians could be 

considered “citizens,” given what they perceived to be a lack of their civic unity with 

English Canada. The Week noted that Quebec “is a foreign province having laws and 

institutions peculiar to itself, the seat of a people speaking another tongue, who pride 

themselves, not on being British citizens or citizens of the Confederation, but on being 

                                                
37 J.G. Bourinot, “Canadian Materials for History, Poetry, and Romance,” New Dominion 
Monthly (April 1871), 203. By 1898, Bourinot later claimed that the various sections of 
Canada had “contributed to form a Canadian people,” “The Makers of the Dominion of 
Canada,” Canadian Magazine 11, no. 6 (Oct. 1898), 519. 
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scions of old Christian France.”38 The same front columns had stated a year previous that 

French Canadians “have not yet risen to the conception of citizenship in the Dominion; 

much less have they any regard for the British Empire.”39 The issue of linguistic or 

“racial” difference between French and English speaking people provided pervasive and 

persistent occasions of doubt that Confederation could effectively make a new “Canadian” 

people. In the late nineteenth century, this was especially obvious in tensions manifested 

most explicitly in the trial and execution of Louis Riel and in questions about the right of 

minority Catholic schooling in provinces outside of Quebec. A.I. Silver, for example, has 

illustrated how the case of Riel prompted considerable reaction in the Ontario partisan 

press and reflected the fears of some that French-Canadian “distinctiveness could wreak 

Confederation.”40 For magazines that sought to promote a “national” perspective, these 

moments posed obvious problems to the narrative of common peoplehood, which caused 

some writers to express concern that the French population impeded the sense of a 

common people. 

Descriptions of Canadian citizenship, however, more often used the idea to 

designate an imagined cohesion and civic unity to Canada. For those who envisioned a 

common Canadian people, the challenge in the decades following Confederation was to 

enforce the term “Canadian” as a valued pronoun that would, they hoped, supersede 

other identities. One writer who viewed the “scattered provinces” as forming the 

“nucleus of a mighty nation” was assured that its people would be “proud to be called 

                                                
38 “Topics of the Week – French Canada,” Week 4, no. 42 (Sept. 15, 1887), 676. 
39 “Topics of the Week – French-Canadian Loyalty,” Week 3, no. 9 (Jan. 28, 1886), 136. 
40 A.I. Silver, “Ontario’s Alleged Fanaticism in the Riel Affair,” Canadian Historical 
Review 69, no. 1 (1988): 49. 
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Canadians.”41 Another writer asked, “Why should our people not wish to be called 

Canadians?” adding, “Canada will never be great until her children call themselves above 

every other name Canadians.”42 In his travels to the Canadian Maritimes, noted 

American philanthropist Elihu Burritt made a point of remarking on this tendency, 

claiming that the provinces were “assuming the coherence and consolidation of a national 

being,” meaning that “Now Nova Scotia is learning to say we with Vancouver’s Island 

on the Pacific.”43 The 1875 New Year’s edition of the New Dominion Monthly claimed 

that a new generation “are learning to consider the name ‘Canadian’ as one to be proud 

of, and Canada as a country to be loved and gloried in.” It extended this claim further, 

adding that the name “Canadian” signified a people composed of diverse elements: “Men 

of different races and creeds are working together to fill a common destiny and build up a 

common Canadian nationality.”44 The process of claiming a common “Canadian” name 

and building a “nationality” were evidently understood to be interconnected imperatives.  

The idea of a Canadian people assumed that boundaries of peoplehood were 

reflections of the Canadian constitution, and just as the idea of the constitution divided 

between provincial and federal identities, so too did the idea of people. To this extent, 

one of the greatest perceived threats to the concept of a Canadian people was the 

endurance of individuals’ affiliation with their province, or what was often derogatively 

called “provincialism.” As debates about the continued existence of “provincial 

                                                
41 ‘Argus,’ “Our Future,” Canadian National and Monthly Review 12, no. 5 (Nov. 1877), 
508. 
42 ‘L.L.’ “Canadians,” Dominion Illustrated 7, no. 178 (Nov. 28, 1891), 519. 
43 Elihu Burritt, “The American and British ‘Down-Easts,’” Canadian Monthly and 
National Review 11, no. 6 (June 1877), 594. 
44 “A Review of the Times,” New Dominion Monthly (Jan. 1875), 59. For a similar 
assessment urging readers to call themselves “Canadian,” see “Notice,” New Dominion 
Monthly (Jan. 1872), 63. 
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constitutions” indicated, the status of pre-Confederation provincial identities were not 

suddenly erased or replaced, and this was especially clear in the adoption of the name 

“Canadian.” After Confederation, people in erstwhile separate colonies assumed the 

name that had previously applied to an entirely different jurisdiction and people, “Canada” 

having been the legal and historical designation of what became the provinces of Ontario 

and Quebec. Sometimes, writers regretted that the name of the new dominion was a pre-

existing provincial title rather than something entirely new to which all people of the 

dominion could relate anew. Commenting on the lack of Canadian sentiment in the 

Maritime provinces in particular, the Week conceded, “Probably the mistake of retaining 

the name previously belonging to one part of the original territory helps to perpetuate this 

feeling.”45 It later reiterated this point, stating “We have always thought and still think 

that a less serious but still important mistake was made in naming the Confederation after 

its most populous and powerful member. This gave to the whole original process, so far 

as the smaller members of the Union were concerned, too much appearance of an 

annexation or absorption.”46 A writer from Saint John similarly suggested that people 

would be more likely to find attachment to the nation “had a new name been adopted for 

the Confederacy.”47 These reservations pointed to a more substantive underlying fact that 

following Confederation, identification with pre-Confederation identities competed with 

the sense of identifying as a “Canadian,” which also highlights the consciousness in this 

period of the importance of names and the concepts that they describe.  

                                                
45 “Topics of the Week – Has Confederation Succeeded?” Week 7, no. 31 (July 4, 1890), 
483. 
46 “Canada’s Natal Day,” Week 12, no. 32 (July 5, 1895), 749. 
47 Allen Jack, “The Outlook in Canada,” Week 8, no. 17 (March 27, 1891), 265. 
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Imparting a sense of belonging to a shared Canadian people was sometimes 

frustrating. Even as late as 1891, the Halifax-based Critic lamented, “we often hear of 

Nova Scotians speak of ‘going to Canada,’ when they mean the Upper Provinces of the 

Dominion of which we form a part.” Such nomenclature was insular, it claimed, and 

impressed upon its readers that “the fact remains that we are Canadians, and that we 

ought certainly to take quite as much pride in it as we do in the fact that we claim this 

Province by the sea as the land of our birth.”48 The same magazine had earlier noted 

“many people in the Maritime Provinces still call their Upper-Province countrymen by 

the name Canadian, in its old sense,” and encouraged them to start using the term 

Canadian “only in its broader signification.”49 In an 1889 essay on the use of language in 

Canada, William Douw Lighthall regretted that “In Nova Scotia ‘Canada’ and ‘Canadian’ 

mean perhaps most frequently the former province of Canada (Upper and Lower) and its 

people.”50 Even a quarter century after Confederation, it seemed that pre-Confederation 

identities and the labels that accompanied them were difficult to abandon. As George 

Rawlyk and Doug Brown have illustrated, inhabitants of the Maritime Provinces tended 

to see themselves as a distinct people and a distinct region, which was gradually 

“Canadianized” through economic and industrial consolidation though efforts like the 

National Policy.51 In addition to these material aspects of consolidation, however, it is 

useful to consider how writers described the concept of common citizenship to impart a 

sense of unity to the different provinces of the new Dominion.  

                                                
48 “Editorial Notes,” Critic 8, no. 39 (Sept. 25, 1891), 3. 
49 “Some National Names,” Critic 3, no. 6 (Feb. 5, 1886), 2. 
50 W. Douw Lighthall, “Canadian English,” Week 6, no. 37 (Aug. 16, 1889), 582. 
51 G.A. Rawlyk and Doug Brown, “The Historical Framework of the Maritimes and 
Confederation,” in The Atlantic Provinces and the Problems of Confederation, ed. G.A. 
Rawlyk (St. John’s: Breakwater, 1979), 47. 
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The concept of Canadian citizenship, which impelled individuals to think of 

themselves and their own political identity in relation to the Canadian state, was often 

described as an important antidote to provincial rights or “provincialism.” The 

importance of asserting the political affiliation of “Canadian” seemed especially pressing 

in the decades following Confederation, when numerous factors converged to give the 

impression that strong provinces would weaken the solidification of a common Canadian 

people. This was especially obvious in the vocal repeal movement in Nova Scotia, the 

strong “provincial rights” movement, and the campaigns for “better terms” of 

Confederation.52 In the case of British Columbia, which joined Confederation in 1871 

despite enormous distance from the other provinces, geographical separation fostered a 

sense of distinctiveness from “Easterners.”53 Writing about English literature produced in 

Canada, J.E. Collins hoped that it might lead to national unity, but conceded, “We are not 

now united, except by legislative cords that cut into the flesh of one another, for we are 

all pulling in different ways.”54 As another writer lamented, “It is generally admitted and 

as generally regretted that the Confederation of the provinces of British North America 

has not resulted in the complete creation of a Canadian people.” This was because, he 

continued, “the Provincial idea has never become subordinate to the Canadian.”55 The 

                                                
52 On the often fractious relations between the federal and provincial governments in the 
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creation of a Canadian people, according to this view, required that individuals see 

themselves as members of the Canadian nation first, effectively removing or minimizing 

their prior “provincial” identity.  

Carter Troop, a writer from Montreal, called provincialism “the bane of the 

Dominion,” also using the adjectives “greedy,” “undignified,” “injurious,” and 

“unpatriotic” to describe it. He argued that economic matters “alone will not make an 

united people… We Canadians must look for something else, something higher and 

better to bring us together in spirit and in fact, if we as a people would work out our own 

salvation.”56 Part of this stemmed from the perception that those who were to regard 

themselves as part of a Canadian people knew little about others who constituted the 

same imagined community, which some attributed to the strong influence of provinces. A 

writer in the Week complained that individuals in each province did not know much 

about people living in different provinces, arguing, “Jealousies and heart-burnings have 

been kindled by the real or fancied wrongs. The preponderance of the more powerful 

Provinces has been very perceptible, and has been marked with bitterness by the 

weaker.”57 “The weakness of Confederation,” the Critic suggested, “lies in its sectional 

differences, which may be attributed to the fact that before the Union was consummated 
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University Review and of the Week. On his promotion of Canadian literature, see “Topics 
of the Week,” Week 4, no. 15 (Mar. 10, 1887), 237-38. 
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the inhabitants of the confederated provinces were comparative strangers to each 

other.”58 According to these views, the sense that the people of the new dominion formed 

a common community required that Canada be understood as a natural unit and, 

consequently, that provincial identities became submerged in this broader “national” 

community. 

 It was clear that in late-nineteenth century English Canada, the concept of 

citizenship had a variety of meanings, both as an explicit category of civic identity and 

more indirectly as a sense of belonging to a given group of people. While descriptions of 

imperial or Anglo-Saxon citizenship and Canadian citizenship were not necessarily 

thought to be antithetical or incompatible identities, developing descriptions of common 

Canadian citizenship and rejections of “provincialism” situated the Canadian state as a 

primary location of civic affiliation. This reflected and facilitated a general though 

uneven conceptual shift that saw the idea of citizenship change from an inherited or 

loosely biological status to a political status that denoted membership in a given state. 

 The idea of imperial citizenship was especially influential in the context of the 

British Empire, where many who were legally recognized as British subjects were 

excluded from the imagined category of “citizenship.” The idea of imperial citizenship 

formed a colour line that bifurcated the empire into citizens and colonists, and English 

Canadian imperialists adamantly considered themselves part of the category of white, 

self-governing British citizens. Like the concept of nation, the concept of citizenship also 

highlighted the assumptions shared by Goldwin Smith and his imperialist critics, as they 
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envisioned a concept of citizenship that transcended the political divisions of the “Anglo-

Saxon” world. Yet, even as imperialists described the idea of imperial citizenship, many 

of them recognized their status as “Canadian citizens,” or what Hopkins called his 

“double privilege” as both an imperial and Canadian citizen. This separate category of 

Canadian citizenship denoted a specific status based on the boundaries of the Canadian 

state. For William Norris, such a Canadian citizenship was very much a political status of 

equal individuals separate from any other identity. Most of the writers examined here, 

however, described instead the sense of being part of a Canadian people, a category also 

framed by the boundaries of the Canadian state that indicated a common civic affiliation 

of those living within its boundaries. The concerted effort to describe and enforce the 

term “Canadian” as a label of personal civic affiliation served to provide a link between 

individuals across Canada and the Canadian polity. For many writers, it was a way of 

replacing other “sectional” or provincial affiliations with a larger Canadian one. This 

conception of citizenship focussed more on the role and behaviour of individual 

“citizens,” reflecting what John A. Cooper called a more “liberal” understanding of 

citizenship. This was especially true in efforts to teach people how to be “good” citizens 

of Canada. 

 

Making People Citizens: Teaching the Idea of Citizenship 

 Following Confederation, people across the new political jurisdiction did not 

suddenly or self-consciously come to think of themselves as “Canadians.” As the concept 

of citizenship became more closely tied to the parameters of the Canadian state, it 

became more specifically described as a political status, entailing expectations of certain 
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civic behaviour that, many believed, had to be taught or inculcated to the broader public. 

This was evident in an article by W.A. McIntyre, a school principal in Winnipeg at a 

time when the city witnessed rapid expansion from the immigration of people from 

across Europe. As part of their “mission,” he wrote, teachers must ask themselves: “Will 

you accept them all? Out of this heterogeneous combination can you bring unity?… Can 

you teach British, French, German, Scandinavian, Icelander and Pole, that in this free 

land all are equally worthy and unreservedly they accept the honor and perform the 

duties of Canadian citizenship?”59 The phrase “duties of citizenship” became a very 

common one in the late nineteenth century, particularly in the context of civic education. 

It implied an active role for citizens rather than a passive status and it sought to foster 

greater connection between Canadian “citizens” and the imagined citizenry, which was 

tied to the political boundaries of the Canadian state. This section turns to examine 

efforts to describe and instruct duties of citizenship, which often directly tied civic 

behaviour to the status of “Canadian citizenship.” It continues this study’s focus on 

magazines, but expands on them to include specialized educational journals in order to 

explore some pedagogical understandings of the practice of citizenship and its 

relationship to the Canadian state. 

Descriptions of a Canadian people that appeared in magazines and appeals to 

Canadian citizenship became most forceful in deliberate efforts to inculcate ideas of 

citizenship in the population through public and educational initiatives. The creation of a 

Canadian people required that people understand themselves as “citizens,” which 

inferred duty to and knowledge of the imagined citizenry. The citizenry was imagined 
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because it existed primarily as a rhetorical construction and it typically described 

personal behaviour and civic comportment rather than a legally defined status. Its 

linguistic basis meant that it was never quite clear who or what made a citizen, but 

discussions of “good citizenship” often tied it to loyalty or duty to the Canadian state 

specifically. If citizenship existed as writers declared it to, then it had to be conveyed to 

those who were its subjects and internalized as part of their identity. Accordingly, an 

examination of “languages of citizenship” in Canada must consider discussions of the 

practical efforts to instil abstract ideas of citizenship on people. 

Citizenship education, as numerous scholars have made clear, has been an 

important aspect of liberal democracy, though it is often used to formalize certain ideas 

of nationalism by emphasizing the shared connection of citizens to the nation. Given the 

centrality of the state in this process, literature on civic education has tended to 

emphasize the role of government in developing ideas of citizenship. In her influential 

book Democratic Education, political theorist Amy Gutmann focuses on the role of the 

state in directing the education of young people about citizenship and democracy.60 

While he diverges from some of Gutmann’s claims about the role of the state in 

developing the character of students, William Galston has also described the state as 

central in developing civic cohesion through civic education.61 Some, like Eamonn 

Callan have critiqued Galston’s description of civic education as “sentimental” because 

                                                
60 Amy Gutmann, Democratic Education (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1987). 
61 William A. Galston, Liberal Purposes: Goods, Virtues, and Diversity in the Liberal 
State (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991).  



 177 

of its moralizing view of the liberal state; however, the centrality of the state in analyses 

of civic education has remained a common feature in such studies.62   

 Teaching citizenship was foundational to the project of normalizing the Canadian 

state as the primary site of civic identity and was in many cases predicated on the 

assumption that “citizen” denoted a particular kind of person. As Veronica Strong-Boag 

has illustrated in her examination of the voices of First Nations, organized workers, and 

feminists who challenged their exclusion from the narrative of nation and citizenship, the 

history of citizenship has been an essentially homogenizing process. She writes,  

 The experience of citizenship education for much of our history has given 
relatively few Canadians – notably those who are male, European in origin, 
middle class, heterosexual, able bodied, and so on – reason to feel full members 
of the nation state that came into being in 1867…. The history of citizenship, then, 
is the history of failure, of the ultimate failure of largely non-representative 
institutions to impose their homogenous and homogenizing vision on diverse 
communities of citizens.63  
 

Historians have often looked to schooling as the most extensive and explicit foundation 

of civics training for young people. In his study of elementary schooling in England at 

the turn of the twentieth century, Stephen Heathorn describes classrooms as places where 

“children of the working masses first forged personal and collective identities within the 

context of systematic, state-sanctioned, academically constructed, nationalist aims.”64 In 

this sense, education played a pivotal role in inculcating liberal values and a sense of 

national identity to young people. A number of historians have therefore analyzed how 
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citizenship was developed through school curriculum in Canada. Amy von Heyking, for 

instance, has examined the instruction of citizenship in Alberta schools in the twentieth 

century, noting that in the early part of that century, the cultivation of “good character” 

was a primary aspect of citizenship curriculum.65 The primary research basis for most of 

these studies has been classroom materials, particularly textbooks issued to students.66 

These sources provide a means of assessing how governments have sought to guide 

instruction of citizenship, though, as some scholars note, these official sources do not 

always reflect the realities of the classrooms.67  

This section looks more closely at the concerted effort by the authors included in 

this study to impose such a homogenizing idea of citizenship that used education as a 

primary means of enjoining individuals to belong to a common Canadian people. Going 

beyond official curriculum is especially important to understanding citizenship education 

in the Canadian context because many of its most vocal advocates appealed for a 

“national” strategy for teaching citizenship. As has been a persistent theme throughout 

this study, many contributors worried that “provincialism” threatened the emergence of a 

distinct Canadian nationality. Enforcing a strong sense of Canadian citizenship was 
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therefore understood to be a remedy to local identities. Given the fact that provinces 

maintained jurisdiction over education in Canada, a number of writers in Canadian 

magazines argued for the need to go beyond provincial curricula in order to inculcate a 

Canadian citizenship.68 In a brief article promoting a dominion school system, John A. 

Dresser of Richmond, Quebec worried that having provincial education systems “is not 

promotive of a thorough national homogeneity.”69 Threatened by “provincialism,” others 

sought to go beyond formal provincial curricula to communicate ideas of citizenship. 

Prominent Quebec educational administrator John Murdoch Harper was especially vocal 

on this issue. He argued that “the British North America Act was evidently not a 

complete embodiment of all the unifying forces that tend to make a nation out of diverse 

elements.”70 The implication of this argument was that left to the provinces, citizenship 

education in Canada would be unequal and localized or “provincial.” Instead, these 

writers argued that a sense of common Canadian citizenship could only be developed 

through a common educational experience that promoted a “homogenous” or “unifying” 

understanding of Canada. 

Harper actively pursued this idea in his effort to establish a national educational 

bureau. While he recognized that removing provincial responsibility for education was 

unlikely, he presented the national educational bureau as a way of providing educators 
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with a common platform for promoting what he called the consolidation of the Canadian 

people. In his speech to the Dominion Educational Convention at Halifax in 1898, he 

described his plan as part of a process of consolidation, arguing, “That there has been a 

drawing together of our interests as a consolidating people, a unifying of Provincial 

sympathies in a broader communal, no one can for a moment doubt.”71 As it would 

promote Canadian unity, he insisted that its “members are of all creeds and races.”72 The 

Canadian Educational Monthly regularly promoted the idea of a national education 

bureau, stating in 1897 that it would work for the “national aggrandizement” of Canada, 

and in reporting Harper’s speech to the Dominion Educational Association stressed its 

role in helping “the consolidation of the various provinces as one people.”73 According to 

these arguments, the creation of a strong sense of common identity in Canada required 

that individuals view the Canadian state as the primary parameter of political association. 

Ensuring the creation of good citizens became especially important against the 

backdrop of apparent changes to the familiar norms of political organization, notably the 

increasing ambit of who could exercise the right to vote and have a voice in the direction 

of the government. The education of citizenship was especially important in light of the 

expansion of the franchise in Canada, which raised fears that new voters would not be 

                                                
71 Harper, “A National or Central Bureau of Education for Canada,” Canada Educational 
Monthly 20 (Oct. 1898), 306. The Dominion Education Association (renamed Canadian 
Education Association in 1918) was established in 1891 as a coordinated body of 
educators in Canada. For an early history of the group, see Freeman K. Stewart, 
Interprovincial Co-operation in Education: The Story of the Canadian Education 
Association (Toronto: W.J. Gage, 1957). 
72 Harper, “An Educational Bureau for Canada,” 30. 
73 “Editorial Notes,” Canada Educational Monthly 19 (Feb. 1897), 62; “The Educational 
Association at Halifax,” Canada Educational Monthly 20 (Aug./Sept. 1898), 243.  



 181 

properly equipped with an understanding of the responsibilities that it entailed.74 In a 

paper read to the Toronto Teachers’ Association in 1880, W.A. Douglas worried that 

“Political reformers have demanded the extension of the franchise, but the privilege of 

voting does not confer wisdom on the voter.”75 Citing the apparent turbulence of the 

times, including the overthrowing of monarchies in Europe, the rise of socialism and 

nihilism, and the gathering clouds of war, it seemed to him that the importance of 

properly training citizens was never so urgent.76 Similarly, the Critic stressed the 

importance of citizenship training for youth, noting, “Our boys and girls attend school for 

a number of years and finally develop into the attributes and responsibilities of 

citizenship, when they are called upon to exercise their franchise in civic matters without 

having received any instruction whatever on the subject.”77 Notably, the quote here refers 

to the “citizenship” duties of boys and girls, as women were able to vote at the municipal 

level; “citizenship” therefore not always thought of as an exclusively male domain. An 

Ottawa writer, arguing that Canada required “good citizens” to overcome the divisions 

that impeded national unity, defined “good citizens” specifically as ones who had the 

requisite intelligence and freedom from influences to vote in elections and a sufficient 
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stake in the welfare of the country.78 For those who worried about the lack of proper 

citizenship training, the best solution was to increase the teaching of political economy in 

schools in order to ensure that students understood what citizenship entailed.79  

The quality of “good citizenship” was typically imbued with moral overtones, 

particularly regarding the “duties” that were thought to be part of citizenship. More than 

a strictly legal or political status, many writers described the moral nature of citizenship, 

stressing the importance of appreciating the significance of the connection between the 

individual and the citizenry. This echoed concerns about the implications of “modern” 

political association that seemed to replace engrained membership in an organic 

community with a seemingly fugacious and factitious contractual tie between individual 

citizens and the state. With the subject of specifically religious education in Canadian 

public schools a frequent matter of political controversy in the late nineteenth century, 

moral or citizenship education became a response to secularization.80 The secularization 

of public education in Canada led numerous writers to consider the need for “moral” 

education, which was often closely aligned with citizenship. In the words of one observer, 

“That moral education is essential to good citizenship, is now a maxim of all civilized 
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governments.”81 Kingston, Ontario writer Agnes Maule Machar was a frequent voice in 

this debate. Writing under her penname ‘Fidelis,’ she asserted “religious and moral 

training” for youth should be part of the training of the “duties of good citizenship.”82 

The Week echoed this sentiment, declaring “in a very large proportion of all our public 

schools there is nothing worthy of the name of ethical training, or even of training for 

citizenship.”83 Descriptions of “citizenship” in Canadian magazines often appeared in the 

context of deliberations of moral education and its implications for developing Canadian 

nationalism. In an article on moral education in Nova Scotia, education historian Robert 

Nicholas Bédard argues that it became increasingly popular with the growth of social 

gospel Christianity and the development of pan-Canadian pedagogical objectives. As the 

teaching of specifically religious lessons diminished, he adds, “Morality became almost 

totally identified with good citizenship – with a shift of emphasis from imperial to 

Canadian citizenship – and the state increasingly displaced the churches and the family 

as the ultimate arbiter of moral values.”84  

Though the meaning of moral status now tied to citizenship was not always clear, 

it was often linked to political behaviour or the duty of individual citizens to the state. 
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Here the connection between “citizenship” and partnership in an imagined Canadian 

people became especially clear. To be a good citizen meant actively understanding and 

identifying with Canada, and specifically, as Robert M. Stamp has illustrated, a Canada 

that was proudly integral to the British Empire.85 But more often, the sense of inculcating 

citizenship meant specifically teaching individuals to identify as Canadian. A writer in 

the Canadian Magazine in 1899 decried the “lack of ideal citizenship” in Canada, 

identifying it as a chief problem for the young country. Canadian citizens, he argued, 

needed to have a greater awareness of and interest in their community. After describing 

the importance the citizen’s duty to the state, he continued,  

This is a day when citizens are required – citizens with a broad, understanding 
knowledge of what Canada was, is, and might be; citizens who will inquire as to 
what Canada requires of her sons; citizens who will study the history, the 
institutions, the literature, the political conditions of their native land. The man 
who exclusively pursues his own ends, his own purposes, and the almighty dollar 
is not a citizen. A citizen is a man of a higher, a nobler, a more unselfish type.86 
 

This description of citizenship is particularly noteworthy for its active rejection of an 

individualist rights-based and economic sense of citizenship. Instead, citizenship was a 

reflection of one’s character, developed through an understanding of and “unselfish” 

devotion to one’s country.  

The role of women in participating in the training of young citizens was 

especially critical. Ontario schoolteacher Kate Seymour Maclean stressed this point, 

stating, “it is surely a not unworthy ambition for women, both as mother and as teacher,” 

that they participate “in the training, mainly left in her hands, of the young citizens of the 
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Dominion.”87 A prominent example of this was Margaret Polson Murray, who founded 

the Imperial Order Daughters of Empire in Canada. Murray turned to periodical literature 

as a means of instructing young people in the behaviours of citizenship. She founded and 

acted as editor-in-chief of The Young Canadian, a short-lived magazine that, as its 

mission statement explained, sought to “draw the youth of the various Provinces 

together; and to inspire them with a sense of the sacred and responsible duties which they 

owe their Native Country.”88 Its columns paralleled some of the issues and themes that 

appeared in other magazines, including political events, descriptions of Canadian history 

and “heroes,” and warnings about the dangers of party government. The magazine 

encouraged young readers to learn about and discuss Canadian history, inspiring one 

twelve-year old reader to start a “Young Canadian Club” to foster such endeavours.89 

Given the close connection of civic knowledge and citizenship, the teaching of 

politics and history became a central aspect of teaching citizenship in Canada. A review 

of the Canadian Encyclopaedia in the Canadian Magazine claimed that to become a 

“citizen” one must “know and appreciate the past,” because “No man can be a true 

Canadian until he has studied the making of the country to whom he pays allegiance.”90 

The distinction of “true” Canadians implied again that membership in the Canadian 
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citizenry or people required an extensive knowledge of Canada and its past, fastening the 

connection between the “citizen” and the Canadian state. As another writer insisted, this 

meant teaching “the duty of the citizen to the State – his relation to the State – its effect 

upon him, and his effect upon it.”91 If citizenship implied an intimate and personal 

familiarity with the nation, then the study of Canada was to be an important objective for 

every “true” or “good” Canadian citizen. 

Similar to the perceived need to write about and teach the Canadian “constitution” 

following Confederation, contributors also discussed the need to provide Canadian 

historical and political educational materials. This was sometimes prompted by the 

perception that citizenship training and patriotism were more robust in the United States 

than in Canada.92 Numerous complaints about the inadequacy of good civic education, 

particularly for young Canadians, appeared in the pages of Canadian magazines.93 In one 

such article, the author anguished that this lack of citizenship education would ultimately 

weaken “national sentiment” in Canada:  

In a country whose population so largely made up, as ours is, by the influx of  
immigration from all the countries of the Old World, the strongest necessity 
exists for some potent influence which shall unite this vast mass of differing, and 
often conflicting, social and civil forces, and render them coherent and orderly 
elements of the body politic. That there can be no stronger assimilating power 
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than that of a universal and controlling national sentiment in the example of the 
neighbouring Republic… where each is made to feel himself a citizen.94  
 

As this writer made expressly clear, the task of inculcating the sense of being a “citizen” 

was especially important as a means of assimilating a population that was increasingly 

comprised of new immigrants from across Europe.95 Citizenship therefore had the 

purpose not only of instilling a sense of duty to the Canadian state, but more potently, of 

minimizing conflicting “forces” in civil society. In this sense, it was less a particular 

status, but a way of enforcing conformity and minimizing civil conflict. 

In response to this perceived need for better citizenship education, textbooks that 

made explicit attempts to inculcate certain notions of citizenship to a Canadian audience 

started to appear. This was perhaps most evident in an 1893 competition facilitated by 

the Dominion Educational Association to commission a distinctly “national” history 

book for Canadian youth. The competition sought to inspire a book on Canadian history 

written from a distinctly “national” perspective, in contrast to what the Association 

viewed as a provincial bias in most textbooks. The winning selection of the Dominion 

Educational Association’s contest was constitutional expert W.H.P. Clement’s History of 

the Dominion of Canada. The book’s preface by W. Patterson, the secretary of the 

contest committee, stated that it promised to “impress on our future citizens that we not 

only have a united country, but are a united people.”96 The Canadian Magazine 

commended the book, noting that by 1897 it had been adapted for use in schools in most 
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of the country.97 The book focussed largely on the political or constitutional 

developments of Canadian history and included chapters on both French and British 

colonial rule and the development of separate colonies in British North America. Like the 

texts on the constitution published around the same time, including Clement’s own Law 

of the Canadian Constitution, the book presented a narrative of Canadian history that 

started with European exploration and followed a linear and seemingly inevitable march 

toward Confederation.   

John Millar, deputy minister of education in Ontario, followed this up in 1899 by 

publishing Canadian Citizenship: A Treatise on Civil Government. The purpose of the 

book was “to urge the importance of that moral and intellectual training which forms the 

basis of good citizenship.”98 The book, which highlighted government of “self,” “family,” 

and “school,” defined characteristics of “high moral principles” as a basis of Canadian 

citizenship, again tying such personal behaviour to the collective identity of the Canadian 

people. Though the book was primarily geared to a younger audience, a brief review in 

the Canadian Magazine declared the book so important that it “should be in the hands of 

every voter.”99 In the book, Millar stressed the role of the individual as the basis of 

political government, positioning personal self-regulation as the first principle of 

citizenship. Acknowledging that the “rank of citizen is not confined to men, but belongs 

also to women and children,” he outlined different political and civil rights that the status 

entailed, as well as its corresponding duties.100 In addition to the basic characteristics of 
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obeying laws and paying taxes, the citizen had a duty to be patriotic and engage in 

deliberation of important social and political questions. This was especially important, 

Millar noted, as the dawn of the twentieth century posed many new “problems” to be 

solved by young citizens, including the growth of cities, the increase of poverty, and the 

issues of working conditions and unionization. In its emphasis of the active role of 

individual citizens in government, books like Millar’s Canadian Citizenship emphasized 

the concept of citizenship as a political status of the individual tied to the framework of 

the state. Additionally, as Ken Osborne notes, textbooks such as those written by 

Clement and Millar served a “nation-building purpose” that provided students with a 

very singular and stable narrative of national development.101 The publication of books 

that aimed to teach citizenship through descriptions of history and government continued 

to gain prominence in the early twentieth century.102 

 The increasing attention to civic education in the decades following 

Confederation coalesced with the idea that Confederation had created a new “people,” 

which signified the sense that those living within the boundaries of Canada assumed a 

new political identity that should replace other local affiliations. As a result, efforts to 

inculcate behaviours of citizenship often placed the Canadian state at the centre of civic 

education, so that individuals would think of themselves not only as citizens, but as 

citizens of Canada in particular. This did not detract from the culturally pervasive 

sentiment of British or imperial citizenship in English Canada, though it did position 
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Canadian citizenship as a more distinctly political status. The category of citizen was not 

a neutral descriptor, but a means of instilling sentiments of patriotism, so that individuals 

would form an affective bond with the Canadian state. As one school principal wrote in 

Canada Educational Monthly, patriotism meant “love and devotion to one’s country; the 

spirit that prompts obedience to its laws, to the support and defence of its existence, 

rights and institutions, and to the promotion of its welfare.”103 The promotion of 

patriotism among Canadians more generally was part of a process of instilling ideas of 

“loyalty,” which often centred the state as the object of civic identity, as the following 

chapter examines. 

 

Conclusion 

The idea of citizenship is a pervasive and powerful means of connecting 

individuals to a wider imagined collective. Confederation prompted a new 

conceptualization of collective identity for the writers examined in this chapter, where 

for many the category of Canada represented a legitimate basis of collective association. 

Magazines pressed readers to think of themselves and call themselves Canadians above 

all else and view Canada as an association of common people. This positioned the 

Canadian state as the centre of civic identity, which was further entrenched by citizenship 

education efforts that enforced duty to Canada as an obligation of moral importance. 

The concept of Canadian citizenship signified an understanding of the term as 

representing political association to the state, characterized by certain types of political 

behaviour. Unlike the idea of imperial citizenship, which generally tended to assume 
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inherent membership based on racial belonging, the concept of Canadian citizenship 

consciously attempted to incorporate different ethnicities and localities under a common 

political identity. This did not mean that appeals to imperial citizenship or British identity 

were abandoned; rather, these appeals increasingly became characterized as more 

abstract than concrete, as more of a sentiment than a status. The idea of imperial 

citizenship continued to hold some resonance into the twentieth century, though even its 

strongest supporters recognized it as largely impractical. For example, in a 1912 

collection of essays on the idea from authors across the empire, F.P. Walton, Dean of 

Law at McGill, cast doubts on the viability of the ultimate fruition of imperial 

citizenship.104 The idea of imperial citizenship, however, remained significant for many 

because it pointed to a common bond between people that lay beyond strictly political or 

legal boundaries. This ambiguity about the “citizen” status of British “subjects,” 

particularly in the context of British subjects from predominantly non-white parts of the 

empire became more explicitly debated in changes to naturalization legislation in the 

British Empire, the subject of chapter six of this study.  

Moreover, the concept of a more modern or “liberal” Canadian citizenship did not 

mean that the racialized and homogenizing tendencies of the idea of citizenship were 

abandoned. Instead, as with the concept of nationality, many writers who described a 

common Canadian people used the term to encompass an increasingly diverse population 

under a singular name that would supersede other communal identities, whether 

provincial, linguistic, or ethnic. It is a tendency that, in many ways, continues to inform 

ideas of citizenship in Canada. As Eva Mackay observes in her study of modern 
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Canadian identity, “the contradictory construction of Canadian identity paradoxically 

includes cultural difference, and at the same time constructs a notion of Canadianness in 

which the real and authoritative Canadian people are defined as white, culturally 

unmarked and assimilated Canadian-Canadians.”105 This vision of a Canadian people, 

articulated through the language of common association and citizenship imperatives, 

follows the historical discourses described in this chapter that sought to make sense of 

Canada and imbue it with significance as a container of common citizenship. As this 

study illustrates, this was not a passive or incidental process, but one that was shaped by 

concerted efforts in civil society to naturalize the new Canadian state as a community of 

people. 
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Chapter Five: 
Debating and Declaring Loyalty 

 
 

“The truth is,” F.W. Frith wrote in the Week in 1893, “that ideas of loyalty are 

undergoing a change.” The change, he argued, was marked by that fact that “the old idea 

of loyalty, which consisted in keeping open old sores, and glorying over a defeated 

enemy, is getting to be recognized as one of the many heritages of barbarism.”1 Instead, 

he argued that a more rational sense of loyalty had emerged that made it possible for 

citizens to deliberate on the political future of Canada without being committed to older 

notions of loyalties. Frith’s argument about the evolution of the meaning of loyalty was a 

reflection of how the concept was debated and deployed in Canadian magazines. This 

chapter examines the concept of “loyalty” and the sense described by a number of writers 

that it was changing to a more “modern” and specifically political relationship between 

citizen and state. Like the concepts of constitution, nation, and citizenship examined in 

previous chapters, Confederation, the creation of a new Canadian state, prompted 

deliberation of how loyalty had changed and what its relationship was to the new 

political entity. While the idea of British loyalty, represented by the especially venerated 

expressions of the Loyalist legacy, denoted an enduring historic allegiance to the crown, 

the idea of “Canadian loyalty” was less certain and certainly less equipped with cultural 

lore. The notion, however, that modern loyalty signified a political relationship between 

the citizen and the state provided clearer terms for thinking about Canada as a political 

community of citizens with a shared loyalty.  

                                                
1 F.W. Frith, “The Annexation of Canada,” Week 10, no. 28 (June 9, 1893), 654. 
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The first part of this chapter examines key examples of the debate about the 

meaning of loyalty from Canadian magazines. These exchanges highlight the unsettled 

meaning of the word, particularly the question of whether it signified a pre-political and 

inherent connection between British subjects and the crown or whether it was an 

essentially political and ultimately impermanent tie between citizen and state. In general 

terms, those who articulated a “modern” idea of loyalty regarded Canada as the location 

of loyalty, while those who stressed the inherited traditions of loyalty promoted closer 

imperial ties. This difference raised further questions about whether there were any 

substantive divisions between “Canadian” and “British” loyalties and whether being 

loyal to one implied a disloyalty to the other. This question became particularly 

impassioned in the last decade of the century, as the second section will detail through an 

examination of some of the political implications of ideas of loyalty. It focuses in 

particular on Goldwin Smith and J.W. Longley, two prominent contributors whose 

positions raised charged accusations of disloyalty. The politics of the loyalty debate in 

magazines became especially clear in the endorsement of two so-called “loyalty 

resolutions” in parliament, which sought to affirm Canadian loyalty to Britain in 

response to the emerging ambiguity of the meaning of loyalty. The final section of this 

chapter turns to a case study on the debate over the flag of Canada in 1895, which 

crystallized in symbolic ways many of the key aspects of the loyalty debate. It illustrates 

in particularly stark terms the passion with which the issue was debated among various 

magazine contributors and the differences in perspectives on the subject of symbolizing 

Canada and its national status. 
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The concept of loyalty has held a prominent role in English-Canadian political 

and cultural discourse, especially in pre-Confederation history. In The Idea of Loyalty in 

Upper Canada, David Mills has illustrated the rhetorical importance of the term loyalty 

in public discourse in the colony before 1850. Mills considers loyalty “the central 

political idea in Upper Canada during the first half of the nineteenth century,” as it was 

“the basis not only of provincial legitimacy, but also of acceptance into the provincial 

society.”2 As a political weapon, loyalty proved to be a powerful means of assailing 

critics and compelling a moderate Tory consensus. Paul Romney, by contrast, questions 

the degree to which loyalty rested on such consensus, noting that Reformers frequently 

had their loyalty interrogated.3 Nevertheless, both Romney and Mills provide a clear 

analysis of politicized nature of the term loyalty and its potent place in political rhetoric.  

The idea of loyalty that Mills describes was defined chiefly by an attachment to 

the British Empire and the crown. This sense of loyalty inferred an enduring and intrinsic 

connection between subjects and sovereign, a fidelity that was central to the mythology 

of the Loyalists. The “invention” of the Loyalist myth in Ontario, Norman Knowles 

argues, effectively served “to further the imperialist cause and to discredit alternative 

visions of the nation’s political destiny,” especially by the last decades of the century.4 

Indeed, as Carl Berger makes clear in his study of imperialism in English Canada, “the 

loyalist tradition was to provide one of the most potent elixirs to Canadian imperial 

                                                
2 David Mills, The Idea of Loyalty in Upper Canada, 1784-1850 (Montreal and 
Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1988), 5. 
3 Romney, Getting It Wrong, 126. 
4 Norman Knowles, Inventing the Loyalists: The Ontario Loyalist Tradition and the 
Invention of Usable Pasts (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1997), 165. 
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sentiment.”5 Throughout the nineteenth century, the British crown served as a 

particularly magnetic basis of loyalty. As Ian Radforth has illustrated, the 1860 visit by 

the Prince of Wales was pervaded by appeals to loyalty, specifically the loyalty of British 

North Americans to the Queen and empire.6   

As these studies indicate, the idea of loyalty has been an important aspect of pre-

Confederation history. Recent work has drawn attention to the transnational and 

transatlantic nature of loyalty in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.7 As Jerry 

Bannister and Liam Riordan note in their introduction to a recent collection of essays, 

this is a reaction against the “nationalistic orientation” of loyalist studies, and a desire “to 

place loyalism more fully in its international context.”8 This is certainly true for post-

Confederation history, particularly in the study of ideas of imperial loyalty that were so 

critical to the imperialist cause in English Canada. It is also important, however, to 

examine how the creation of a new political jurisdiction influenced ideas of loyalty, 

particularly the means by which the Canadian state became understood as a location of 

loyal commitment. As this chapter details, loyalty to Canada generally became 

understood as a distinctly “modern” type of loyalty, which was largely based on the civic 

rights and duties of individuals within the state. Confederation and the attempts to 

                                                
5 Berger, Sense of Power, 78. 
6 Ian Radforth, Royal Spectacle: The 1860 Visit of the Prince of Wales to Canada and the 
United States (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2004). Phillip Buckner makes a 
similar observation about the importance of royal visits to Canada in 1860 and 1901; 
“The Invention of Tradition?: The Royal Tours of 1860 and 1901 to Canada,” in Majesty 
in Canada: Essays on the Role of Royalty, ed. Colin M. Coates (Toronto: Dundurn, 
2006), 18-43.  
7 For a review of recent trends, see Jane Errington, “Loyalists and Loyalism in the 
American Revolution and Beyond,” Acadiensis 41, no. 2 (2012): 164-173. 
8 Jerry Bannister and Liam Riordan, “Loyalism in the British Atlantic, 1660-1840,” in 
The Loyal Atlantic: Remaking the British Atlantic in the Revolutionary Era, ed. Jerry 
Bannister and Liam Riordan (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2012), 6. 
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consolidate Canada and its people as a unique and natural unit brought forward in 

distinctive terms the evolving definition of loyalty. A number of writers proposed that 

loyalty be understood not as a filial relationship between subject and sovereign, but as a 

political relationship of citizen and state. To be clear, these writers did not suggest that 

loyalty was no longer owed to the crown – an indication of the hegemony of monarchical 

loyalty – but rather, they framed such pre-political loyalty as distinctly unmodern and 

outmoded. With the effort to describe a Canadian people and teach the duties of 

citizenship came the related project of instructing a unique loyalty to Canada and 

encouraging people to be patriotic citizens of the new dominion, a project that shifted the 

very definition of the term loyalty.   

This is not, however, a clear narrative of change from one understanding of 

loyalty to another; as this chapter shows, the sense of modern political loyalty to Canada 

was negotiated in a climate of suspicions of disloyalty and concerted political efforts to 

reinforce Canadian loyalty to crown and empire. Nevertheless, the articulations of state 

loyalty described here form an important aspect of understanding how the concept of 

loyalty is not only negotiated but also circumscribed by the limits of acceptable opinion. 

The mission of enforcing loyalty to Canada would have important and often severe 

consequences for those who proposed or held alternative views. As Jerry Bannister 

critically notes, “Like liberalism, loyalism modified democracy by regulating the shifting 

boundaries of politically acceptable behaviour,” but unlike the individualist orientations 

of liberalism, “loyalism offered expedient means to restrict civil liberties in the interests 
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of the state.”9 This more insidious side of loyalty rhetoric has been perhaps most obvious 

in wartime, when those who did not appropriately display their “loyalty” to the cause or 

those who were considered, by virtue of their identification, “disloyal” faced 

repercussions including internment and deportation, a reality also sometimes faced by 

political “radicals” in Canadian history.10 Loyalty, for all of its effusive displays and 

sentimental stories, has been a particularly restricting and coercive force in Canada’s past. 

Its rhetorical and political influence makes it an important concept to evaluate in 

understanding the developing meaning of Canada as a political association in the decades 

following Confederation.  

 

Debating the Meaning of Loyalty 

The often variable and sometimes vague meanings of loyalty in modern 

scholarship are reflections of the concept’s similarly contested history.11 In late 

nineteenth century Canadian magazines, the debate about the meaning of loyalty was 

especially evident in two articles that directly engaged with the nature of the concept of 

loyalty. In the November 1881 edition of Rose-Belford’s Canadian Monthly and 

                                                
9 On loyalism in Canadian historiography, see Jerry Bannister, “Canada as Counter-
Revolution: The Loyalist Order Framework in Canadian History, 1750-1840,” in 
Liberalism and Hegemony: Debating the Canadian Liberal Revolution, ed. Jean-François 
Constant and Michel Ducharme (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2009), quotation 
at 126.  
10 See for example, Frances Swyripa, “The Ukrainian Image: Loyal Citizen or Disloyal 
Alien,” in Loyalties in Conflict: Ukrainians in Canada During the Great War, ed. John 
Herd Thompson and Frances Swyripa (Edmonton: Canadian Institute of Ukrainian 
Studies, 1983), 47-68; Dennis G. Molinaro, “‘A Species of Treason?’: Deportation and 
Nation-Building in the Case of Tomo Čačić, 1931-1934,” Canadian Historical Review 
91, no. 1 (Feb. 2010): 61-85.  
11 The complexities of the concept of loyalty and its relationship to the nation state is 
examined in Andrew Linklater and Michael Waller, eds., Political Loyalty and the 
Nation-State (London: Routledge, 2004). 
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National Review, constitutional scholar Alpheus Todd penned an article that asked, “is 

Canadian loyalty a sentiment or a principle?” The seemingly uncontroversial question 

prompted a response from William Dawson LeSueur titled “The True Idea of Canadian 

Loyalty.” Both authors shared the view that loyalty was an important aspect of Canadian 

life, but they espoused fundamentally different understandings of what loyalty meant as 

well as to what or to whom it was owed. The exchange between Todd and LeSueur 

revealed some of the assumptions that underlay discussions of loyalty and exposed how 

thinking of Canada as a new political nationality challenged and even threatened certain 

notions of loyalty. The most important divergence between Todd and LeSueur was the 

basis on which they defined loyalty. While Todd wrote of loyalty as the tie between the 

individual and the crown, LeSueur wrote of loyalty as the tie between the individual and 

Canada. 

Todd was prompted to write his essay by his concern that a number of writers, 

particularly the advocates of continental union or Canadian independence, doubted the 

“depth and reality” of loyalty in Canada, thinking instead that it was a “sentiment” or 

ephemeral quality. The purpose of his essay was to reaffirm the permanence of loyalty in 

Canada by showing its historical constancy. Todd’s essay traced the vitality of loyalty to 

Britain from the American Revolution through the War of 1812, the Canadian rebellions, 

to the participation of Canadians in imperial conflicts. These were all instances of the 

“devotion to Crown and Empire” and the “unselfish loyalty of Canadians.”12 According 

to Todd, the phrase “Canadian loyalty” denoted “the loyalty of the Canadian people to 

the person of the Sovereign, and the sincerity of their attachment to British 

                                                
12 Alpheus Todd, “Is Canadian Loyalty a Sentiment or a Principle?” Rose-Belford’s 
Canadian Monthly and National Review 7, no. 5 (Nov. 1881), 528. 
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institutions.”13 In this sense, loyalty was the personal relationship of fidelity between the 

subject and the crown, which Todd described as a “natural allegiance.” In answer to the 

question posed in the title of the article, he concluded, “loyalty was no mere passing 

sentiment, but a genuine and enduring principle.”14  

Beyond appeals to the historical lineage of loyalty in Canada, an important aspect 

of Todd’s argument rested on the belief that Canadian loyalty was rooted in religious 

faith. The last section of Todd’s essay criticized the political system of the United States, 

which he viewed as an unfortunate abandonment of a Christian basis of government. 

“Christianity,” Todd insisted, “is part and parcel of the British Constitution, and the 

entire framework of our polity is pervaded with the ennobling influences and restraints of 

religion.”15 Todd was worried about the loss of this foundation, evident to him in the 

United States through the growth of Mormonism in the west and the “reckless 

blasphemies of [Robert G.] Ingersoll,” the American orator known for his position as a 

freethinker and agnostic.16 For Todd, the loyalty that subjects held to the crown and 

British constitution was not a secular political relationship, but rather, was one that was 

endowed with religious significance. Loyalty, Todd insisted, was not a transient 

sentiment, but the foundational aspect of the British constitution and the basis of the 

relationship between those that it governed.  

                                                
13 Ibid., 523. As indicated in chapter one, Todd’s constitutional thought characterized the 
crown as the central aspect of the “British constitution” in Canada. 
14 Ibid., 527. 
15 Ibid., 528.  
16 Ibid., 529. Todd similarly noted the recent controversy in the British House of 
Commons of the Bradlaugh case, in which an atheist Member of Parliament, Charles 
Bradlaugh, initially refused and was later barred from taking the oath of office, thus 
protecting “the divine obligation of an oath.” Carl Berger notes that Todd’s emphasis on 
the religious nature of British institutions was an important element of the imperialist 
critique of the American republic, Sense of Power, 158. 
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In contrast to Todd, LeSueur was a prominent defender of secularism and 

scientific positivism.17 He rejected Todd’s concept of loyalty by characterizing it as a 

thoroughly outmoded idea that needed to be replaced by something more “modern,” 

describing Todd’s concept of loyalty as “a virtue which the march of events has, for 

years past, been more and more rendering obsolete.”18 Unlike the “ancient allegiance” of 

subjects to the sovereign referenced by Todd, LeSueur asserted that the idea of loyalty 

was closely tied to “the general idea of good citizenship.” This meant “To pay honest 

dues to the Government, to do honest work for it at an honest price, is a better proof of 

loyalty than to make loyal speeches or to drink loyal toasts.”19 Loyalty in this sense was a 

much more concrete demonstration of connection to one’s nation than the “vague 

sentiments” of Todd’s brand of loyalty. Loyalty, according to this understanding, was 

demonstrated through the individual’s commitment to the state, including the duties of 

political participation and the payment of taxes. Notably, LeSueur defined this 

demonstration of loyalty as “good citizenship,” echoing others, like William Norris, who 

described citizenship as a contractual arrangement between the individual and the state. 

Again in distinction to Todd, LeSueur emphasized the secular nature of loyalty. 

Referencing the secularization of the clergy reserves and the ending of funding to 

denominational colleges in Ontario, LeSueur insisted that, at least in that province, the 

                                                
17 LeSueur’s life and intellectual influences are detailed in Clifford G. Holland, William 
Dawson LeSueur (1840-1917), a Canadian Man of Letters: The Sage of Ottawa (San 
Francisco: Mellen Research University Press, 1993). For an annotated collection of some 
of LeSueur’s key writings, see A.B. McKillop, A Critical Spirit: The Thought of William 
Dawson LeSueur (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1977).   
18 W.D. LeSueur, “The True Idea of Canadian Loyalty,” Rose-Belford’s Canadian 
Monthly and National Review 8, no. 1 (Jan. 1882), 1. 
19 Ibid., 9.  
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trend was firmly in the direction of entrenching a separation of church and state.20 This 

undermined Todd’s central contention that the religious foundations of the constitution 

entrenched a sense of loyalty as allegiance that was natural, moral, and perpetual.  

 Not only did LeSueur insist that modern loyalty ought to be defined by the civil 

behaviour and rights and responsibilities of the individual citizen in the state, he also 

pointedly specified that it was the Canadian state that should serve as the logical referent 

of such a loyalty. His response criticized Todd heavily for speaking only of Canadian 

loyalty to Britain instead of addressing the loyalty that Canadians owed to Canada. The 

purpose of his loyalty essay was to “show that Canadian loyalty, if understood in the 

sense of loyalty to Canada, is… the one thing which it is of the greatest importance to the 

future of this country to strengthen and promote.”21 In defining what “loyalty of 

Canadians to Canada” meant, LeSueur wrote,  

It means that we desire the separate national existence of our country. It means  
that we value our institutions, and would grieve to see them replaced by others of 
a different order and growth. It means that the distinctive life of Canada and the 
distinctive character of her people are dear to us. It means that this is our home 
and that as such we cherish it. It means that we see in our country the elements of 
future greatness, and that we have confidence in the ability of Canadians to deal 
wisely with the splendid trust committed to their hands. It means, in a word, that 
we feel there is a place in the family of nations for Canada, and that our ambition 
is that she should fulfil it.22   
  

Unlike Todd, it was clear for LeSueur that Canadians were a distinct “people,” and in 

turn, Canada was a distinct and separate nation. The ideas of Canadian nationality and 

loyalty were inseparable; to develop a strong nationality required the strong loyalty of 

people in Canada to Canada.  

                                                
20 Ibid., 3.  
21 Ibid., 2. 
22 Ibid., 8-9. 
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These two essays, each explicitly about the meaning of loyalty, reflected the 

nature of debate in the late nineteenth century on the meaning of loyalty and to whom or 

to what it was owed. As the essays suggest, the meaning of loyalty was not obvious or 

consistent, but it was, nevertheless, an important and powerful aspect of intellectual 

debate. Todd’s description of loyalty generally accorded with the imperialist vision of an 

empire that united an organic community of people. For many, this sense of enduring 

loyalty was best represented by the legacy of the United Empire Loyalists, which became 

an important and permeating feature of discussion. Detailed histories and heroic 

adventure stories featuring loyalists became a common preoccupation of English 

Canadian literary output in the late nineteenth century.23 Tellingly, Alpheus Todd’s essay 

on loyalty was influenced by the recent publication of Egerton Ryerson’s massive two-

volume history of the United Empire Loyalists in North America.24 For Todd, like many 

others, it was impossible to think of the term loyalty without reference to the Loyalists. 

As Norman Knowles and others have illustrated, the Loyalist legacy was dominant in 

cultural and social life in English Canada in multiple and typically localized forms.25  

                                                
23 See for example, J.A.H. Leeds, “An Old U.E. Loyalist – A Story of the Early 
Settlement of Canada,” New Dominion Monthly 2, no. 1 (April 1868), 27; J.R. Ramsay, 
“Chronicles of a Canadian Family,” New Dominion Monthly 2, no. 3 (June 1868), 146. 
24 Egerton Ryerson, The Loyalists of America and Their Times 2 vols. (Toronto: W. 
Briggs, 1880). 
25 Notably, Knowles cites Todd’s essay as an example of the growing politicization of 
the loyalist legend by those who advocated imperial unity, Inventing the Loyalists, 46. 
For analyses of the Loyalist legacy elsewhere in Canada, see Murray Barkley, “The 
Loyalist Tradition in New Brunswick: The Growth and Evolution of an Historical Myth, 
1825-1914,” Acadiensis 4, no. 2 (1975): 3-45; Ann Gorman Condon, The Loyalist Dream 
for New Brunswick: The Envy of the American States (Fredericton: New Ireland Press, 
1984); Ian Stewart, “New Myths for Old: The Loyalists and Maritime Political Culture,” 
Journal of Canadian Studies 25, no. 2 (1990): 20-43. 
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The idea of loyalty as a civil relationship between the citizen and the state seemed 

to represent a concept that was antithetical to an historical and unwavering devotion to 

the Loyalist legacy. As Todd articulated it in his essay, the idea of “British loyalty” was 

often understood to be a distinct and deep-rooted quality, closely tied to notions of racial 

belonging and monarchical government. Another author was particularly critical of 

attempts, like LeSueur’s, to frame loyalty as a modern political relationship. “A 

prominent feature in the national life of the older period was the LOYALTY of the people,” 

he wrote, but “Modern Liberalism has told the people that Loyalty was a matter of self-

interest, and that if a extra dollar can be earned in a foreign land they has better go and 

earn it.”26 The effect of this, the writer continued, was to greatly weaken the integrity and 

strength of the nation. Loyalty guided by economic self-interest meant “emigration to 

other lands, filling the ranks in war and the industries in peace.”27 As the writer 

suggested, the suspicion that economic interests were perverting the meaning of loyalty 

was driven in part by the anxiety caused by annexationist agitation and out-migration to 

the United States, which reflected the more general sense of materialism that was 

characteristic of “modern liberalism.”  

Calling loyalty a “mental characteristic,” another writer described how Americans, 

by rejecting monarchical institutions, had abandoned loyalty. Describing the meaning of 

loyalty, the writer averred, “The significance of the word to all citizens of the Empire lies 

in the fact that it carried with it the idea of devotion not alone to English political ideals, 

but likewise to all the cherished traditions of the English race, and to all its treasured 

                                                
26 Martin J. Griffin, “A Quarrel with the Nineteenth Century,” Rose-Belford’s Canadian 
Monthly and National Review 1 (Sept. 1878), 292.  
27 Ibid.  
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legacies of mind and heart.”28 Loyalty, according to this definition, was not exclusively 

tied to political or legal forms, but was more substantially related to the imperceptible 

affinities of the “English race.” The connection of “race” and loyalty implied that loyalty 

was an intrinsic quality and that it was likely exclusive to those who belonged to the race. 

This connection was complicated, given the fact that it called into question whether those 

within Canada who were not perceived to belong to that community could in fact be 

loyal citizens.  

The focal point of this idea of loyalty was allegiance to the crown, which 

represented an ancient and enduring concept of sovereignty. Despite the fact that 

Canadians widely extolled the virtues of the British monarchy and Queen Victoria 

specifically, the nature of the relationship between the sovereign and subject was 

transformed in the late-nineteenth century. This was perhaps most concrete in changes to 

the laws of allegiance, or naturalization, in the 1870s and 1880s, which recognized the 

ability of subjects to legally renounce and change allegiances.29 Nevertheless, the Queen 

continued to figure large as a source of loyalty to many writers, especially in the Golden 

and Diamond Jubilee years of 1887 and 1897.30 While explicit calls to abandon the 

monarchy were virtually absent in Canadian magazines, some did echo LeSueur’s idea 

that loyalty was no longer principally rooted in monarchical fidelity. In a brief article 

                                                
28 F. Clement Brown, “Canadians Abroad,” Canadian Magazine 8, no. 3 (Jan. 1897), 255. 
29 The changing legal definition of allegiance in naturalization law, which echoed debates 
about loyalty, is examined in the next chapter.   
30 This included expressions of loyalty from French Canadians in Quebec and Acadians; 
Sheila Andrew, “More than a Flag of Convenience: Acadian Attitudes to Britain and the 
British Around the Time of Queen Victoria’s 1887 Jubilee,” History of Intellectual 
Culture 5, no. 1 (2005): 1-13; Karen Stanworth, “‘God Save the Queen’: Narrating 
Nationalism and Imperialism in Quebec on the Occasion of Queen Victoria’s Diamond 
Jubilee,” Revue d’Art Canadienne/Canadian Art Review 21, no. 1 (1994): 85-99. 
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titled “Canadian Loyalty,” William McGill called monarchical loyalty a “cheaply 

indulged sentiment,” adding that the “Jubilee Year has set free this spirit to an extent ad 

nauseam.” While he conceded that the crown did fill a function of being “the only 

connecting link between our mechanically jumbled together provinces,” he reminded 

readers of the “toiling millions” of the crown’s subjects, and urged them to “refuse to be 

inoculated with the virus of this King’s evil of medieval loyalty.”31 This understanding of 

monarchical loyalty as “medieval” echoed the words of LeSueur’s essay on loyalty. Like 

LeSueur, McGill was critical of the seemingly unthinking devotion of subjects to the 

crown. 

The concept of a new political loyalty appeared to threaten the “ancient” or 

venerable tradition of historical loyalty and allegiance to the crown. The sense that a 

principle as foundational to political association as loyalty was changing seemed to some 

a complex and troubling issue. “In the olden times,” one writer instructed in attempting 

to clarify the matter, “when words were fewer and consequently less available and more 

correctly employed, men were accustomed to express themselves with that marvellous 

clearness, force, and simplicity which we cannot imitate now.” The article pointed to 

“loyalty” specifically as an example of the complicated and confusing nature of modern 

language, and sought to clarify its meaning in the context of Canada. Loyalty, the writer 

clarified, simply meant the duty to law: “loyalty is neither more nor less than fidelity to 

that public law, well tried and approved, which we have set up and accepted for our 

guidance and government.”32 The writer, known only by the initials “L.M.,” wrote in 

response to those who accused advocates of Canadian nationality of being “disloyal.” By 

                                                
31 William McGill, “Canadian Loyalty,” Week 6, no. 39 (Aug. 30, 1889), 617. 
32 ‘L.M.,’ “Loyalty and Independence,” Week 2, no. 31 (July 2, 1885), 484. 
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clarifying between the “miscalled loyalty,” based on the admiration of history and 

romance, and true “loyalty,” based on obedience to the laws of the land, the writer argued 

that loyalty to Canadian laws was a continuation of the spirit of British liberty.  

The concept of loyalty articulated by Todd was not an exclusively imperialist or 

monarchical position. Frank Oliver of Edmonton, who would later become Minister of 

the Interior in Wilfrid Laurier’s Liberal government, criticized the tendency to 

distinguish between Canadian and British loyalty because he understood loyalty as a 

more general commitment of an individual to a wider community that did not necessarily 

align with political boundaries. Defining loyalty as “the spirit in which a people make a 

common cause for the common welfare,” he rejected the idea that loyalty was merely a 

political term, defined by the “outlay of money, the payment of taxes, the devising of 

schemes and the passing of bills.” Instead, Oliver insisted loyalty inferred a more selfless 

principle, based on more than an individual citizen’s civic duties. He pointed in particular 

to the willingness to risk property and life as ultimate examples of loyalty, which, he 

added, Canadians had demonstrated though examples including resisting the Fenian 

invasions and quelling the “rebellions” in Red River and Saskatchewan. Oliver, therefore, 

saw no necessary correlation between loyalty and the political status of Canada, and he 

insisted that “loyalty to Britain and loyalty to Canada on the part of a resident of Canada 

were interchangeable terms.”33   

Oliver wrote this article in response to an essay in the same magazine that 

questioned why Americans celebrated the Fourth of July with more enthusiasm than 

Canadians celebrated the First of July. Halifax author C.P. McLennan concluded that this 

                                                
33 Frank Oliver, “Correspondence – Canadian Loyalty,” Week 6, no. 40 (Sept. 6, 1889), 
636. 
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was because Canadians lacked a strong and united loyalty to Canada. He argued that 

different elements in the country, particularly the French and English populations, were 

“pulling in two different boats,” a fact that was further complicated by the expansive 

geography of the Dominion. Instead, he argued that what was needed was a “common 

loyalty,” adding, “there can be no homogeneity without singleness in aim and unity of 

heart and hand.” Like much thinking about nationality and citizenship, loyalty, in his 

view, was based on common political purpose, which, he concluded, would be achieved 

only through independence. He stated, “Loyalty to Canada we consider as the paramount 

duty of every Canadian; loyalty to England should be secondary.”34 Adding that 

Canadians were currently “subjects and not citizens” because of their colonial status, he 

advocated independence as the best means of fostering a strong common loyalty in 

Canada. For McLennan, the concept of loyalty represented the common connection of 

“citizens” in a politically independent community, whereas for Oliver, such a 

commitment was not relegated to the political boundaries of the Canadian state. 

Oliver’s attempt to diminish distinction between notions of Canadian and British 

loyalty was a difficult task given the growing chasm between those who understood 

Canada as a distinct political entity with a distinct relationship of loyalty from its citizens 

and those who understood loyalty as intimately connected to a British imperial 

community. For example, William Norris, who vocally advocated an independent 

Canadian nationality and a Canadian citizenship based on a political and legal status, 

went even further in using the term loyalty to signify the duty that such citizens owed to 

Canada. Unlike others who tried to frame Canadian and British loyalty as compatible, he 

                                                
34 C.P. McLennan, “July First and July Fourth,” Week 6, no. 33 (July 19, 1889), 519. 
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asserted that a citizen’s loyalty was singular and that, therefore, “loyalty to a foreign 

power is disloyalty to Canada.” Moreover, those who held British titles in Canada “must 

be traitors to their own country.”35 It was clear to Norris that the idea of shared loyalties 

or “colonial” loyalty in Canada was incompatible with the desire to establish Canadian 

independence. The topic of loyalty again became a fixation in the summer of 1892, 

during the centennial of the first election of the legislature of Upper Canada. Reporting 

on Ontario Premier Oliver Mowat’s speech at the anniversary event in Niagara-on-the-

Lake, the Week indicated that he expressed to Canadians the distinction “between loyalty 

to their own country as citizens, and loyalty to the Empire as colonists.”36 The distinction 

between “citizen” and “colonist” loyalties here signified the assumption that Canadian 

loyalty inferred a more robust civic affiliation between citizens and the Canadian state. 

This contrasted with the idea of imperial loyalty, which the column described as too 

indistinct to be held passionately.  

Not surprisingly, for imperialists who grounded their belief in imperial unity in 

the intrinsic ties of British loyalty, the idea that loyalty to Canada might supersede 

British loyalty was cause for concern. The assumption that loyalty was a connection 

between the citizen and the Canadian state specifically threatened the idea of imperial 

loyalty based on inherent and indelible affiliation. In response to its coverage of Mowat’s 

speech, prominent imperialist J. Castell Hopkins accused the Week of promoting “a 

loyalty to Canada nurtured upon disloyalty to flag and Constitution, Sovereign and 

                                                
35 William Norris, “Canadian Colonialism and Sir Francis Hincks,” 505. 
36 “Topics of the Week – An Important Anniversary,” Week 9, no. 34 (July 22, 1892), 
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Empire.” He was sure that this disloyalty was prompted by what he supposed to be the 

Week’s advocacy of independence. Instead, Hopkins insisted that “there really should be 

no distinction, and to the true loyalist there is none, between Canada and the Empire of 

which she forms part.”37 In the same issue, the editors responded to Hopkins’ criticism 

by reaffirming the existence of a unique Canadian loyalty. “What is Canadian loyalty?” 

the editorial asked. “A very simple and, as most persons would suppose, correct answer 

would be, ‘loyalty to Canada.’” It questioned whether by Hopkins’ definition, those in 

Canada who were not imperialists or those who were of “foreign birth” could be 

considered “loyal Canadians.” The editorial claimed that British and Canadian loyalties 

were indeed distinct, and the latter signified Canada’s existence as an independent nation 

rather than an imperial colony.38 

Others were more deliberative in their consideration of Canadian loyalty, 

including J.D. Edgar, whose speech on loyalty received notice in the Week for discussing 

the topic of loyalty “in a manly way.” This, it claimed, was distinct from the “whining 

loyalty” of those who merely used to term to gain favour in imperial circles.39 Echoing 

the theme of the speech, the Week emphasized that loyalty was no longer to be 

understood as a feudal compact, but as sincere attachment to political institutions. Edgar, 

who was at the time a Liberal Member of Parliament for Ontario West, delivered his 

speech to the Young Men’s Liberal Club of Toronto in 1885. It outlined his 
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547. 
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understanding of loyalty as a political relationship. Edgar told the audience, “I contend 

that loyalty is due to THE REAL POWER IN THE STATE which commands obedience, which 

both makes laws and executes them – the Parliament.”40 He specified that the Parliament 

to which Canadians owed loyalty was the Canadian parliament; the crown, he added, was 

merely a symbol of this power. An important aspect of this loyalty to Canadian 

institutions lay in the fact that, despite its people coming from different “different 

European traditions,” Canadian loyalty would create a “united nation” between French 

and English speaking people in Canada. “To what then,” asked Edgar, “can we ask our 

French-speaking fellow Canadians to pledge their allegiance and their loyalty, unless it 

be to the self-government we have achieved, and the fuller measure of freedom, which 

every patriotic Canadian is seeking to attain?”41 While Edgar reaffirmed his love and 

devotion to “our motherland,” his opposition to imperial federation pushed him to a 

definition of loyalty that emphasized political allegiance to a self-governing state. Asking 

that Canadians “give their first allegiance, their best and truest affection to their own 

country,” he employed a particular concept of loyalty as a means of uniting the various 

groups in Canada under common political cause. 

 

The Politics of Proclaiming Loyalty and Disloyalty 

Deliberation on the meaning of loyalty and its application to Canada was not a 

purely abstract discussion in magazines, but became increasingly politicized in the late 
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nineteenth century. Driven in part by the movement for commercial union and by 

political conflicts between French and English Canada, the debate about the meaning of 

loyalty acquired much more contentious dimensions by the late 1880s, and exchanges 

about “true” loyalty became more fraught with controversy. 42 A number of examples of 

charges of “disloyalty” in magazines in the 1890s indicate that despite the sense that 

“modern” loyalty based on the political allegiance of the citizen to the state had become 

more distinctly Canadian, it continued to be used to police the boundaries of politically 

acceptable opinion. Even though normative discussions of liberal citizenship and loyalty 

rested on ideas of deliberative political debate, it was clear that this had definite 

limitations. When Goldwin Smith gave a speech titled “Loyalty” to the Young Men’s 

Liberal Club of Toronto in 1891, only six years after Edgar gave a speech with the same 

title to the same group, magazines printed harsh responses. Like Edgar, Smith defined 

loyalty as “respect for law and fidelity to obligation.”43 From this premise, Smith sought 

to illustrate that loyalty to the empire was an anachronistic form of loyalty at odds with 

the commercial and political development of Canada. He understood monarchical loyalty 

to be hollow devotion and a legacy of the Family Compact. Smith told the audience, 

I do not mean to speak disrespectfully of any feeling which is genuine however  
out of date, but there are not a few cases, in which loyalty to the Crown is a fine 
name for disloyalty to the country and loyalty to British connection is a fine name 
for disloyalty to Canada. The loyalty cry is now being raised, in default of any 
economical argument, to deter the country from accepting the benefits of 
Reciprocity [in trade with the United States] and to scare it into acquiescence in a 

                                                
42 David Mills makes a similar point in the conclusion of Idea of Loyalty, 137, 139. He 
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raised echoes of its early nineteenth-century form.”  
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policy of which commercial atrophy and the exodus are the visible and inevitable 
results.44  
 

In this speech, Smith sought to identify how appeals to “hollow” loyalty to the crown 

interrupted or impeded deliberative debate. He indicated that the term loyalty could be 

effectively used as a political term to delegitimize Smith’s position on promoting greater 

economic union between Canada and the United States.  

Smith had identified the political implications of the term loyalty on numerous 

occasions. Writing under his pseudonym “Bystander,” Smith emphasized the need to 

distinguish political loyalty from “clan” loyalty.45 He insisted that public deliberation of 

alternative arrangements between Canada and the United States was in fact an expression 

of loyalty, stating, 

We are all bound to render loyal obedience to constituted authorities and existing 
laws, but we are all at liberty, and even, to the extent of our knowledge and 
capacity, called upon to discuss established systems and suggest needful 
change… Modern institutions rest of the assent of public reason, and the test of 
that assent is free discussion.46  
 

According to Smith, older “clan loyalty” inhibited public debate because it was based on 

reflexive attachment to inherited entities, while more modern understandings of the term 

recognized the importance of engaging in public deliberation through magazines and 

other venues about questions such as commercial union. He was, therefore, especially 

critical of attempts to brand such deliberation as “disloyal,” arguing that “All but pure, 

straightforward and honourable conduct in the management of public affairs is 
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disloyalty.”47 Yet the reaction to Smith’s loyalty lecture was heavily critical. The Critic 

labelled Smith as the “assassin of Canadian nationality.”48 The Dominion Illustrated was 

sharper, describing Smith as a radical Englishman, and assuring that “Mr. Smith’s 

remarks on ‘loyalty’ have been the expression of sentiments which meet condemnation 

from all classes of the British-Canadian people.”49 It was clear that Smith’s discussions 

of a particular conception of loyalty premised on deliberations about what was best for 

Canada would be inevitably linked to his substantive positions on continental union and 

therefore castigated as “annexationist” agitation.  

Smith’s speech on loyalty was no doubt prompted in part by the events of the 

1891 federal election, which was in full swing at the time of his address. The election, 

sometimes called the “loyalty” election, was a moment at which debate over the meaning 

of loyalty crystalized in a distinctly political form. The idea of loyalty was no longer an 

item of intellectual debate, but now an especially potent tool of partisan rhetoric. The 

election campaign, which would be Macdonald’s last, was fought primarily on the issue 

of the Liberals’ proposal for unrestricted reciprocity with the United States. Despite the 

fact that the policy received fairly widespread endorsement, and despite Liberal gains in 

the election, Macdonald’s Conservatives were returned with a majority government.50 

This was in large part the result of Macdonald’s use of the term loyalty as a political 
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brand to rally supporters. His famous speech made at the outset of the election, in which 

he declared “a British subject I was born, a British subject I will die,” set the tone for the 

campaign. The “loyalty cry” was successful enough for the Conservatives that numerous 

Liberal organizers attributed their loss to it.51 

The politicization of loyalty, especially as a rhetorical tool for delegitimizing 

advocates of reciprocity and continentalism, intensified after the 1891 campaign. This 

was noticeably true for Goldwin Smith, who by the 1890s had become especially 

criticized for his perceived “disloyalty” to Canada. By 1896, the Week magazine, to 

which Smith had been a frequent contributor, had found Smith to be an unwelcome 

presence. It issued an editorial aimed at the “elderly” Goldwin Smith warning that if he 

continued his “disloyal” statements, “he must not express them here.”52 This prompted 

numerous letters critical of Smith, including one that insisted he was guilty of the capital 

offense of treason.53 Expressions of loyalty that did not accord with loyalty to the British 

crown had become dangerous positions to promote by the close of the nineteenth century 

in Canada.   

Even J.W. Longley, who had been an advocate in Nova Scotia of unrestricted 

reciprocity, found himself suspected of “disloyalty,” a suspicion that followed him 

throughout the 1890s.54 His “loyalty” had been a matter of debate among some readers of 
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Dominion Illustrated when a writer implied that Longley supported continental union, 

later adding that on meeting Longley, he felt he was “not ‘Canadian’ enough.”55 Though 

Longley refuted these claims and the original writer apologized, it elicited further 

accusations of Longley’s disloyalty. John Castell Hopkins insisted that Longley’s views 

were “not sufficiently ‘Canadian’” adding, “he has yet to prove his sentiments, 

aspirations and sympathies to be in accordance with the true principles of Canadian 

patriotism.”56 This criticism of Longley’s loyalty stemmed from his involvement in the 

1891 federal election and his perceived close affinity with continentalists in the United 

States.57 In response to these accusations of disloyalty, Longley complained, “The 

advocate of Imperialism has mounted himself on the platform of a lofty abstract loyalty 

and any one who dared to suggest any destiny for Canada that did not find its centre in 

Downing Street was a traitor and a scoundrel.”58 Evidently, Longley understood the 

considerable public purchase of this “abstract loyalty” and rejected the idea of 

continental union in the same article. 
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Longley’s loyalty became subject to scrutiny again in 1896, after he and the 

Liberal government of Nova Scotia to which he belonged voted against allowing a day 

off school for students on July first. A scathing editorial in Week warned that Longley 

“can ill afford to trifle with his political reputation” as “His loyalty has been seriously 

called in question on more than one occasion.”59 This claim against Longley prompted a 

reader from Pictou, Nova Scotia to write to the magazine, “Upon the men, who 

persistently refuse to be loyal to Canada; who constantly preach national dispair [sic]; 

who with rough hands tear open well healed wounds; and who defeated a measure to 

anable [sic] Nova Scotia’s boys and girls to enjoy a free holiday on Canada’s national 

feast day must the blame for stirring up ‘bitterness and ill feeling’ be laid.”60 Another 

reader from Yarmouth chastised the “small-minded men in power in Nova Scotia, who 

wish the rising generation to regard Dominion Day and loyalty to the Constitution of 

Canada as of minor importance.”61 The sense that loyalty to Canada consisted of political 

allegiance to the Canadian state, which provided a sense of unity to Canadians, was 

evident in these readers’ letters. Even though these readers understood loyalty to 

represent fidelity to Canada, their criticisms were based on the fact that certain political 

positions, notably support for greater continental union, represented disloyalty. Longley’s 

perceived sympathies to continentalism, though much less obvious than Smith’s, were 

criticized in the language of loyalty, reflecting the disciplinary power of the term. 

                                                
59 “Dominion Day in Nova Scotia,” Week 13, no. 13 (Feb. 21, 1896), 295. Longley 
refuted this criticism, writing to the magazine to insist that “The success and 
development of Canada is the object nearest my heart,” “Nova Scotia’s Loyalty,” Week 
13, no. 16 (March 13, 1896), 382. 
60 Chas. E. Tanner, “Mr. Longley and Dominion Day,” Week 13, no. 20 (April 10, 1896), 
478. 
61 Winkie, “Nova Scotia and Dominion Day,” Week 13, no. 20 (April 10, 1896), 478.  



 218 

The extent of discussion of loyalty in the broader Canadian press prompted 

political response in the form of parliamentary resolutions that sought to clarify the 

nature of Canada’s loyalty. Against the backdrop of multiplying notions of “true” loyalty, 

these “loyalty resolutions” were motivated by the perceived need for Canadian 

politicians to reaffirm their loyalty to Britain. These resolutions indicated that although 

political loyalty to the Canadian state had been articulated and defended by various 

writers in Canadian magazines, politicians in Ottawa maintained the importance of public 

declarations of Canadian loyalty to Britain and the empire. The loyalty resolutions, 

reported in Canadian magazines and newspapers, illustrate the extent to which “loyalty” 

had become a highly politicized term by the 1890s, enforcing a certain commitment to 

imperialism that invited little disagreement or deviation. Unlike the debate between 

LeSueur and Todd about the meaning of loyalty that appeared a decade earlier, this 

political debate sought to minimize differences in the presentation of loyalty in Canada. 

Importantly, these resolutions reveal that even while many began to express an idea of 

loyalty as a modern liberal democratic relationship between citizen and state, the place of 

the British crown as a vital cultural symbol endured.   

The first resolution was presented by William Mulock, Liberal Member of 

Parliament for York North, Ontario in January 1890. The resolution, addressed to the 

Queen, communicated the House of Commons’ desire to “renew the expression of our 

unswerving loyalty and devotion to Your Majesty’s person and Government,” and to 

assure that public statements that questioned such loyalty were “wholly incorrect 

representations of the sentiments and aspirations of the people of Canada.”62 Mulock 
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informed the House that he was prompted to introduce the resolution because of injurious 

reports supposedly circulating in the American press, which described the breaking down 

of Canadian political institutions as a result of “racial” and political dissent. Though he 

provided no specific references, he was certain that this apparent misinformation would 

damage Canadian ties with Britain and dissuade prospective immigrants. As both 

Macdonald and Laurier noted in responding to the motion, there was no special occasion 

or pressing reason for the motion, but nevertheless, they agreed that such an expression 

of loyalty was suitable.  

Refuting any idea that French Canadians were not fully loyal subjects, Guillaume 

Amyot, member for Bellechasse, assured the House that he and his fellow French-

speaking Canadians had a proud history of loyalty to Britain, which he traced back to the 

Quebec Act, 1774.63 Amyot, a Nationalist Conservative member who had commanded a 

battalion of militia rifles in the North West uprising of 1885, was no doubt aware of 

allegations that had appeared periodically since Confederation that French Canadians 

were not truly loyal subjects. This rhetoric became particularly pronounced at moments 

of conflict such as the North West uprisings and the trial of Riel. At the height of the Riel 

trial, for example, one writer in the Week insisted that French Canadians could never be 

loyal because of their allegiance to Rome, allegations often repeated by Goldwin Smith.64 

Amyot countered, however, that loyal French Canadians participated in battalions that 
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were sent to the North West and that clergy in Quebec helped to instantiate loyalty 

towards the British crown. Laurier agreed with these assertions; however, he worried 

“that there is a mistake sometimes, that what is mistaken for disloyalty is nothing more or 

less than the natural anxiety which all Canadians naturally have as to their future.” He 

was specifically concerned that the resolution might be construed as a signal of support 

for the imperial federation movement, and he made clear his desire “to create a great 

nation on this side of the ocean.”65 After some brief speeches, the House passed 

Mulock’s loyalty resolution unanimously.  

Perhaps feeling himself the implicit object of the resolution, Goldwin Smith 

blasted the “spirit miscalled loyalty to which they have appealed,” stating that the 

resolution would have no real effect on the minds of American politicians.66 Extending 

this criticism further, Smith reiterated his contentious position that there could be little 

hope in keeping united “a string of territories, geographically divided from each other, 

commercially unconnected, and devoid of any natural boundary, either physical or 

ethnographical.”67 The Week responded to Smith’s “mischievously misleading” rhetoric, 

maintaining that a more vigorous national spirit in Canada could assuage such a feeling 

of disconnection.68 The Week, however, was sceptical of the need for Mulock’s loyalty 

resolution, arguing that as all members had sworn an oath of loyalty to assume their 

office, they could hardly have refused to endorse such a motion. The editorial piece 
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further noted that loyalty to Britain, which the Commons endorsed, was distinct from 

loyalty to Canada. It stated, “We see no reason why loyalty to Great Britain may not be 

thoroughly consistent with loyalty to Canada, but the two terms do not and cannot mean 

the same thing,” adding that loyalty to Canada meant “the growing ambition of 

Canadians to have a nationality of their own, and to carve out a destiny for 

themselves.”69 In response to this editorial position, reader John Holgate of Toronto 

wrote to the magazine, stating,  

I interpret loyalty to Britain and loyalty to Canada as being synonymous terms. 
The only other sense in which the expression ‘loyalty to Canada’ can apply is in 
connection with the idea of Independence, and that is a contingency I cannot 
bring myself to believe in because it involves separation from Britain.70  
 

Despite political consensus about the importance of demonstrating “loyalty” to Britain, 

the term could continue to signify divided claims about the status of Canada as a distinct 

nationality. 

 Another very similar resolution was introduced to the House of Commons six 

years later in 1896. Alexander McNeill, Liberal-Conservative member for Bruce North, 

brought forward a resolution that sought “to assure Her Majesty’s Government and the 

people of the United Kingdom of [the Canadian House of Commons’] unalterable loyalty 

and devotion to the British Throne and constitution.”71 Like the Mulock resolution, 

McNeill’s loyalty resolution was not prompted by any particular occasion or event, but 

by unspecified stories in the American press that reported rumours of Canadian desires to 
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join the United States. This resolution, however, added that, should the occasion arise, 

Canadians were prepared to make “substantial sacrifices” for the Empire. The resolution 

was addressed with firm approbation by numerous members of the House and passed 

unanimously.72 

Though similar in substance and spaced only six years apart, reaction to the 

McNeill resolution contrasted distinctly from reactions to the Mulock one. By the closing 

years of the nineteenth century, the atmosphere of debate had changed considerably. The 

Week, for example, which had questioned the need for the Mulock resolution and insisted 

on the persistence of unique Canadian loyalty, enthusiastically endorsed the McNeill 

resolution.73 The Canadian Magazine also endorsed the resolution, stating, “These 

resolutions do not mean loyalty to a royal personage alone, but a deeper loyalty to those 

principles of law, of government, of liberty, which have made the British Flag the 

indicator of civilization, and the British people the most advanced and most cultivated 

among the nations of the earth.”74 While insisting that the loyalty avowed in the 

resolution was to the principles of law and government, the magazine did not argue 

against it being framed as “British” loyalty. Even though the magazine’s editor, John 

Cooper, often advocated greater “Canadianism,” he did not use the McNeill resolution as 

an occasion to describe and promote a unique Canadian loyalty. It seemed that the 

resolution’s call for loyalty to Britain was a point that secured considerable consensus. 
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The all-party consensus on the Mulock and McNeill loyalty resolutions was not 

surprising, given the frequently articulated desire to separate “loyalty” from party 

interests. While loyalty had been, according to David Mills, a matter of political division 

in the early half of the nineteenth century, by the later half of the century it was widely 

held to be transcendent of party.75 Party spirit, many claimed, was an impediment to 

strong loyalty and the development of national sentiment in Canada, making the 

accusation of “partyism” one of the most trenchant criticisms of writers. “Partyism,” they 

claimed, put the interests of political party before the nation, and therefore represented a 

particularly insidious brand of loyalty. The current events column of the Canadian 

Monthly, for example, contended that partyism was inimical to the development of 

nationality, given that party men “are destitute of patriotic feeling or impulse,” whereas 

nationalism could provide “an emancipation of the conscience, a security for freedom of 

will, and ample scope for individual judgement.”76 William Norris identified partyism 

and support of the “old parties” as one of the chief obstacles to the growth of 

“Canadianism.”77 As Norris’s words reflect, critics of “partyism” believed that the 

factional battles that divided Tories and Reformers in pre-Confederation Canada had 

been resolved, and continued party factionalism would impede the common cause of 

building Canadian nationality. While party lines were difficult to erase, the idea of 

creating symbols to encourage common patriotism to Canada became an important 

aspect of cultivating a new “Canadianism.” 
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Displaying Loyalty: Patriotism and the 1895 Flag Debate in the Week 

While the issue of Canadian loyalty had became a highly politicized and 

contentious topic by the end of the century, the concept of patriotism was widely 

regarded as a unifying aspect of Canadian life. Patriotism and loyalty were interlacing 

concepts. While loyalty tended to be a more abstract and more politically potent, the term 

patriotism tended to signify a more sentimental and celebratory manifestation of national 

attachment. Patriotism, which focused on cultural heritage, history, and emblems, formed 

the symbolic dimensions of loyalty. Inspiring a strong sense of patriotism was one of the 

most important aspects of the project of binding together the new political framework of 

Canada and was among the objects of civic education. In an article on patriotism, school 

administrator W. Irwin defined it as “Love and devotion to one’s country; the spirit that 

prompts to obedience to its laws, to the support and defence of its existence, rights and 

institutions, and to the promotion of its welfare.”78 Descriptions of patriotism made the 

appeals to loyalty a more immediate and personal mission for writers and readers of 

magazines, as “patriotism” became a way of demonstrating one’s loyalty to Canada. 

The idea that Canadian patriotism needed a more conspicuous demonstration 

became evident in discussions about creating a flag for the new dominion. Nothing 

represented patriotism quite as starkly as the flag, which gradually became a popular 

means of symbolizing Canadian nationality in the decades following Confederation but 

also a contested means since different flag designs were a powerful way of 

demonstrating different understandings of identification with and loyalty to Canada. In 

this way, discussions about adopting a new and distinctive Canadian flag reflected the 
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growing program of “nationalizing” loyalty, with the flag symbolizing a conscious break 

from local or provincial identities toward a new Canadian one.79 Remarking on this 

theme in 1890, editors of the Halifax-based Critic suggested Nova Scotians “emulate 

Ontario in the matter of loyalty to the Canadian Flag,” noting that it was hoisted by 

schools there on important national anniversaries, as a matter of “practical 

Canadianism.”80 While perhaps agreeing on the importance of the flag itself, what that 

flag should look like become an impassioned subject of debate by the 1890s. 

 In Canada, the “flag debate” most often refers to the heated debate surrounding 

the adoption of the Maple Leaf flag in the 1960s.81 Though Canada continued to use the 

Red Ensign with varying crest designs until the Maple Leaf flag was officially adopted in 

1965, alternative designs had been suggested periodically before that point.82 Although 

                                                
79 Stuart McConnell observes that the 1890s was also a key decade in the popularization 
of the national flag in the United States; “Reading the Flag: A Reconsideration of the 
Patriotic Cults of the 1890s,” in Bonds of Affection: Americans Define their Patriotism, 
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80 “Editorial Notes,” Critic 7, no. 52 (Dec. 26, 1890), 1. Earlier that year, George 
Denison and George Parkin had lobbied the Ontario Minister of Education, George Ross, 
to order the red ensign flag to be flown in schools across the province; Carman Miller, 
Painting the Map Red: Canada and the South African War, 1899-1902 (Montreal and 
Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1993), 5-6. 
81 Jose E. Igartua, The Other Quiet Revolution: National Identities in English Canada, 
1945-71 (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2006), 171-192; C.P. Champion, “A Very British 
Coup: Canadianism, Quebec, and Ethnicity in the Flag Debate, 1964-65,” Journal of 
Canadian Studies 40, no. 3 (Fall 2006): 68-99; Gregory A. Johnson, “The Last Gasp of 
Empire: The 1964 Flag Debate Revisited,” in Canada and the End of Empire, ed. Phillip 
Buckner (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2005), 232-250. Forrest D. Pass had more recently 
pointed out that debate about the flag emerged much earlier in the twentieth century; 
“‘Something Occult in the Science of Flag-Flying:’ School Flags and Educational 
Authority in Early Twentieth-Century Canada,” Canadian Historical Review 95, no. 3 
(2014): 321-351. 
82 Alistair B. Fraser, “A Canadian Flag for Canada,” Journal of Canadian Studies 25, no. 
4 (Winter 1990-91): 64-80; Lorraine Coops, “‘One Flag, One Throne, One Empire:’ The 
IODE, the Great Flag Debate, and the End of Empire,” in Canada and the End of Empire, 
ed. Phillip Buckner (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2005), 251-271. 
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C.P. Champion argues that the Red Ensign had become the preferred flag of Canadian 

nationalists by the early twentieth century, the flag was never commonly recognized as 

the Canadian flag before the twentieth century.83 The Canadian Red Ensign was 

approved for use on Canadian sea vessels in 1892, but the British Union Flag continued 

to be the standard flag used in Canada.84 

Before it became the emblem for British Canadian identity in the flag debate of 

the 1960s, the Red Ensign was not a widely popular or particularly admired flag. Its 

design was cumbersome and difficult to discern. The fly of the flag featured a crest 

containing the arms of each province, which, after the addition of Manitoba, British 

Columbia and Prince Edward Island to Confederation, had become an increasingly 

complicated design. Suggestions to simplify the flag or adopt a new and unique flag for 

Canada appeared periodically in Canadian magazines. William Norris called for the 

adoption of a unique Canadian flag as part of his “plea” for Canadian nationality.85 

Another, Spencer Howell, commented in 1894 that the Canadian flag was too intricate to 

be described, being a “collection of things horticultural, zoological, piscatorial, and 

nautical.” If the purpose of a flag was to emblemize national unity “appropriate to the 

country and the people,” as Howell suggested, then it was clear that the Canadian flag 

needed to be changed.86 

The most extensive discussion on redesigning the flag before 1900 appeared in 

the pages of the Week over a period of six months in 1895. The debate, which generated 

                                                
83 C.P. Champion, “A Very British Coup,” 75-76. 
84 J.R. Baldwin, “The First Flag of the Canadian Merchant Marine,” Canadian Historical 
Review 47, no. 2 (1966): 136-145. 
85 Norris, “Canadian Nationality: A Present Day Plea,” 117. 
86 H. Spencer Howell, “Emblems and their Significance,” Canadian Magazine 2, no. 6 
(April 1894), 505. 
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thirty-seven published articles, letters, and editorials, as well as three rare colour front-

page illustrations, was the most sustained topic of correspondence in the history of the 

Week, eliciting feedback and discussion rarely seen in the pages of Canadian magazines. 

The magazine noted that many other letters were received but owing to space limitations, 

only a selection could be published.87 This debate was not confined to the pages of the 

Week; it was commented on in newspapers across the Dominion.88 One contributor 

remarked that “the numerous letters to the press, and the various devices submitted for 

approval” showed that “the spirit of true patriotism is awakening; the people are 

exhibiting an interest in questions that relate to the common weal.”89 That the subject of 

the Canadian flag captured such interest and such intense reactions indicates the extent to 

which the matter of Canadian patriotism held importance to readers. The 1895 flag 

debate provided symbolic dimensions of the wider debate about the meaning of loyalty 

and patriotism in Canada, reflecting in heraldic form various ideas about Canadian 

nationality. In an unintentional way, the flag debate crystalized differing ideas examined 

in this chapter and throughout this study, including the centrality of the empire, Canada’s 

relationship to the United States, the status of French Canadians, and the nature of 

federalism. 

                                                
87 “The Canadian Flag,” (June 28, 1895), 723. 
88 Sandford Fleming claimed that the matter “has been much discussed in the Canadian 
press,” reflecting an awakened spirit of patriotism; Week (Sept. 27, 1895), 1049. 
89 H. Spencer Howell, Week (Sept. 20, 1895), 1024. 
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Figure 1: Fleming's Meteor Flag Proposal 

A letter to the Week from Sandford Fleming initiated the debate in May 1895. 

The letter proposed “adding some emblem to the British flag to distinguish it when flying 

at the masthead of a Canadian vessel or, elsewhere, as a distinctive mark of our political 

position in the Empire.” After noting the popularity of the beaver and the maple leaf as 

symbols of Canada, Fleming proposed that instead, “a single large white star, with points 

representing each Province radiating from a common centre” be placed in the fly of the 

red ensign. The star design, representing the North Star, “would be a symbol of unity, 

and would represent the ‘many’ combined in ‘one.’”90 The editor of the Week was 

impressed with Fleming’s design, and emblazoned the cover of the issue with it (See 

Figure 1).  

                                                
90 Sandford Fleming, “The Canadian Flag,” Week 12, no. 27 (May 31, 1895), 639. 
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Not all shared the same sympathy. Subsequent issues featured letters rejecting the 

idea and proposing alternatives. The most common and forceful criticism was that the 

star proposed by Fleming paralleled too closely the star symbol of the republican United 

States. Antagonism to considering a supposedly republican symbol for the flag was 

intense enough that by September, the editor of the Week announced that he had 

“received many threatening letters on the subject demanding the withdrawal of the 

star.”91 One of the star design’s chief opponents reminded readers, “it was adopted as the 

badge of the Republic formed by William Lyon MacKenzie [sic] on Navy Island in 

1838.”92 Another suggested that the single star flag was similar to the flag of the 

Southern Confederacy, while a different reader suggested that a star might be made more 

acceptable by surmounting it with a crown, and yet another suggested that modifying the 

star into a sun might make it more connected to the British Empire.93 Toronto lawyer 

E.M. Chadwick, the most vociferous opponent of Fleming’s design, added that the 

American press had commented on the star flag, perceiving it to be “a step towards 

republicanism and annexation.”94 On the contrary, however, Fleming intended the star to 

be a symbol of imperial unity, suggesting that other colonies might adopt similar 

emblems, such as an Australian Southern Star flag.95  

Most of those who opposed the star proposed instead that the maple leaf be 

prominently displayed as a symbol of Canada on the flag, like that which had been 

                                                
91 “The Canadian Flag,” Week 12, no. 43 (Sept. 20, 1895), 1011. 
92 E.M. Chadwick, “The Canadian Flag,” Week 12, no. 29 (June 14, 1895), 684. 
93 George S. Hodgins, (June 21, 1895), 711; R.G. Edwards, (Aug. 2, 1895); R.W. Geary, 
(Nov. 15, 1895), 1220. 
94 E.M. Chadwick, Week (June 28, 1895), 733. Chadwick held an avid interest in heraldry, 
expressed most obviously in his pamphlet Ye Arminger (Toronto: s.n., 1901). 
95 Fleming, Week (May 31, 1895), 639. 
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proposed by the Canadian Club of Hamilton in 1894 (See Figure 2).96 The maple leaf, 

one of its proponents argued, “will be recognized and generally accepted as Canadian.”97 

The maple leaf design received strong approval from readers who wrote to the Week. 

Like the star, however, it also received strong criticism, chiefly that the maple leaf 

“would represent Ontario only,” as the maple tree was not indigenous to all parts of 

Canada.98 Among contributions to the flag debate, the sense that the flag needed to 

accurately and effectively represent all parts of Canada was common. Some even 

suggested that the flag include explicitly French Canadian representation. William Norris, 

desiring a flag “that will animate patriotism and destroy everything that prevents the 

growth of that sentiment,” suggested that the French tricolour be added to the British 

Union Jack on the Canadian flag in order to signify the two founding nations.99 Hamilton 

imperialist Clementine Fessenden suggested that the addition of a “fleur-de-lis would be 

most pleasing to our Lower Canadian people.”100 These suggestions, like those who 

advocated a beaver emblem, were overshadowed by the debate between the maple leaf 

and star designs.  

                                                
96 H. Spencer Howell, Week (June 21, 1895), 710. 
97 E.M. Chadwick, Week (June 7, 1895), 664. 
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prevalence of the use of the French flag in Quebec. In 1880, he had proposed that a new 
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no. 44 (Sept. 25, 1896). This was rejected by another reader who wished for a 
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An important difference between the star and maple leaf designs hinged on 

whether a national emblem should include a representation of each constituent province. 

In his original letter, Fleming noted that a new point could easily be added to the star as 

new provinces were added to Canada. Advocates of the star design favoured the fact that 

each point would represent a province, showing a sense of federal unity. Approving 

Fleming’s design, George Monro Grant argued, “we have a common name… but we are 

Figure 2: Canadian Club of Hamilton's Proposal 
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also a Confederation. The star with as many points as there are Provinces, surely 

symbolizes our unity and manifoldness.”101 Others, however, argued that the emblem of 

the flag needed to emphasize the central unity of Canada. George Hodgins claimed “it 

would be more appropriate to withdraw the distinctive and strictly provincial badges and 

to introduce a fitting and permanent national emblem.”102 Countering proposals for 

provincial recognition on the flag, Chadwick wrote,  

All suggestions which contemplate a mark for each province, changing from time 
to time as occasion may arise, are objectionable. Our provinces are not separate 
states, but parts of one state, and the sooner we get down to recognizing ourselves 
as all one, an indivisible unit from Atlantic to Pacific, the better it will be for 
us.103  
 

The controversy about the nature of federalism and the relationship of provinces to a 

Canadian nationality was clearly not confined to judicial and constitutional debate. For 

Hodgins and others who opposed the star flag, a primary objective of a new Canadian 

flag was to emblemize the position of Canada as a unique and united nationality.    

 Perhaps owing to the divisive nature of the debate on the Canadian flag, there was 

no political initiative to formally adopt a new design. Instead, the Red Ensign flag in 

various mutations continued to serve as the de facto national flag. The debate about the 

flag, however, illustrated in practical terms the relevance and importance of ideas of 

loyalty and patriotism for many in Canada. George Hodgins argued that his advocacy for 

a new flag was “a legitimate expression of loyal sentiment,” marking the flag as a 

rallying point for varying understandings of Canadian identity.104 For those who 
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102 George S. Hodgins, Week (June 21, 1895), 711. 
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contributed to the flag debate, the challenge of promoting this brand of patriotism to a 

wider audience would underscore efforts to inculcate ideas of loyalty in Canada.  

 

Conclusion: 

The displaying of flags is one of the most conspicuous and ubiquitous 

expressions of national loyalty. It is difficult to imagine any celebration of “nationalism” 

without the ebullient pageantry of national emblems and flags. The ultimately unresolved 

flag debate of 1895 indicated how difficult it was to coalesce around a common Canadian 

emblem, as the different proposals revealed diverse understandings of Canada as a 

political association. Debate about the flag also reflected the uncertainty about loyalty 

more generally, and what it meant to be loyal to Canada. Just as it was difficult to 

demonstrate patriotism by rallying around a common flag, so too was it difficult to define 

loyalty to a common cause. While some writers insisted that loyalty was ultimately the 

allegiance of individuals to the crown and the empire that it ruled, others articulated an 

understanding of loyalty as the political fidelity of citizens to the Canadian state. By the 

1890s, discussion of loyalty became particularly politicized, as the accusations of the 

“disloyalty” of Goldwin Smith and J.W. Longley illustrate. Two separate loyalty 

resolutions passed by Parliament further reflected a heightened concern to publically 

affirm Canadian loyalty to the British crown. It is clear, however, that the emergence of a 

new Canadian state did prompt new considerations of loyalty that centred on the 

Canadian state, providing a rhetorical means for imagining the frontiers of Canada as a 

natural unit. As in the case of discussions of nationality and citizenship, it prompted 

many of the authors included in this study to consider what loyalty to Canada meant and 
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whether it was different from older notions of monarchical and imperial loyalty. In 

having to think about competing objects for loyalty, authors were also prompted to think 

about what loyalty itself was. Some, especially critics of imperialism like LeSueur, 

defined it as a contractual relationship between the citizen and the state, while others, 

typically imperialists like Todd, stressed that it was an emotional and spiritual basis of 

personal fidelity between a subject and the crown. As the next chapter illustrates, the 

unsettled meaning of loyalty and the status of Canada within the empire had distinct 

implications on evolving international law that often confronted and sometimes 

confounded lawmakers, lawyers, and public thinkers.  
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Chapter Six: 
“Who are Canadians?”: Nationality and Naturalization in Canada 

 
 

As the Moravian sailed through the Strait of Belle Isle and up the Saint Lawrence, 

bound for Quebec, a discussion broke out among a number of the ship’s passengers. 

“Who are Canadians?” asked one person. For the gathered passengers, most of whom 

were laying eyes on the shores of Canada for the first time, it was a question with no 

obvious answer. While one person insisted that a “person born in Canada is always 

considered a Canadian,” another retorted that “a fellow can’t be a horse because he was 

born in a stable.” The debate continued as passengers weighed different scenarios and 

conditions. Is the “red man” a Canadian, by virtue of being born in Canada? What about 

a person born in Canada to parents who are not British? And after all, is a Canadian not 

also British, since both owe allegiance to the same Queen?1 

Readers of the New Dominion Monthly, the magazine in which this description of 

the Moravian’s journey to Canada appeared in 1874, might have pondered these same 

questions. Though the passengers in this story were not engaged in an explicitly legal 

debate, the questions they asked paralleled the key problems confronting lawmakers and 

legal writers in the nineteenth century. Did permanent residence in the territory of the 

state allow a person to acquire membership in that state? What was the state? Was this 

membership strictly a legal status, or did it imply something more “natural”? Far from 

clarifying these questions, the law presented complexity and confusion, signalled most 

clearly by the numerous changes and amendments to nationality and naturalization law in 

Canada and the British Empire in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 
                                                
1 C.E.W., “A Mistake in Life: A Canadian Story Founded on Facts,” New Dominion 
Monthly (Nov. 1874): 278-279. 
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Nationality and naturalization law crystallized in legal form the implications of the 

ongoing development of meaning of the Canadian political community and its 

relationship to the British Empire.     

The consequences of these deliberations were not restricted to magazines and 

monographs, but were also reflected in developments in imperial and Canadian laws that 

governed the national status of individuals. This chapter is a case study of nationality and 

naturalization law used to examine how the developing meaning of Canada reverberated 

in attempts to define the national status of “aliens” who applied to acquire the status of 

British subjects in Canada. Naturalization and nationality law reflected the concepts that 

have been examined in this study, and its complicated nature was in many ways owed to 

the development of new ideas about the nature of modern political association. Was 

national allegiance an inherited loyalty, or could it be acquired and relinquished 

voluntarily by individuals through a legal process? Did undertaking the process of 

naturalization and acquiring the legal status of British subject make a person a “citizen”? 

Did the nationality conferred by naturalization in Canada represent a “Canadian” or 

“imperial” status? These questions were the basis of debates about naturalization in 

Canada and the British Empire, and represent some of the pressing implications and 

complications of developing concepts of political association.  

Naturalization law in Canada changed from a perfunctory procedure for new 

inhabitants to acquire nationality into a contested process of regulating the admission of 

“good citizens.” The chronology of this case study extends to 1914, when the enactment 

of a new naturalization law established a benchmark in the empire. The first part of this 

chapter provides a broad assessment of changes to naturalization law in Canada between 
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1867 and 1914, focussing on how nationality changed from an inherited and permanent 

“allegiance” of a subject to a sovereign to a more contractual arrangement between the 

individual and the state as some of the authors discussed in the previous chapter 

attempted to do with the definition of loyalty. Though nationality became widely 

understood as the “legal” status of the individual, the subsequent section examines how 

ideas of racial identity and “good character” challenged this purely legal understanding 

of nationality, echoing assumptions about “race” raised in previous chapters. The final 

section of this chapter then turns to the development of “imperial naturalization,” which 

came into effect in 1914, and which had the paradoxical effect of creating an empire-

wide system of naturalization while bringing attention to the idea of “local citizenship” in 

Canada.   

 

Naturalization and Citizenship in Canadian History 

Published in 1957, Clive Parry’s Nationality and Citizenship Laws of the 

Commonwealth and of the Republic of Ireland remains the most comprehensive analysis 

of the nationality laws of the British Empire.2 The book’s massive size, running at over 

one thousand pages, immediately instructs the reader of an important fact of the history 

of British nationality laws: they were complex, complicated, and constantly changing. 

                                                
2 Clive Parry, Nationality and Citizenship Laws of the Commonwealth and of the 
Republic of Ireland (London: Stevens and Sons, 1957). Parry’s extensive analysis 
includes chapters on various parts of the British Empire, including Canada. Other studies 
of British nationality law provide briefer discussions of British nationality law’s 
applications in Canada, including J. Mervyn Jones, British Nationality Law and Practice 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1947); Ann Dummet and Andrew Nicol, Subjects, Citizens, 
Aliens and Others: Nationality and Immigration Law (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 
1990); and Reiko Karatani, Defining British Citizenship: Empire, Commonwealth and 
Modern Britain (London and Portland: Frank Cass, 2003).   
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This should be no surprise. As the British Empire and its constituent parts evolved in 

spatial and imagined form, so too did the definition of who could claim membership in it, 

and how such membership was to be qualified.    

Much of the content of nationality law may at times seem arcane. Yet, buried in 

clauses and cases, amid a morass of technicalities that tell of exemptions and exceptions, 

a disembodied subject lurks – an abstract category of identity that elevates a body and 

dresses it with the definition of something discrete, something distinct: a British subject. 

Nationality law is the attempt to separate those who hold such a status from those who do 

not, a delineation of the lines that define membership in a polity. But these lines have not 

always been clear, and the abstracted British subject that emerges in laws has not always 

assumed physical presence with ease.  

Nationality law is, at its root, the ordering of bodies into those who together 

constitute a state’s citizenry, and those who do not. It transcends the territorial 

dimensions of the state and instead privileges the human limits of the state. In his 

comparative study of nationality laws of Germany and France, Rogers Brubaker stresses 

the importance of institutional citizenship as a guideline of the limits of the political 

community. “The modern state,” he writes, “is not simply a territorial organization but a 

membership organization,” and therefore formal citizenship is an essential and powerful 

agent of social closure.3  

Nationality laws define the basis of membership in a state. Tied closely to this is 

naturalization, or the process by which a non-member can acquire membership in a state. 

While formal citizenship, now most commonly codified in citizenship statutes, provides 

                                                
3 Rogers Brubaker, Citizenship and Nationhood in France and Germany (Cambridge, 
MA and London: Harvard University Press, 1992), 21. 
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a prescriptive account of who may be classified as a citizen, naturalization laws indicate 

the permeability of the defined citizenry. While nationality laws embody the state’s effort 

to answer the question of who is a member of it, the execution of naturalization law often 

indicates who cannot be a member. Naturalization should be an integral aspect of studies 

of nationality law or “citizenship” more generally, but as Thomas Janoski notes, it is 

often overlooked in both theories of citizenship and immigration.4  

As this study’s chapter on the concept of citizenship argued, historians of the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries in Canada have tended to focus on criteria of 

who could immigrate and vote as indices of “belonging,” or, more problematically, of 

“citizenship.” Veronica Strong-Boag has called the 1885 parliamentary debate on the 

franchise “the citizenship debates,” explicitly conflating the criteria for voting with 

citizenship. According to Strong-Boag, the effect of naturalization law was “to 

distinguish more effectively among those who might claim citizenship,” implying that 

citizenship was consequent to enfranchisement rather than naturalization alone.5 

Although acquiring the right to vote was a common incentive for aliens to complete the 

process of naturalization, the franchise was more of a reflection of, rather than the basis 

of, claims to “citizenship.”  

The franchise and nationality law were, however, closely linked. Like the 

franchise, nationality laws were above all rooted in assumptions about gender and the 

capacity of women to identify as members of a political community. Naturalization laws 

                                                
4 Thomas Janoski, The Ironies of Citizenship: Naturalization and Integration in 
Industrialized Countries (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 4-5. 
5 Veronica Strong-Boag, “‘The Citizenship Debates’: The 1885 Franchise Act,” in 
Contesting Canadian Citizenship: Historical Readings, ed. Robert Adamoski, Dorothy E. 
Chunn, and Robert Menzies (Peterborough, ON: Broadview, 2002), 71. 



 240 

in Canada and the British Empire pertained exclusively to men. A woman could not 

naturalize on her own will, and a married woman’s nationality was contingent on that of 

her husband. If a woman married a British subject, she acquired that status; similarly if a 

natural-born subject married a man of a different nationality, she lost her British 

subjecthood.6 In Canadian parliamentary debate on naturalization law and its various 

amendments between 1867 and 1914, the subject of a woman’s capacity to hold 

nationality independent of her husband came up only once, in 1914. Despite one 

member’s suggestion that the “antediluvian” principle be reformed, the suggestion was 

never seriously contemplated.7 Married women in Canada did not acquire an independent 

national status until 1946.  

Immigration laws are certainly related to nationality law, but while immigration 

law focuses attention on the criteria of entering a given territory, naturalization highlights 

the entrance into a given political community. Immigrants in the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth century entered the territory of the Canadian state, but naturalized as subjects in 

the British Empire, an ambiguously bounded and multiply defined body. The lines 

between immigration and naturalization laws sometimes blurred and conflicted; as this 

chapter describes, the conflict between the legal category of “British subject” contained 

in nationality law and the restriction of various groups of people, including many holding 

                                                
6 On the debate about women’s nationality status in Canada, see Philip Girard, “‘If Two 
Ride a Horse, One Must Ride in Front’: Married Women’s Nationality and the Law in 
Canada, 1880-1950,” Canadian Historical Review 94, no. 1 (March 2013): 28-54. M. 
Page Baldwin notes that the issue of women’s nationality rights was an important cause 
for feminists across the empire: “Subject to Empire: Married Women and the British 
Nationality and Status of Aliens Act,” Journal of British Studies 40, no. 4 (2001): 522-
556.     
7 William Pugsley, House of Commons Debates, 12th Parliament, 3rd Session (June 4, 
1914), 4824.  
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the status of “British subject,” in immigration laws reflected inconsistencies and conflicts 

between the two. Nonetheless, immigration regulated the physical admission of persons, 

whereas naturalization regulated the socio-political admission.  

Before aliens could naturalize, they had to move to Canada, passing through the 

varying requirements for admission into Canadian territory. Immigration laws were 

therefore the government’s primary means of restricting admission to Canada of what it 

thought to be “undesirable” residents. Although naturalization laws became gradually 

more restrictive, they were initially designed to make the process of acquiring admission 

to British subjecthood as easy as possible. This was acceptable in part because 

immigration restrictions provided assurances that those who could not become desirable 

British subjects would not enter Canada.8 It is important then, as Clive Parry notes, that 

“naturalisation law is to be read with the immigration laws,” in order to better understand 

the means by which various groups of people were explicitly excluded or discouraged 

from becoming British subjects in Canada.9 

Aside from immigration and franchise, other studies of “citizenship” in Canadian 

history have largely ignored the legal regulation of nationality before the Citizenship Act 

of 1947. As a result, these studies unquestioningly assume, like Sunera Thobani’s, that “a 

distinct Canadian citizenship was to wait until 1947, when the first Citizenship Act was 

legislated.”10 This reflects the tendency to regard the Canadian state as the fundamental 

                                                
8 This started with deterrents like the Chinese head tax in 1885 and led to explicit 
exclusion in the 1906 Immigration Act. Ninette Kelley and Michael Trebilcock, The 
Making of the Mosaic: A History of Canadian Immigration Policy (Toronto: University 
of Toronto Press, 1998), 132-156. 
9 Parry, Nationality and Citizenship Laws, 445. 
10 Sunera Thobani, Exalted Subjects: Studies in the Making of Race and Nation in 
Canada (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2007), 81. 
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parameter of citizenship, and therefore the legal development of nationality that preceded 

the Citizenship Act is treated as inchoate anticipations of later laws. Yet a distinct 

category of Canadian citizenship did exist before 1947. As a preceding chapter has 

explored, “citizenship” had become a prominent feature in the vocabulary of civic 

identity in Canada by the late nineteenth century. Moreover, “citizenship” acquired 

greater currency in legal and political vocabulary, including specific references to 

“Canadian citizenship” as a legal status. The 1910 Immigration Act identified a category 

termed “Canadian citizens,” which it defined as a person born in Canada who had not 

become an alien, a British subject domiciled in Canada, or a person naturalized in 

Canada who had not lost that status.11 This category of “citizen” was meant to distinguish 

permanent inhabitants from those who held temporary domicile in Canada. Finally, as we 

will see, naturalization laws before 1914 created a separate category of British nationality 

that in effect formed a de facto Canadian citizenship. This was because British dominions 

like Canada could not enact legislation that extended beyond their territorial jurisdiction, 

and so Canadian naturalization legislation was only valid within the geographical limits 

of Canada.  

The tendency to ignore nationality law has also limited historical understandings 

of the nature of citizenship in the British Empire. As the final section of this chapter will 

illustrate, citizenship was especially complicated in the British Empire because 

naturalization laws were varied and inconsistent across it. Owing to its focus on 

intellectual biographies, Daniel Gorman’s study of imperial citizenship largely minimizes 

naturalization law, even though it formed an important basis for the citizenship that his 

                                                
11 An Act Respecting Immigration, S.C. 1910 c 27 s 2. 
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subjects described.12 While Gorman has touched on naturalization law in the empire 

elsewhere, it warrants being integrated more substantively in writings about imperialism 

in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, especially since it touched closely the 

question of the relationship between the British Empire as a jurisdiction and the British 

world as a community of citizens.13  

Historians who have discussed naturalization more specifically in Canadian 

history have tended to glide over the intricacies of the law or its wider development. For 

example, Barry Ferguson has directed attention to parliamentary expressions of 

citizenship before the Citizenship Act. Yet his chronology, limited to 1900 to 1947, cuts 

off pivotal changes in naturalization law from the later decades of the nineteenth century, 

which illuminate the full degree of change in considerations of naturalization in Canada. 

Nevertheless, Ferguson makes the crucial point that “what most academic authorities 

would call citizenship, Canadian politicians spoke of as naturalization,” which he 

concludes from the House of Commons debate on the Naturalization Act, 1914.14 In their 

earlier essay on Canadian “political citizenship,” R. Kenneth Carty and W. Peter Ward 

describe a linear trajectory in the development of naturalization in Canada, noting, “since 

1867, the concept of citizen implicit in Canadian naturalization requirements has shifted 

from imperial to national foundations, from cultural preferment to universalism, and 

                                                
12 Gorman, Imperial Citizenship. Gorman notes that for thinkers like Richard Jebb, the 
principle of common imperial naturalization became a foundational claim to imperial 
citizenship. 
13 Daniel Gorman, “Wider and Wider Still? Racial Politics, Intra-Imperial Immigration 
and the Absence of Imperial Citizenship in the British Empire,” Journal of Colonialism 
and Colonial History 3, no. 3 (2002). 
14 Barry Ferguson, “Before the Citizenship Act: Confronting Canadian Citizenship in the 
House of Commons, 1900-1947,” in Thinkers and Dreamers: Historical Essays in 
Honour of Carl Berger, ed. Gerald Friesen and Doug Owram (Toronto: University of 
Toronto Press, 2011), 168. 
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from familial to individual bases.”15 A closer examination reveals that the development 

of naturalization law was a much more incoherent process than they describe, and it was 

certainly not always true that “the requirements for naturalization were few and easily 

met, and the naturalized suffered no special disadvantage vis-a-vis the imperially born.”16 

Naturalization in Canada was often complicated and was haltingly developed, which 

requires careful and detailed examination. Beyond normative prescriptions of what 

naturalization should entail, the process of implementing it was often subject to 

confusion, complaint, and caprice. The study of the topic must therefore include sources 

from Canadian legislative debates and statutes, judicial cases, government 

correspondence, imperial meetings and legal writings, in addition to the sorts of public 

books, pamphlets, and periodicals on which other chapters have relied.  

 

Evolving Notions of Allegiance and Naturalization in Canada up to 1881 

Although British nationality law can be traced back as far as the late thirteenth 

century, its place in common law was entrenched with Calvin’s Case in 1608. The most 

significant element of Calvin’s Case was the affirmation of the principle of indelible 

allegiance, also referred to as nemo potest exuere patriam, meaning a subject could never 

individually renounce or abjure allegiance to the crown, even if that subject were to 

move out of the crown’s dominion. Allegiance, according to this model, was not 

                                                
15 R. Kenneth Carty and W. Peter Ward, “The Making of Canadian Political Citizenship,” 
in National Politics and Community in Canada, ed. R. Kenneth Carty and W. Peter Ward 
(Vancouver: UBC Press, 1986), 68. 
16 Ibid., 69 
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contingent on place, but rather, signified an intrinsic relationship between subject and 

sovereign.17 

Despite the shared membership status of “British subject,” naturalization laws 

were devolved in the British Empire, with each colony enacting separate legislation 

regulating the criteria and process by which aliens could acquire British nationality. The 

first naturalization act enacted in British North America was the Upper Canadian Act, 9. 

Geo. 4., c. 21.18 Each of the various colonies that would eventually compose Canada 

maintained its own naturalization legislation, each with varying requirements for 

allowing aliens to acquire British nationality. After Confederation, the first act passed 

regulating naturalization in the new political jurisdiction was the Naturalization Act, 

1868. The purpose of the act was strictly a practical measure to provide common 

naturalization provisions for the four provinces.  The Act provided an uncomplicated 

process of naturalization, requiring the applicant to have lived in Canada for three years 

and take an oath of allegiance.  

Like the colonial legislation passed before it, the Naturalization Act, 1868 

maintained the seventeenth-century principle of indelible allegiance, and therefore 

provided no means for current British subjects to expatriate or revoke their nationality. 

                                                
17 For a comprehensive analysis of Calvin’s Case and the origins of the principle of 
indelible allegiance, see Polly J. Price, “Natural Law and Birthright Citizenship in 
Calvin’s Case (1608),” Yale Journal of Law and the Humanities 9, no. 73 (1997): 73-145.  
18 As Jane Errington has indicated, the subject of naturalization, or the “alien question” 
was one of the most controversial political issues in Upper Canada in the 1820s; The 
Lion, The Eagle, and Upper Canada (Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s 
University Press, 1987), 166-184. It should be noted that the application of British 
nationality to individuals in British North America before that point was stipulated by 
treaty, effectively rendering individuals in British conquered territory subjects of the 
crown. Though this subject status implied “indelible allegiance” to the crown, the 
example of the Acadian deportation illustrates how questions of “loyalty” might render 
this status tenuous. 
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This principle had become increasingly difficult to maintain, especially given the high 

volume of migration, particularly the flow of people over the boundary of Canada and 

the United States. In fact, despite being a foundation of British nationality law, the 

principle of indelible allegiance had become a largely desuetude doctrine. It was difficult 

to enforce the nationality, notably obligations such as military service or loyalty to the 

crown, of persons who had selected to take up permanent residence beyond the British 

Empire. Attempts to enforce the policy were of little effect, and only exacerbated 

diplomatic tensions. The example of Britain’s policy of boarding American naval vessels 

and impressing into British naval service erstwhile subjects who had moved to the United 

States demonstrated the infeasibility of enforcing the law; not only did the policy of 

impressment not work, it stoked tensions between Britain and the United States, which 

contributed to war between the two countries in 1812.19   

Even in cases of litigation, the principle of indelible allegiance was difficult to 

enforce. In an 1866 Upper Canadian case, a person charged as a Fenian raider from the 

United States was, despite being a natural-born British subject, charged as an American 

citizen. The defence counsel argued that the charges were flawed because the accused 

was a British subject, and therefore could not be charged with a felony in place of treason. 

Chief Justice William Henry Draper asserted in his ruling that although a subject could 

technically never revoke allegiance to the crown, the crown could nevertheless charge 

him with a felony instead of treason. Draper noted that if the charges were reversed, and 

a natural-born British subject who naturalized as an American citizen were charged with 

treason against the Queen,   

                                                
19 Alan Taylor, The Civil War of 1812: American Citizens, British Subjects, Irish Rebels, 
and Indian Allies (New York: Knopf, 2010), 134-135. 



 247 

Then his zealous counsel might have objected that the more liberal views of  
modern times seem to recognize a right in every freeman to elect not merely his 
place of domicile, but his Sovereign or Government, and with his person transfer 
his allegiance also, and that the Court should not fetter such right with the 
antiquated doctrine of allegiance by birth being indestructible by the act of the 
subject.20 
 

Draper’s speculation provides a telling indication of the extent to which the basis of 

British nationality law had become antiquated and untenable in “modern times.” The idea 

of modernity and more particularly the belief that it introduced a model of political 

association based on contractual allegiance between the citizen and the state found in 

Draper’s decision clearly reflects the wider debates examined in this study.  

Draper’s assessment echoed the sentiment of British lawmakers, who by the 

1860s had started to consider reforming British laws of allegiance. The Royal 

Commission on the Laws of Naturalization and Allegiance published its report in 1869, 

its chief finding being that the principle of indelible allegiance “is neither reasonable nor 

convenient… [as] it conflicts with that freedom of action which is now recognized as the 

most conducive to the general good as well as to individual happiness and prosperity.”21 

Like Draper, the commissioners found it difficult to justify the implementation of such a 

doctrine when it had become increasingly common for people to move away from the 

land of their birth and acquire the nationality of a foreign state. Moreover, the 

commissioners found that such an action was not an abandonment of a sacred obligation, 

as nationality had once been conceived, but rather, was an important aspect of a free and 

                                                
20 R. v. McMahon 26 U.C.R. 1866, 201. Ironically, this was not necessarily true, as 
demonstrated in one of the most infamous trials in Canadian history: Louis Riel. Jeremy 
Ravi Mumford has illustrated that despite his status as an American citizen, Riel was 
tried and executed for treason; “Why was Louis Riel, a United States Citizen, Hanged as 
a Canadian Traitor in 1885?” Canadian Historical Review 88, no. 2 (2007): 237-262.  
21 Report of the Royal Commissioners for the Enquiry into the Laws of Naturalization 
and Allegiance, (London: Eyre and Spottiswoode, 1869), v. 
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prosperous life. As Draper noted, such “liberal views” focused on the capacity and 

freedom of the individual to choose where to live and what nationality to hold.  

The outcome of the commissioner’s recommendation to abrogate the centuries-

old doctrine of indelible allegiance was the imperial Naturalization Act of 1870, which 

put into law the ability of British subjects to expatriate. This was widely regarded as a 

necessary step to bring law into accord with prevailing practices and beliefs. The Toronto 

Globe applauded the formal renunciation of “an antiquated and unreasonable claim 

which [Britain] has neither the power nor the inclination to enforce.”22 Similarly, an 

editorial in the Canada Law Journal agreed with the abolition of the “time honoured 

maxim” of indelible allegiance, stating, “Its retention has, in fact, become impossible, 

and we have only endured its existence of late years by a studious disregard of all its 

practical effects.”23 The apparent consensus recognized the need to update British 

nationality laws and abolish indelible allegiance.    

Crucially, however, the imperial statute, like other naturalization laws passed 

before it, was only applicable to the United Kingdom. Consequently, each colony needed 

to pass its own legislation in order to abolish the doctrine of indelible allegiance within 

its boundaries. In Canada, this was accomplished through the Naturalization Act, 1881, 

which was modeled heavily on the imperial Act of 1870. In introducing the legislation in 

the Senate, Attorney General Sir Alexander Campbell noted, “We consider it a matter of 

very great moment to follow the laws of England as far as we can with reference to a 

subject which we require, in order to give effectual force to our legislation, the co-

                                                
22 “Naturalization in the House of Lords,” Globe, Monday, March 21, 1870, 2.  
23 “Naturalization,” Canada Law Journal N.S. Vol. 6 (July 1870): 176. 
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operation and aegis of the Government of the Empire.”24 As Campbell’s words indicate, 

the perception of Canadian lawmakers was that the changes to naturalization law were 

necessary revisions to bring Canadian law in congruence with imperial law. As a result, 

the debate in Canadian parliament was limited, and the bill passed more as a matter of 

routine than great urgency, which was also reflected in the fact that Canadian legislators 

did not create the new naturalization act until eleven years after Britain had changed its 

law. The fact that the new legislation substantially altered a foundation of nationality law 

– the permanence of nationality – was largely passed over, its alteration a foregone 

conclusion and an affirmation of contemporary practice.   

Just as the law received little vigorous debate in Parliament, it garnered similar 

disinterest in the daily press beyond formal notices of its passage. In fact, it seemed that 

so little attention was paid to the legislation that even some of those who were charged 

with enforcing it paid it small notice. In Manitoba, for example, the law was apparently 

misread, and it was enforced two years before its date of effect.25 In addition, a flurry of 

notes arrived in Ottawa from local justices of the peace and attorneys asking whether the 

law was even in effect.26 

Yet for certain legal specialists in Canada, the change to nationality law was a 

matter of great interest. Chief among them was Alfred Howell, who insisted that the 1881 

                                                
24 Canada, Senate Debates, 4th Parliament, 3rd Session (Feb. 28, 1881), 456. 
25 This necessitated the enactment of a federal amendment to recognize the validity of the 
naturalization of subjects naturalized in Manitoba in the interim period. 
26 Library and Archives Canada [hereafter “LAC”], Department of Justice fonds, RG 13, 
vol. 55, file 1882-1712, N.W. Peterson to Minister of Justice, 21 November 1882; vol. 57, 
file 1883-1290, J.P. Whitney to Deputy Minister of Justice, 4 August 1883; vol. 57, file 
1883-1261, S. Gibson to Deputy Minister of Justice, 30 July 1883; vol. 57, file 1883-978, 
L.R. Harrison to Deputy Minister of Justice, 5 June 1883; vol. 58, file 1883-1444, 
telegraph from Motherly and Gamon, 10 September 1883; vol. 63, file 1885-924, J.A. 
Van Wart to Deputy Minister of Justice, 5 September 1885.  
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Act marked a “complete revolution… in the long established principles of English law as 

introduced and understood in this country.” For this reason, Howell implored, the law 

“deserves more than passing notice.”27 Howell was right: nationality law in Canada 

would have significant implications on the jurisdiction of laws in the British Empire, the 

national status of persons naturalized as British subjects in Canada, and the evolving 

understandings of the meaning of nationality and “citizenship” in Canadian law and 

society.  

Changes to nationality law in Canada and the British Empire reflected what 

Justice Draper had called the “liberal views of modern times.” Like Draper, others 

described the new law, and specifically its recognition of a subject’s right to renounce 

allegiance, as a thoroughly “modern” transition. The lead article in the inaugural issue of 

the Canadian Law Times was devoted to the topic of the law of allegiance in Canada. Its 

author, Thomas Hodgins, described the “modern doctrine” of allegiance as one that 

“arises from membership of the society, or body politic, which constitutes the nation.” 

Hodgins contrasted this with the “old doctrine of allegiance,” which “was based upon the 

assumption that allegiance was a debt of gratitude, and was a perpetual obligation which 

could not be forfeited, cancelled or altered.” And while the old doctrine commanded 

loyalty from the subject to the monarch, the “modern” doctrine held that “those who 

comprise the body politic are bound to be loyal and true to the public authority which 

executes the civil government of the nation.”28 

                                                
27 Alfred Howell, “Expatriation,” Canadian Law Times 3, no. 12 (Oct. 1883), 463. 
28 Thomas Hodgins, “The Law of Allegiance in Canada,” Canadian Law Times 1, no. 1 
(Jan. 1881): 2. Notably, this article was written before the Canadian Naturalization Act, 
1881 was passed; Hodgins seems to have erroneously believed the principle of allegiance 
he described to be in force in Canada at that point.  
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What Hodgins described as the “old doctrine” of allegiance was an historical 

aspect of monarchical societies. The idea of “subjecthood” was predicated on the 

individual’s relationship to the monarch, and not the state or body politic. Alfred Howell 

defined allegiance in the monarchical context as “the tie or ligamen which binds the 

subject to the king in return for that protection which the kind affords to the subject.” 

This was in contrast to what Howell called the American version of allegiance, which he 

defined as “the obligation of fidelity and obedience which the individual owes to the 

government under which he lives, or to his sovereign, in return for the protection he 

receives.”29 Hodgins’ definition of “modern allegiance” parallels what Howell described 

as American allegiance, or the loyalty of the individual to the government.  

The “modernization” of allegiance would pose important, and for some, troubling, 

questions about the nature of subjecthood in Canada and its meaning in the wider British 

Empire. Recognizing allegiance as loyalty to the “body politic,” as Hodgins insisted, 

called into question whether that body was Canada or the British Empire. Additionally, 

allowing subjects to renounce loyalty to the crown and assume a different nationality 

raised questions about the meaning of natural law and the value of obligations believed to 

be invested in a person through birth and membership in a given community. It is clear 

here how anxieties about “modern” loyalty expressed by Alpheus Todd and others were 

reflected in responses to these legal changes. Notably, Todd’s exchange with William 

Dawson LeSueur on the nature of loyalty discussed in chapter five was published in 1881, 

the same year that Canadian parliament updated naturalization law to eliminate the 

                                                
29 Alfred Howell, Nationality and Naturalization; Expatriation and Repatriation of 
British Subjects… (Toronto: Carswell, 1884), 7.  
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principle of indelible allegiance, though neither author expressly mentioned the legal 

changes.   

Frank Munro described the new naturalization law as an “immorality.” In his 

anti-annexationist pamphlet, Munro argued that the indelibility of allegiance was 

inviolable because nationality was a god-given status, and therefore could not be 

artificially changed by individual will, though he himself had moved to Boston, 

Massachusetts. For Munro, annexation and naturalization were closely related topics, as 

both threatened the natural order of nationality. “I must,” Munro insisted, “deny the right 

of men who have, through motives of expediency, or through any motives, gone out of 

the national life of their country; who have solemnly renounced all fidelity to it; who 

teach by example that nationality is but an article of merchandise.”30 Believing that 

nationality was “the outcome of a process of nature,” he was especially critical of 

expatriation, or as he termed it, “denaturalization,” fearing that it was a “dangerous and 

unjustifiable admission of the vulnerability of character.”31 Instead, he proposed an 

alternative to naturalization, where applicants would be required to swear a civic oath, 

but it would “not require of him the unnatural proceeding of foreswearing his native 

country.”32 

Although the regulation of British nationality had become increasingly 

bureaucratized and subject to legal regulations at both imperial and Dominion levels, the 

                                                
30 [Frank Munro], Under Which Flag? The Great Question for Canada, Also a Brief 
Consideration of Imperial Federation and a View of Naturalization as an Immorality, 
(Providence, RI: Rhode Island News, 1893), 3-4. 
31 Ibid., 29. The term “denaturalization” has since come to denote the state’s revocation 
of a person’s citizenship, which was not officially made possible in law until 1914, as the 
final section of this chapter will describe.  
32 Ibid., 31. 
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belief in a moral basis of nationality, like that which Munro articulated, remained part of 

understandings of citizenship in the empire. As chapter four examined, ideas of Anglo-

imperial citizenship remained imbued with understandings of inherited and racialized 

association. Since its proponents generally regarded citizenship as representing more 

than a strict legal or political status, changes to naturalization law did not necessarily 

disrupt visions of imperial citizenship. For example, Goldwin Smith, who believed that 

citizenship was not necessarily tied to the sovereign territorial state, argued that 

naturalization should not even apply to people of the “English race” living in different 

political jurisdictions. He wrote, “I attach little value to the mere political bond. I should 

not mourn if nothing were left of it but mutual citizenship without necessity of 

naturalisation… it seems to me the most valuable as well as the most likely to endure.”33 

Prominent British legal writer Albert Venn Dicey offered a similar idea about the 

underlying common citizenship among English-speaking people in the United States and 

British Empire, describing a concept of “isopolity,” or a “common citizenship for the 

English race.” Dicey proposed that since the “two branches of the English people” shared 

a common language and legal heritage, they should also share a common citizenship, 

meaning that they would possess the same civic and political rights in either jurisdiction. 

Notably, the proposition explicitly excluded any form of political union; rather, the 

effects would be purely “moral,” providing a “reunion of the English people.”34 

According to these views, naturalization was superfluous between English speaking 

                                                
33 Goldwin Smith, “The Political History of Canada,” Nineteenth Century 20, no. 113 
(July 1886): 31. 
34 A.V. Dicey, “A Common Citizenship for the English Race,” Contemporary Review 71 
(1897), 465, 475. 
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people, who already shared a common citizenship irrespective of different political 

structures.    

This vision of an organic citizenship rested uncomfortably in an increasingly 

internationalized and codified framework of nationality law. By the late nineteenth 

century, the publication of legal treatises on “international law” had expanded greatly. A 

common feature of such works was the recognition of nationality law as an important 

aspect of state sovereignty and a critical element of international diplomatic relations. 

Books such as Sir Alexander Cockburn’s Nationality, John Cutler’s The Law of 

Naturalization, and Sir Francis Piggott’s Nationality provided detailed examinations of 

nationality laws and attempted to provide clarity to terms like nation, citizen, and subject, 

doing so, in the words of Piggott, on a “scientific basis.”35 The legal interest in 

nationality law reflected the general reformation of citizenship in Europe and North 

America in the late nineteenth century along increasingly “liberal” norms, signalled by 

loosening naturalization and migration regulations. Yet, as numerous scholars have noted, 

this apparent reformation nevertheless guarded ascriptive characteristics of citizenship, 

entrenching in law more precise and exclusive definitions of what a citizen was.36 This 

was true in Canada in the period between 1881 and 1914, when the laws governing 

nationality and naturalization garnered greater attention and became increasingly 

restrictive. 

 

                                                
35 Alexander Cockburn, Nationality: Or the Law Related to Subjects and Aliens (London: 
William Ridgway, 1869); John Cutler, Naturalization, as Amended by the Naturalization 
Acts, 1870 (London: Buttersworth, 1871); Francis Piggott, Nationality (London: William 
Clowes and Sons, 1907). 
36 Andreas Fahrmeir, Citizenship: The Rise and Fall of a Modern Concept (New Haven 
and London: Yale University Press, 2007). 
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 Contesting Legal Nationality, 1881 to 1914 

Although the passage in Canada of the 1881 Act was a relatively understated 

affair, it set the stage for controversies about naturalization over the following decades. 

Even if the transition of nationality to a more liberal model seemed to have wide 

agreement, the period between 1881 and 1914 tested the limits of legal nationality, as 

lawmakers and judicial officers grappled with its consequences. Although in normative 

terms nationality was a legal status that defined the relationship of an individual to a state, 

its implementation was guided by racialized and cultural assumptions about groups of 

people that increasingly restricted its admissibility and shaped it with stronger 

regulations. 

In the debate in the House of Commons over the Naturalization Act, 1881, Arthur 

Bunster, Liberal member for Vancouver, asked whether the bill applied to the Chinese. In 

response, James McDonald, Minister of Justice and the bill’s sponsor in the House, 

asserted that “The bill proposes to do the heathen Chinee [sic] the honor of treating him 

like any other foreigner who comes into the country and desires to be a good subject of 

Queen Victoria.”37 Naturalization laws in Canada did not contain any provisions limiting 

the acquisition of British nationality to select groups of people. As McDonald clarified, 

naturalization would be equally available to individuals wishing to become a subject and 

fulfilling the requirements of residency. This reflected the idea that national allegiance 

was not an intractable inheritance, but a political relationship created and defined by law.  

                                                
37 House of Commons Debates, 4th Parliament, 3rd Session, vol. 2 (March 14, 1881), 1371. 
Unsurprisingly, Arthur Bunster was an early and leading proponent in creating a head tax 
for Chinese residents in British Columbia; Patricia Roy, A White Man’s Province: British 
Columbia Politicians and Chinese and Japanese Immigrants, 1858-1914 (Vancouver: 
UBC Press, 1989), 10. 
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Despite this abstract assessment of nationality as a legal status, Bunster’s 

objections indicate that for some, British nationality remained imbued with a racial 

significance. Yet while some politicians indicated their desire to ensure that Canadian 

naturalization laws could easily accommodate certain non-British groups, notably 

Germans, the law would become increasingly restricted for groups of Asian descent. As 

chapter three of this study illustrated, even as many began to regard the “nation” as a 

political association of citizens, ideas of “race” continued to restrict the latitudes of 

common belonging. This indicates that the racial basis of subjecthood in Canada was not 

strictly “British,” but was increasingly cast in terms of “whiteness,” reflecting what 

Marilyn Lake and Henry Reynolds have usefully termed the “global colour line.” They 

argue that “white” countries, including the United States, Britain, and the British 

dominions enforced greater restrictions on the admission and rights of non-white people 

at the turn of the century, connecting themselves in a transnational race community 

dichotomized along lines of whiteness.38  

The process of naturalization in Canada throughout the late nineteenth century 

reflected McDonald’s belief that a person demonstrating a fulfilment of the legal 

requirements, regardless of background, could become a British subject. Naturalization 

requirements up to the beginning of the twentieth century complemented loose 

immigration criteria, or what Robert Craig Brown has described as a period of “free 

                                                
38 Lake and Reynolds, Drawing the Global Colour Line. As Lake and Reynolds note, the 
enactment of naturalization laws in different parts of the world was an important element 
of enforcing the “colour line.” 
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entry,” where one and a half million people immigrated to Canada with little restriction.39 

Courts were permitted very little latitude in assessing naturalization claims; instead, 

affidavits of residency and good character were invariably accepted. An 1871 court 

reference, re Webster, determined that a judge could not go beyond the certificates of 

naturalization and inquire about the validity of an applicant’s fulfilment of the criteria of 

naturalization.40 As Clive Parry notes, this made naturalization in Canada little more than 

a “perfunctory process.”41  

Unlike the United Kingdom, the process of naturalization was intentionally 

simple in Canada. Canadian lawmakers had purposely maintained a simple process for 

naturalization, with the intention that large numbers of immigrants would settle in 

Canada and become British subjects. The issue of how applicants should file their 

naturalization papers was discussed at various points in Parliament, including during the 

legislative debate on the Naturalization Act, 1881. David Mills echoed the views of most 

parliamentarians when he insisted that “you must adopt some more convenient system, or 

a large number will not be naturalized at all according to law.”42 

Convincing immigrants to complete the process of naturalization was evidently 

important for the Canadian government. In 1877, Governor General Lord Dufferin 

travelled to Manitoba, where he visited communities that had recently been established 

by immigrants from across Europe. In a speech to settlers in a Mennonite community, 

                                                
39 Robert Craig Brown, “Full Partnership in the Fortunes and in the Future of the Nation,” 
in Ethnicity and Citizenship: The Canadian Case, ed. Jean Laponce and William Safran 
(London: Frank Cass, 1996) 12. 
40 Re Webster et al. 7 C.L.J. 1871, 39.  
41 Parry, Nationality and Citizenship Laws, 444. 
42 House of Commons Debates, 4th Parliament, 3rd Session, vol. 2 (March 14, 1881), 1371. 
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Dufferin extolled the advantages of acquiring British nationality, telling them through a 

German interpreter, 

We desire to share with you on equal terms our constitutional liberties, our 
municipal privileges, and our domestic freedom; we invite you to assist us in 
choosing the members of our Parliament, in shaping our laws, and in moulding 
our future destinies. There is no right or function which we exercise as free 
citizens in which we do not desire you to participate, and with this civil freedom 
we equally gladly offer you absolute religious liberty.43  
 

Some Mennonite settlers in Manitoba had been reluctant to naturalize as British subjects, 

fearing that swearing the oath of allegiance would compel them into military service, 

which was contrary to their religious beliefs. At least one of the community’s leaders 

forfeited his homestead deed rather than face the risk of naturalizing.44 Adolf Ens adds 

that Mennonites worried that by “becoming citizens they would become subject to jury 

duty, to the provincial school law, and to taxation by a municipal government without 

regard to Mennonite village organization.”45 Yet as Dufferin indicated in his speech, the 

Canadian government was keen to assure Mennonite settlers that becoming British 

subjects would allow them to maintain their cultural practices and religious beliefs.46  

An excerpt of Dufferin’s speech was printed in the inside cover of Alfred 

Howell’s book Nationality and Naturalization in Canada, published in 1884. Howell 

wrote the book, which includes a history of British nationality law, an annotated copy of 

                                                
43 Quoted in George Stewart, Canada Under the Administration of the Earl of Dufferin 
(Toronto: Rose-Belford, 1878), 528. 
44 Working Papers of the East Reserve Village Histories 1874-1910 (Steinbach, 
Manitoba: Hanover Steinbach Historical Society, 1990), 18. 
45 Ens, Adolf. Subjects or Citizens? The Mennonite Experience in Canada, 1870-1925 
(Ottawa: University of Ottawa Press, 1994), 39. 
46 Notably, the government passed an Order in Council specifically ensuring that 
Mennonites would not be subject to conscription if naturalized in Canada; LAC, 
Department of Agriculture fonds, RG17, vol. 74, file 7180, “Order in Council, 7 
November 1872.” 
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the Naturalization Act, 1881, and copies of naturalization forms, as a manual for those 

who were interested in applying for naturalization. His purpose was to make it as easy 

and convenient as possible for prospective subjects to learn about the process of 

naturalization and fulfil its requirements, with the hope that the tens of thousands of 

immigrants arriving in Canada each year would become naturalized subjects.  

As Howell’s manual indicates, the process of naturalization was relatively simple. 

Immigrants needed to swear an oath verifying that they had resided in Canada or been in 

the service of the government of Canada for at least three years, and another oath 

affirming allegiance to the crown. These oaths could be taken before a judge, a 

commissioner of oaths, a justice of the peace, a notary public, or a police magistrate, and 

the signed oaths would then be presented in an open court on the first day of a general 

sitting. If a paper’s validity was not contested, the application was filed on the session’s 

last day of sitting. The normative vision of naturalization based more on “modern” 

principles, where individuals could move to Canada and acquire through law a national 

status that would make them effectively full “citizens” – with the duties and rights that 

the status entailed – certainly seemed to reflect the concept of the Canadian state as a 

political nationality. Yet, as has been a recurring theme throughout this study, these 

views remained governed by assumptions about race that enforced limits to such a liberal 

citizenship. 

The ease by which aliens, once resident in Canadian territory, could become 

British subjects came under greater scrutiny as an increasing number of non-white 

residents acquired British subjecthood. Because of the 1871 Webster ruling, little could 

be done to refuse naturalization applications. The Royal Commission on Chinese and 
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Japanese Immigration in 1902 singled out this concern, based largely on fears that Asian 

immigrants took out naturalization under fraudulent pretences, wishing only to obtain 

employment and licenses to fish.47 Prompted by the Royal Commission, a 1903 

amendment to the Canadian Naturalization Act sought to restrict supposedly fraudulent 

cases of naturalization by requiring a certificate of naturalization to be posted in court for 

at least two weeks, where it could be contested by members of the public. Such a 

requirement was necessary, argued Justice Minister Charles Fitzpatrick, because “it is 

desirable to know something about the men who are to have the great advantage of 

becoming Canadian citizens.”48 While a member from Ontario doubted that cases of 

fraudulent naturalization were very common, Robert George Macpherson from British 

Columbia asserted that at least two-thirds of recent cases of naturalization of Japanese 

immigrants were fraudulent, with no way for citizens or judges to overturn them. He 

insisted that “A man who is himself a British subject is the best judge of the men who are 

likely to make good British subjects, and we cannot hope to make out of these orientals 

anything like the British subjects that we would like to get.”49  

Partially as a result of the Royal Commission and statements that people from 

Asia could not become good British subjects, immigrants from Asia became subject to 

particular scrutiny in discussions of naturalization law. This was a common though not 

universal position. In an article on the new province of British Columbia, for example, 

William Coffin proclaimed that the “Chinamen” were industrious workers and that each 

one should “feel that he is safe and respected; that upon British soil he becomes a British 
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subject, with the rights, privileges and aspirations of a British subject.”50 George Monro 

Grant echoed this sentiment on numerous occasions, stating in language quite distinct for 

its time that exclusion or discrimination against Chinese people was “fundamentally 

opposed to human rights.”51 In British Columbia, however, the topic of Asian 

immigration was subject to greater public attention, and Members of Parliament from 

that province faced strong pressure to place restrictions on the ability of Asian 

immigrants to obtain British subjecthood. In 1897 a petition was drafted and presented to 

the Canadian government protesting “the extreme facility with which the Japanese 

immigrants can become naturalized as British subjects.”52 In response to the petition, K.T. 

Takahashi, a naturalized British subject in Canada of Japanese origin, wrote a pamphlet 

as a “loyal citizen of Canada,” imploring parliamentarians to dismiss the petition as 

“tyrannical and unconstitutional.”53 Contrary to the petition, Takahashi insisted that 

Japanese immigrants gained no greater advantages in naturalizing than other people. 

Takahashi’s pamphlet held little sway in a community increasingly alarmed by 

the naturalization of Asian immigrants. Asians already faced numerous restrictions on 

living in Canada. Immigration laws were designed to limit migration of people from Asia. 

The Chinese head tax of 1885 raised significant financial barriers. Reforms to the 

franchise in 1885 denied Asians the right to vote in Dominion elections even if they met 
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the other qualifications. Yet, concern remained, particularly in British Columbia, about 

the ability of Asians to file naturalization papers and become British subjects. In 1900, 

British Columbia’s Executive Council passed a resolution resolving, “that this House 

views with alarm the admission of Mongolians to the rights of citizenship, and that the 

Dominion Government be requested to change the naturalization laws that it will be 

impossible for any Mongolian, or person belonging to any other of the native races of 

Asia, to become a British subject.”54 British Columbia’s Lieutenant Governor forwarded 

the resolution to the Dominion government. While the Canadian government did not 

formally include racial restrictions in naturalization legislation, court adjudication would 

increasingly restrict access to naturalization for persons of Asian origin.  

On March 19, 1908, the opening day of the County Court of Vancouver, 

applications for naturalization were submitted by twelve Japanese men who had 

completed the residency requirements and taken the oath of allegiance. Typically, such 

proceedings were routine business on the opening day of court, but in this case, the 

requests for naturalization were subject to complaint.  Edward Alexander Lucas, a British 

subject, filed objections with the clerk of the court, arguing that naturalization should be 

denied to the twelve Japanese men. The men, Lucas argued, were subjects of the 

Emperor of Japan, and could not swear true allegiance to the king. Nor could they, he 

continued, have any real understanding of the oaths they swore, and likely would not 

reside permanently in Canada.55 Lucas’s objection echoed a common complaint about the 

naturalization of Japanese people, namely that they could never really be true Canadians, 

even if technically naturalized. In this vein, C. Wilson had told the Royal Commission on 
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Chinese and Japanese Immigration five years previous, “notwithstanding the fact that he 

may take out a certificate of naturalization in this country, he never becomes, in truth and 

fact, a Canadian, but always remains a Japanese.”56 

As a result of Lucas’s objections, the applicants were required to attend a cross-

examination where they would be interrogated on their oaths and residence and 

allegiance. The result was the case Malsufuro, which, referencing the 1903 amendment 

to the Canadian Naturalization Act, overturned the precedent set in Webster, allowing 

naturalization claims to be contested by members of the public and thrown out if the 

judge agreed with the complaints. According to the Malsufuro ruling, the Webster 

reference made “judges little more than ministerial officers in carrying out the decrees of 

the justices of the peace and notaries.”57 The following year, the same judge, David 

Grant, went even further in re Fukuichi Aho.58 Whereas the Malsufuro case was the 

consequence of an objection from a member of the public, as permitted by the 

naturalization law, in the case of Fukuichi Aho, the judge proactively sought evidence of 

the applicants’ eligibility, even though no one had raised an objection. Although a 

counsel for one of the applicants insisted that the court’s capacity in such matters was 

“merely ministerial and not judicial,” the judge condemned the “thoughtlessness” of 

persons granting naturalization without insisting on the evidence behind the completed 

forms. Going well beyond the provisions of the Naturalization Act, the judge ruled that 
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applicants for naturalization should each have two Canadian-born witnesses to validate 

their residency and good character.59  

Even where people from Asia had obtained naturalization in Canada, their status 

did not ensure full political and legal equality before the courts. Although section 

seventeen the Canadian Naturalization Act granted that a naturalized person would have 

“all political and other rights, powers and privileges, and be subject to all obligations, to 

which a natural born British subject is entitled or subject,” courts were willing to 

differentiate rights among those who held the legal status of British subject. Cases like 

Cunningham v. Tomey Homma, and Quong Wing v. The King illustrated that naturalized 

subjects of Asian origin or descent could be denied the employment and franchise 

rights.60  

Judges from outside British Columbia also raised concerns about the simplicity of 

the process of naturalization, suggesting its greater significance at a time of increased 

immigration. In a 1911 reference, a judge in Lethbridge, Alberta denied several 

applications for naturalization because of complaints that the certificates had not been 

technically posted as required by the Act, insisting that “The right of citizenship is a 

privilege granted by the State,” and therefore the formalities of the process should be 
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strictly followed.61 Although the 1903 amendment allowed judges greater discretionary 

power over naturalization applications, for some it did not go far enough in ensuring the 

suitability of applicants for acquiring the status of British subject. At the opening of court 

in Hamilton, Ontario, in 1906, jurors were alarmed by the facility with which aliens were 

acquiring British nationality. Reporting their concerns to the crown attorney, the jurors 

wrote:  

We noticed at the opening of the Court, with what apparent ease a large number  
of foreigners were made Citizens of our Country. While not wishing to prevent 
anyone from becoming a Good Citizen endowed with all the privileges and rights 
according to such, we think that it is a matter of cause for alarm as well as worthy 
of the serious consideration of our Legislators. It is our humble opinion that those 
desiring to become Citizens should prove themselves worthy of having such an 
honor conferred on them, further than merely having to affirm that they have been 
residents of our Country for a space of three years.62 
 

These concerns reflected what was becoming an increasingly common criticism in 

Canada about the process and criteria of naturalization. The question of what, exactly, 

made a “good citizen” was a matter that would gain greater attention as Canadian 

naturalization law evolved in the early twentieth century.  

Similarly, Judge J. Gordon Forbes of Saint John, New Brunswick, wrote to the 

Department of Justice in November, 1907 to express concern with the regulation of 

naturalization. Although the 1903 amendment allowed greater judicial discretion over the 

submissions of applications for naturalization, he pushed the government to implement 

stricter regulations. In particular, Forbes asked that the law be changed to require that 

applicants produce in court evidence of their “good character.” “Application have been 

made before me,” he wrote, “for Naturalization of Chinese who cannot write, Assyrians, 
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Russians, Italians, and other Foreigners, who I believe are not desirable Citizens, and I 

am perfectly helpless to inquire as to their character, and I am confident these paid 

Attorneys are as ignorant as I am on their character and intentions.” The ministry was 

unwilling to implement these suggestions, however, fearing that they would create 

“insufferably long” court proceedings that would require much time and expense.63 

Forbes’ criticism of the apparent ease of naturalization echoed an earlier plea in the 

Canada Law Journal from a lawyer who expressed concern that large numbers of 

immigrants were being improperly naturalized in a “cheap and expeditious manner,” so 

that they could vote in elections. “When naturalizations are effected in this way,” the 

writer continued, “there is danger of looseness in the observance of legal formalities; and 

little or no inquiry is made as to the character for loyalty.”64 According to these criticisms, 

the process of naturalization needed to incorporate some account of the “character” or 

“loyalty” of the prospective subject. 

These concerns about the demonstration of an alien’s “good character” were 

evidently not an isolated opinion, as became apparent in 1914 with the most substantial 

reform to Canadian naturalization law since the 1881 Act. By the time Canadian 

naturalization was reformed in 1914 to allow for common imperial naturalization, 

demonstration of “good citizenship” had become integral to the debate. Unlike previous 

parliamentary debates on naturalization law, which were largely routine matters 

focussing on governmental jurisdiction, the 1914 debate was extensive. Discussion about 

                                                
63 LAC, Department of Justice fonds, RG13, vol. 148, file 1907-1383, J.G. Forbes to A.B. 
Aylesworth, 14 November 1907; letter to D.M.J., 16 November 1907. 
64 Lex, “Naturalization of Aliens,” Canada Law Journal 22, no. 6 (Mar. 15, 1886), 110. 
The correspondent appended a checklist of naturalization requirements and fees “to assist 
my brethren in the profession.” 



 267 

the requirements for naturalization was no longer a matter of the applicant’s fulfilment of 

residency requirements and filling out paperwork; instead, parliamentarians debated 

means of providing a qualitative assessment of an applicant’s capacity to become a 

“good” British subject. Though the primary purpose of the 1914 Act was to recognize 

imperial naturalization and implement a common five-year residency requirement, it also 

introduced new qualifications for naturalization. Unlike previous naturalization laws, the 

1914 Act, according to Justice Minister Doherty, “does not intend to say that every man 

who has complied with the requirements of the Act shall have the right to be 

naturalized.”65 Less about “naturalization,” the legislative debate on the Act was an 

articulation of the desired qualities of citizenship in Canada. It was noticeably painted 

throughout with the vocabulary of “citizenship.”    

“Citizenship was entirely too cheap” under previous naturalization laws, argued 

Alberta Conservative Member of Parliament R.B. Bennett in the House of Commons 

debate. The result, he added, was a “very great laxity in so far as the enforcement of 

proper regulations is concerned with regard to the obtaining of citizenship.”66 The future 

Prime Minister noted that the United States required new citizens to demonstrate an 

understanding of the constitution and the country’s past presidents, while Canadian 

naturalization prescribed no such test.67 Although the bill did not include Bennett’s 

proposal that the process of naturalization include a civics test, it did introduce an 

                                                
65 House of Commons Debates, 12th Parliament, 3rd Session (May 22, 1914), 4145. 
66 Ibid., 4133. 
67 Bennett’s claim about an American civics test as a requirement of naturalization was 
not accurate; however, Rogers Smith notes that the Gilded Age in the United States was 
marked by a strengthening of ascriptive or racialized ideas of American citizenship, 
fostered in part by civic education programs; Civic Ideals: Conflicting Visions of 
Citizenship in U.S. History (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1997), 347-
409. 



 268 

“educational requirement,” requiring applicants to demonstrate a proficiency in either 

English or French, which members frequently referred to as “Canada’s official 

languages.” Interestingly, at no point in the debate did any parliamentarian dispute the 

equal standing of French and English as an “official” language for naturalized subjects to 

understand, though some did doubt whether requiring an applicant to demonstrate a 

knowledge of an official language was necessary.68    

As the language requirement suggests, the process of naturalization was no longer 

to be a mechanical filing of affidavits by commissioners. The new law required 

applicants to appear personally in court in order to have their claims of “good character” 

validated by a judge. As one member stated, “hundreds of aliens have been naturalized 

without really knowing the meaning of the word, and without very much evidence having 

been produced in the courts.”69 Others, mostly from the opposition Liberals, opposed the 

added strictness of the process. Edward Macdonald insisted that the law would “make it 

about as hard for a man of foreign nationality to become a British subject as for the 

ordinary common sinner to obtain a passport to the kingdom of Heaven.”70 As an added 

layer of discretion, the law invested the Secretary of State with the power to unilaterally 

revoke processed naturalization papers on the suspicion that it was obtained by false 

representation or fraud.71 The purpose of this clause was to ensure that even if a judge 
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accepted the naturalization of an “undesirable” person, the Canadian government could 

exercise final judgement in signing the naturalization papers. 

On May 22, 1914, as the House of Commons debated the bill to finally 

implement imperial naturalization, a vessel challenging some of the legislation’s 

fundamental assumptions sailed into the Vancouver harbour.  The Komagata Maru 

carried on board 376 British subjects from India, and despite the distance, members of 

parliament were acutely aware of the implication of the ship’s arrival.72 Frank Oliver, 

who as Interior minister in Laurier’s government introduced the immigration restrictions 

on persons from India three years previous, worried that the bill to implement imperial 

naturalization would build “up in the minds of these people the idea that we are giving 

them a degree of British citizenship that they do not enjoy today.”73 Yet, the government 

maintained that the restrictions on immigration would remain effective, and though one 

member of the government admitted that “It is a difficult question,” he insisted that India 

“is in a different class” from the dominions.74  

Differentiating among British subjects from different parts of the empire, all of 

whom were technically British subjects, was indeed a difficult question. Nationality law 

highlights the often-confused language of expressing membership in a given group, 
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whether it is a political organization like the Canadian state or a cultural construction like 

the British world. The term “British subject” was remarkably capricious, a semantic 

shape shifter conditioned by context and person. This was especially evident in the case 

of persons from non-dominion colonies. In a 1911 editorial, the Canadian Law Times 

noted that “the claim of coloured races (who are at the same time British subjects) to be 

treated as equal in all respects to the white races, solely because they are British subjects, 

is giving rise to difficulties in every part of the Empire.”75 In an annotation to the 1913 

case Re Thirty-Nine Hindus, legal scholar A.H.F. Lefroy noted that although, legally 

speaking, “Hindus from British India are as much British subjects as Canadians,” the 

question of the status of non-white British subjects in Canada was not strictly legal:  

But in truth we are in a region other than – perhaps we should say higher than – 
that of mere law. We are dealing with matters which will find their ultimate 
settlement not in the provisions of any statute, but as the final resultant of varying 
sentiments, conflicting interests, and competing patriotisms. The exclusion of 
British subjects, whatever their colour, from any part of British soil, will at best 
be regarded as a lamentable necessity by those who have the interests of the 
Empire at heart. It will call for the exercise of the highest statesmanship, and 
much mutual forbearance, to adjust these matters without disturbing the pax 
Britannica.76 
 

Lefroy’s views were upheld by the courts, as in the 1914 British Columbia case Re 

Munshi Singh, where the judge insisted “that Canada has a right… to make laws for the 

exclusion and expulsion from Canada of British subjects, whether of Asiatic race, or of 

European race.”77 Defining the status of non-white subjects of the British Empire in 

Canada highlighted the complexity of British nationality law and its application in the 

dominions. It also captured the contradiction of an understanding of nationality that 
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many purported to be “modern” and “liberal,” though they still wished it to cleave 

closely to cultural and racial assumptions concerning the basis of citizenship in Canada. 

There was precedence elsewhere in the British Empire for restricting 

naturalization for certain groups of people. For example, Australia’s Naturalization Act, 

1903, explicitly denied naturalization to persons from Africa and Asia, and those of 

aboriginal Pacific island descent.78 But the matter of restricting British subjecthood by 

racial categories was a problem in an empire where people of diverse backgrounds held 

the common status of “British subjects.” As Sukanya Banerjee has illustrated, British 

subjects in crown colonies such as India increasingly framed their status as subjects as 

grounds to be recognized across the empire as equal citizens.79 Yet, however racially 

neutral the statutory requirements for naturalization were in Canada, impediments 

remained for applicants who did not fit into the racialized idea of national membership. 

Leading up to the implementation of imperial naturalization in 1914, a major objection 

had been the fear that it would mean that British subjects from anywhere in the empire 

would be exempt from the immigration restrictions of the dominions. On this point, the 

British Interdepartmental Naturalization Committee, which reviewed the proposed 

legislation, noted that requiring “evidence of good character” for naturalization would 

“have the merit of relieving the self-governing Dominions of anxiety as to the results of 

reciprocity in naturalization with the Crown Colonies.”80 The imperial government, 

however, refused to insert into the bill any reference to colour or race, stating that it 
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would be both invidious and impractical; however, it did insert a requirement that the 

applicant demonstrate adequate knowledge of the English language, which, the 

committee argued, would “automatically exclude the vast majority of the members of the 

coloured races.”81  

Although Canada’s 1914 Act introduced “imperial naturalization,” its more 

significant effect was its insistence that naturalization was no longer a formality of 

residency, but was admittance into a civic community in which the applicant would have 

to function as a “citizen.” But while earlier writers had sensed a transition in the nature of 

allegiance to a more purely legal or political relationship, the Act highlighted the 

contingencies attached to political membership. In a 1910 article in Busy Man’s 

Magazine, Roden Kingsmill closely echoed Thomas Hodgins’s earlier description of 

“modern” citizenship, stating, “citizenship is the term now generally employed to 

describe the political relationship which exists between an individual and the sovereign 

state to which he owes allegiance.”82 This affirmation of citizenship as an essentially 

“political” relationship between citizen and state seemingly positioned visions of “moral” 

nationality, organically connecting individuals to a community, as relics of a passing age. 

Yet, despite all of the legislative initiatives to regulate nationality and define its relation 

to different jurisdictions, the assumption that nationality was more significant than a 

strictly legal status or passport category endured.  
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Which State? Naturalization and the Ambiguity of Nationality 

Beyond ideas of the meaning and origin of nationality, the subject of nationality 

law raised important and concrete questions about the definition of limits of nationality 

in Canada, particularly concerning the status of persons naturalized as British subjects in 

Canada. The question of how a common imperial category of nationality – British 

subjecthood – grafted onto the local jurisdictions of the dominions was a problem at the 

centre of nationality laws of the British Empire. Among other things, this meant that a 

person’s status as a naturalized British subject did not apply in all parts of the world. 

N.W. Hoyles fittingly described Canada’s naturalization laws as “illogical and 

incomplete,” citing the anomalous status of those who were naturalized British subjects 

only within Canada and the incompatibility of the laws of the various jurisdictions of the 

British Empire in regulating the category of British nationality.83 This vividly highlighted 

the complication of nationality law and its often confusing and paradoxical application in 

practice.  

As Britain and each self-governing colony were individually responsible for 

passing their own naturalization laws, the process of naturalization was varied across the 

empire. More significantly, however, the naturalization laws passed in each jurisdiction 

of the empire were only operational within the territorial jurisdiction of that colony. The 

language of the 1881 Canadian Act, for example, provided naturalized subjects with the 

same rights of natural-born subjects “within Canada.”84 This had the peculiar effect of 

rendering a person naturalized as a British subject in Canada an alien elsewhere. This 

anomaly in naturalization law meant that there were essentially two standards of British 
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nationality, one for natural-born subjects, who held their status anywhere in the empire, 

and another for naturalized subjects, who held their status only within the territory of the 

jurisdiction that granted that naturalization. The latter, known as “local naturalization,” 

formed a de facto Canadian citizenship for naturalized persons, distinct from British 

subjecthood. Critically, unlike natural-born subjects, the status of naturalized subjects did 

not have any British or imperial significance.  

The restricted parameters of British nationality were a source of concern and 

complaint for naturalized British subjects in Canada. This was especially true since these 

subjects were essentially “stateless persons” when travelling outside of Canada. British 

consuls were not compelled to recognize the nationality of naturalized subject travelling 

abroad, nor offer them assistance in consular emergencies. The passports of naturalized 

subjects differed from those of natural-born subjects, explicitly denying the holder 

British protection in the country in which he previously held citizenship.85 On this point, 

F.P. Walton, dean of the Faculty of Law at McGill University, asserted that “It is in the 

highest degree anomalous that a British Consul abroad should have to treat a large class 

of Canadian subjects of the King as foreigners.”86  

In 1911, an eighty-year-old naturalized subject who had lived in Canada for sixty 

years produced a pamphlet on the restricted nationality of naturalized persons, writing, “I 

am aware that there are only a few people in Canada familiar with this injustice. My aim 

is to make it known as widely as possible.”87 The pamphlet also reproduced Roden 
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Kingsmill’s earlier article, which termed naturalized subjects “men without a country,” 

who, it argued, were essentially “second-class” citizens. The article admitted that the 

inconveniences suffered by naturalized subjects “may seem more sentimental than real, 

but at any time international complications may arise which will make it of the utmost 

importance to naturalized Canadians to be entitled to the fullest privileges of British 

citizenship.”88 Yet the “sentimental” aspect of nationality was a very real reflection of the 

perceived inadequacy of the nationality of naturalized subjects. Kingsmill noted that the 

naturalized subject “might as well be a Siamese or a Burman as long as his international 

rights are concerned.”89 Similarly, he reported an anecdote where an American lawyer 

told his naturalized Canadian client, “That Canadian naturalization doesn’t amount to 

shucks.”90  

This speaks to the importance of the identity of British subjecthood not just as a 

legal category bestowing certain rights and privileges, but as a category of political 

identity that signified political membership in international terms. On this point, E.W. 

Rathburn, a naturalized subject from Deseronto, Ontario, wrote to the Prime Minister of 

the day, Sir John A. Macdonald, complaining, “I am a Canadian Citizen by naturalization, 

and yet I am not a British subject owing to the non-recognition of our Canadian Law for 

naturalization. It seems to me that there should be a convenient way by which myself and 
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others so situated may become British Subjects. Is there no hope for this?”91 The 

limitation of the status of persons naturalized in Canada was a matter of embarrassment 

not only for new subjects, but also for various writers who promoted Canadian 

nationalism. William Norris, for example, decried the inability of Canada to provide 

naturalized subjects with protection overseas, writing, “the first practical principle of 

Canadian nationalism is to obtain for Canada the right to make a British subject, or to be 

able to give foreigners an independent status as Canadian citizens.” Norris was 

particularly concerned that prospective immigrants would opt to live in the United States, 

for “so long as this state of things exists, it is hopeless to expect immigration.”92 But 

while Norris framed the limitations of Canadian naturalization law as an impediment to 

Canadian nationalism, Granville C. Cunningham, a proponent of imperial federation, 

viewed it as a reason to seek greater consolidation of the British Empire. After raising the 

same concerns about Canadian naturalization law as Norris, Cunningham concluded, 

“Under a Federation of the Empire the consuls of England would also be the consuls for 

all colonial subjects. A German naturalized in Canada would be as much a British subject 

as a German naturalized in England.”93 

Cunningham’s reference to Germans in Canada was a common theme in 

discussions about Canadian naturalization law. German immigrants to Canada were 

especially vociferous on the matter of their status, worrying about the implications of the 
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local nature of their naturalization. The German press had apparently warned that 

emigrants to Canada would be “grossly deceived” and that they would lose their German 

nationality without acquiring the full rights of British subjects.94 In Canada, German 

communities expressed concern about their limited status. A petition to the government 

conveyed by Otto Klotz in 1879 stated, “We, Her Most Gracious Majesty’s loyal and 

naturalized German subjects in Canada, deem it a peculiar and deeply felt hardship that 

the fact… that by reason of our naturalization in Canada, we are while travelling beyond 

its limits and in foreign countries refused British protection.” The memo continued by 

insisting that Germans naturalized in Canada were full citizens and ought to be accorded 

the protection afforded to natural-born subjects:  

We as citizens of Canada pay our taxes, perform our various duties as citizens,  
including militia service; we are ready and willing whenever called out, to take up 
arms in defence of this our adopted country and in defence of Her Majesty, Her 
Crown and Dignity equally as cheerfully as a native Briton. Our combined 
industry, our frugality and economy have materially enhanced the wealth and 
productiveness of Canada; we have ever been considered and treated by our 
British fellow subjects as welcome and desirous settlers among them, we have 
among us men who have been elected or appointed to various offices in the 
country and who have filled the same with credit to themselves and with 
satisfaction to the public.95 
 

The memorandum impressed upon the government the fact that naturalized subjects from 

Germany had demonstrated a commitment to the civic life of Canada. It specifically used 

the term “citizen” to describe duties to the state, which included taxes and militia 

responsibilities, to argue that they should be provided with the same status as natural-

born subjects outside of Canada. Koltz had been particularly vocal about the matter of 

                                                
94 Canada, Sessional Papers, 2nd Parliament, 1st session (1873), vol. 6, no. 6, paper 66, 3-
4 
95 LAC, John A. Macdonald fonds, MG26-A, “Political Papers, Correspondence” files, 
volume 354, page 115164, memorandum from John O’Connor, 9 December 1879. 
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German naturalization, having delivered a speech as president of the German Festival in 

Waterloo, Ontario, complaining about the disabilities of naturalized subjects.96 One of 

the most common complaints was the fear that naturalized subjects from Germany could 

be pressed into military service if they were to go back to visit Germany. 

Their status was a primary consideration for the Canadian government, which 

sought to rectify the situation specifically in reference to the status of Germans 

naturalized in Canada. When Alexander Campbell introduced the Naturalization Act, 

1881 in Parliament, his first remarks on the subject were about the “anxiety” of Germans 

in Canada about their status, and the bill’s purpose to “get the German Government to 

recognize the naturalization of German subjects.”97 This statement, however, was 

inaccurate, and later withdrawn.98 For Germany to recognize the naturalization of 

German subjects in Canada, a convention needed to be signed; but as Canada did not 

have sovereignty over such foreign matters, the imperial government was responsible for 

ratifying treaties involving Canada. Behind the scenes, the Canadian government lobbied 

the imperial government to create a convention with Germany that would allow German 

recognition of Canadian naturalization, like the conventions that had been signed 

between the United Kingdom with the United States and with Germany.99 

Yet amending the law in order to recognize the status of naturalized subjects 

outside of Canada was not an easy process. Lawmakers in Canada had lobbied the 

imperial government on numerous occasions to reform naturalization laws and extend the 

                                                
96 “Naturalization,” The Nation 1, no. 24 (Sept. 10, 1874), 284. 
97 Senate Debates, 4th Parliament, 3rd Session (Feb. 28, 1881), 455. 
98 Ibid., (March 3, 1881), 482. 
99 These conventions formally recognized the naturalization process of each jurisdiction, 
meaning, for example, that the German government would recognize naturalization in 
Britain of a German citizen to be expatriation of German citizenship.  
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status conferred upon subjects naturalized in Canada. In 1873, the Canadian House of 

Commons sent a formal address to the imperial government to ask that the limited status 

of subjects naturalized in Canada be rectified, though no action towards implementing 

imperial naturalization was taken.100 In 1884, it seemed the imperial government would 

be willing to give Canadian naturalization extraterritorial effect on the condition that the 

Canadian law be changed to require five-year residency. The period of five years was 

necessary in order to make naturalization requirements under Canadian law conform to 

those of Britain, which maintained a five-year residency requirement in accordance with 

treaties signed with the United States and Germany. The British ambassador in Berlin 

wrote to Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs, Earl Granville, expressing concern that 

unless Canada introduce uniform requirements, German emigrants would move to 

Canada over the United States, which in turn would cause complaint from the United 

States.101 Although the residency requirement seems a relatively minor point, the 

Canadian government wanted to maintain a three-year residency requirement so that new 

subjects could attain their homestead and franchise rights at an earlier date, especially in 

the west.102 

                                                
100 Journals of the House of Commons, 1st Parliament, 2nd session, (1873), 147. For 
correspondence see LAC, Department of Agriculture fonds, RG17, vol. 93, file 9099, 
“Naturalization in the Colonies.” 
101 LAC, Department of Justice fonds, RG 13, vol. 2244, file 1883-1952, Lord Ampthill 
to Earl Granville, 6 Oct. 1883; Ampthill added that it would be very unlikely that the 
German government would agree to recognize a three-year residency requirement, as it 
was trying to quell emigration. Justice Minister Alexander Campbell communicated this 
to the government, stating that it was not worth pursuing the matter unless Canada would 
amend its naturalization law to require five years residency; A. Campbell to Governor in 
Council, 25 June 1884. 
102 Thomas Mulvey, “Confidential Memorandum for the Secretary of State, 12 February 
1912,” in Imperial Naturalization: Copies of Imperial Naturalization Acts, Canadian 
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The subject of naturalization became a recurring matter of discussion at colonial 

and imperial conferences. The issue was first raised at the 1897 Colonial Conference, and 

the specific idea for “uniform legislation with regard to naturalization” was proposed at 

the 1902 conference; however, it was not until the 1907 conference that a resolution was 

approved “with a view to attain uniformity so far as practicable.”103 After decades of 

discussion and deliberation, the idea of imperial naturalization finally came to fruition at 

the 1911 Imperial Conference, at which a resolution that “Imperial nationality should be 

world-wide and uniform” was unanimously approved.104 The implementation of the 

resolution required each of the dominion parliaments and the imperial parliament to enact 

legislation recognizing the effect of naturalization in other parts of the empire. Although 

Canada had amended its naturalization law in 1907 to formally exempt persons 

naturalized elsewhere in the empire from submitting to Canadian naturalization, 

coordinate imperial naturalization was established through the Naturalization Act, 1914. 

The new law provided for imperial naturalization, requiring five years residency in total, 

the first four of which could be spent anywhere in the British Empire, and the last year 

within Canada. The ultimate resolution to the problems of nationality law in the British 

Empire was to coordinate an empire-wide legislative effort to implement uniform 

                                                                                                                                           
Naturalization Acts, Minutes of Colonial and Imperial Conferences and of Documents 
Submitted Thereat, (Ottawa: Government Printing Bureau, 1912), xxii. 
103 Maurice Olliver, ed., The Colonial and Imperial Conferences from 1887 to 1937, 
(Ottawa: Queen’s Printer, 1954), Vol. 1, 223. 
104 Maurice Olliver, ed., The Colonial and Imperial Conferences from 1887 to 1937, 
(Ottawa: Queen’s Printer, 1954), Vol. 2, 134. The resolution ensured that each dominion 
would maintain the ability to differentiate between classes of British subjects.  
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naturalization laws, which Parry appositely described as an example of “imperial 

comity.”105  

As expressed in Canada’s Naturalization Act, 1914, the remedy to the limited 

scope of the status of naturalized persons was to extend the scope of imperial 

naturalization, so that naturalized subjects would acquire a trans-imperial status. Notably, 

very little consideration was given to extending the jurisdiction of the Canadian state to 

legislate for the extraterritorial status of its own naturalized subjects. One of the lone 

proponents of this position was John Skirving Ewart, a constitutional lawyer and vocal 

advocate of Canadian independence from the British Empire. Ewart called subjects 

naturalized in Canada “the truest Canadians of us all,” because their political identity was 

strictly Canadian, and not British or imperial.106 Accordingly, Ewart advocated full 

Canadian sovereignty over naturalization, insisting that naturalization was a clear 

example of Britain’s “palpable invasion of our constitution.”107 He believed that since 

section 91, subsection 25 of the British North America Act expressly granted control 

over naturalization and aliens to the federal government, the Canadian government had 

full sovereignty to determine and legislate for the status of naturalized subjects outside of 

Canada. Responding to Ewart’s article in a memorandum to the Secretary of State, the 

Undersecretary of State Thomas Mulvey dismissed Ewart’s reasoning as “faulty,” stating 

                                                
105 Parry, Nationality and Citizenship Laws, 448. 
106 John S. Ewart, The Kingdom of Canada, Imperial Federation, the Colonial 
Conferences, The Alaska Boundary and Other Essays (Toronto: Morang, 1908), 12. On 
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“Fashioning a Constitution Narrative: John S. Ewart and the Development of a ‘Canadian 
Constitution,’” Canadian Historical Review 9, no. 3 (Sept. 2012): 359-381. 
107 John S. Ewart, “Naturalization,” Canadian Law Times 31, no. 11 (Nov. 1911): 841. 
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that the provisions for naturalization in the British North America Act did not imply 

extraterritorial application; only the imperial parliament could enact such legislation.108  

As noted earlier, by the end of the nineteenth century the prominence of 

international law created greater pressures on the making of domestic legislation in 

Canada. This was particularly complicated in Canada, where the imperial government 

held jurisdiction over Canada’s foreign relations and maintained ultimate sovereignty 

over Canadian law. A number of examples highlight the implications of this. Meera Nair 

has focussed on copyright law as a primary example how Canadian law was reshaped in 

face of pressures from Britain.109 Similarly, Bradley Miller observes that the example of 

extradition law was “a manifestation of the empire’s continuing power in Canada.”110 

Like copyright and extradition, naturalization demonstrated the implications of Canada’s 

legal subordination to Britain. The Canadian government was compelled to alter its 

legislation to meet the requests of British parliament, both in 1881 in order to eliminate 

the principle of indelible allegiance and in 1914 to give effect to imperial naturalization.   

Yet, despite the imperial government’s direction over naturalization law, its effect 

before 1914 had been to create a de facto Canadian citizenship in law. Ironically, because 

of the structure of imperial law, Canadian naturalization law enforced the Canadian state 

as the limits of nationality for naturalized subjects, entrenching a distinction between 

imperial subjects and naturalized Canadian subjects. Though this distinction was 

formally removed by the 1914 Act, it anticipated later developments in Canadian 

                                                
108 Mulvey, “Confidential Memorandum for the Secretary of State,” xv, xxi.  
109 Meera Nair, “The Copyright Act of 1889: A Canadian Declaration of Independence,” 
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nationality law, notably the distinction between Canadian citizenship and British 

subjecthood.111 Indeed, even in the legislative debate on the 1914 Act, a number of 

parliamentarians recommended implementing a double system of nationality, so that 

people could opt for either a strictly “Canadian citizenship,” or a larger “imperial 

citizenship.”112 Summarizing this sentiment, a 1911 editorial in the Canadian Law Times 

noted that “a new political conception is in the course of evolution,” which it termed 

“local citizenship,” meaning “the relation between the individual and the community in 

which he dwells, instead of the relation or tie of allegiance which binds every natural-

born British subject of the King.”113  

In answer to the question of to which state nationality conferred membership, 

Canadian nationality law in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries provided a 

complex and incomplete answer. Up until 1914, naturalized subjects were members only 

of the Canadian state; however, the movement in legal reforms led towards the creation 

of an imperial naturalization that affirmed the British Empire as the state to which 

national status signified membership.  

 

Conclusion: 

Naturalization law in Canada and the British Empire in the late nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuries highlights how understandings of political association were 

                                                
111 The distinction was enforced by the creation of the category of “Canadian national” in 
the 1921 Canadian Nationals Act, and later the introduction of “Canadian citizenship” as 
a complement to (rather than replacement of) British subjecthood in the 1947 Citizenship 
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113 “British Citizenship,” Canadian Law Times 31, no. 9 (Sept. 1911): 684. 
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subject to much change and complexity. This case study has illustrated two particular 

complexities that indicate how changing concepts of political association influenced 

ways of thinking about Canada in the decades following Confederation. First, the 

principle of allegiance, which governed the basis of nationality law, had changed from an 

indelible and natural allegiance to signify a legal relationship between a subject and the 

state. Yet, despite this important reform toward a more “modern” understanding of 

allegiance, ideas of who could naturalize were increasingly conditioned by embedded 

assumptions about the nature of nationality and the substantive meaning of “good 

citizenship.” Much like the concepts examined in this study, it was clear in practice that 

despite the idea that nationality law had become a more modern political principle 

governing the relationship between citizen and state, ideas of whiteness and racialized 

assumptions about civic identity endured or grew in salience, especially in the context of 

increased non-white immigration to Canada. Second, despite the fact that naturalization 

law was reformed to integrate policies across the empire to create “imperial 

naturalization,” the effect of naturalization law before 1914 was to create a de facto 

Canadian citizenship, as subjects naturalized in Canada only held that status within 

Canada. Naturalization law illustrated the extent to which Canada was a distinct civic 

community within a wider international imperial polity, anticipating in many ways later 

reforms to citizenship laws and the legal creation of distinct Canadian citizenship. 
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Chapter Seven: 
Conclusion 

 
 
What happened on July 1st, 1867? That it marked the beginning of a new 

nationality, sewing together distinct regions and people under a common political 

framework has become so commonplace that it is often almost instinctively assumed. Yet 

for the generation that witnessed that date and the decades that followed, the meaning 

and future of the new political jurisdiction was uncertain and subject to different visions 

of development. The idea that the Canadian state should form a natural basis for thinking 

about and describing the concepts of constitution, nationality, citizenship, and loyalty 

was only one possibility among various alternative ideas of political association in a 

global context. In an intellectual climate that grappled with “modern” considerations of 

the state, the study of history and society, and the place of the individual in a wider 

community, the fluidity of these concepts and their attachment to the boundaries of the 

Canadian state were both parallel and intersecting developments.  

This study has examined some of the specific ways in which the idea of a 

Canadian political nationality emerged following Confederation. It has highlighted the 

role that a group of public thinkers had in shaping ideas of political association and 

naturalizing Canada as a location of common political affiliation. For many in the 

Confederation generation, it became most logical to look to the Canadian state as an 

obvious and legitimate basis of political association, even though its continued 

membership in the British Empire, its federal political structure, and its geographic and 

demographic diversity seemed at odds with the idea of a united and singular political 

association. There can be no definite date or moment to cap off the end of one generation 
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and the beginning of a new one, but the start of a new century marks an appropriate 

turning point to end this study. By 1900, many of the prominent names and voices that 

appeared regularly in Canadian magazines had died or retired. New names would assume 

greater prominence on issues related to Canadian identity and its future. The magazine 

culture that forms the principal research corpus for this study had also changed by the 

turn of the century. New titles like Maclean’s and Weekend (both established in 1905) 

were aimed more at entertainment than extensive deliberation of current social, political, 

and philosophical questions.1 Conversely, the more philosophical or broad questions that 

appeared in nineteenth century magazines became central to university-based periodicals, 

notably Queen’s Quarterly (1893) and University of Toronto Quarterly (1895). 

The development of the concepts examined in this study indicates how various 

public thinkers sought to imbue the category of Canada with an intrinsic logic, fashioning 

it as a natural basis of political association. Ideas of imperialism and different forms of 

nationalism have attracted sustained scholarly attention, but changes in underlying 

concepts have not. Beyond descriptions of different varieties of nationalism or varying 

political positions on Canada’s status, the early decades of Confederation were shaped by 

a negotiation of different understandings of the nature of political association. These 

understandings were developed through articulations of key political concepts that helped 

fashion certain assumptions about the nature of the political jurisdiction created in 1867. 

The concept of a Canadian constitution, embodied in the British North America 

Act and based on a deep history of legal development, served to transform the Canadian 

state from a mere creation of imperial law to a unique and historically rooted polity. The 

                                                
1 Maclean’s originally appeared as Business Magazine, before changing its name later 
that year to Busy Man’s Magazine and to Maclean’s in 1911.  
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volume of literature produced by reputed constitutional experts to explain and teach the 

history and law of the Canadian constitution further bolstered the concept. These 

narratives conscripted diverse regions, laws, and people in service of a common 

constitutional idiom that positioned the Canadian constitution as the primary framework 

of political association over existing ideas of provincial constitutions and distinct from 

the narrative of the ancient British constitution. 

If the Canadian constitution created a unique political entity, the concept of 

nationality served to render it as a more natural basis of political association. The idea 

that a nation could be essentially invented by law and based on political boundaries was 

distinct from the idea of nationality as an organic unit based on the irrevocable ties of 

“racial” affiliation, which underscored visions of imperial union. Yet, as the state became 

more central in social and political discussion and as the political future of Canada 

became subject to extensive debate, the notion that the Canadian state formed the basis of 

a new nationality became a fairly common assumption. Though some imagined this as a 

political nationality that combined together different linguistic or ethnic groups, it 

nevertheless remained conditioned by ideas of whiteness. The concept of Canadian 

nationality seemed to promise inclusion within the polity’s political boundaries but was 

still shaped by exclusionary arguments, assumptions, and silences.  

 The concept of citizenship served to provide an imagined but valued connection 

between individuals and the nation. Ideas of imperial or Anglo-Saxon citizenship 

signified a global identity that transcended the divisions of the empire or even of the 

English-speaking world. In contrast, many of the writers assessed in this study developed 

an idea of Canadian citizenship, described either indirectly as membership in a common 
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Canadian “people” or more explicitly as a distinct Canadian citizenship status. The 

appeals that numerous writers made to readers to think of themselves as Canadian 

signified that the Canadian state was not only a bounded political association, but also an 

object worthy of emotive connection and a personal identity. Such appeals were most 

obvious in support for efforts to teach “citizenship” behaviours to young people in 

particular, which tended to focus on the political duties of individuals as a moral 

commitment to a national community. If a concept of Canadian citizenship was being 

developed that seemed to promise a legally defined and equal relationship of individuals 

to the state, it – like the concept of a Canadian nation – remained tied to notions of 

required unanimity and “higher” purposes to which individuals would have to be trained. 

 Another important element in discussions of political association was the concept 

of loyalty, which overlapped with discussions of citizenship but tended to signify the 

connection between an individual and the state. For some, the term referred to an 

indelible allegiance between individuals and the British crown, underscored by a 

venerable and moral commitment. Others, however, described a more “modern” idea of 

loyalty that signified the political relationship between the individual citizen and the state. 

In these descriptions, it was typically the Canadian state that formed the object of loyalty. 

Of course, the sentimental appeals of loyalty to the monarch remained strong, signified 

clearly in cases where those who suggested severing the connection were branded as 

“disloyal.” Yet, the idea of Canadian loyalty became an important element of 

understanding the relationship between individuals and the new political jurisdiction, 

which was also signified in symbolic terms like the debate about a distinctive Canadian 

flag.  
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 The halting, uneven, and contested changes of these concepts toward an 

understanding political association based on the territorial, constitutional state coalesced 

more clearly in the development of naturalization and nationality law in Canada and 

across the British Empire between 1867 and 1914. Not only did the law change to 

recognize the concept of loyalty as a changeable legal status, but because of the structure 

of imperial law, the status of British subjects naturalized in Canada was unique within 

the boundaries of Canada. Naturalization law also illustrated in stark terms the 

consequences of the racialized thinking that shaped the political concepts assessed in this 

study, especially the idea of a global colour line. While the “modern” idea of citizenship 

based on a voluntary political allegiance to a given state seemed to govern changes to 

nationality law, the legal practices of naturalization indicated that it was increasingly 

imbued with expectations that certain kinds of people were inevitably excluded. 

The development of the concepts analyzed in this study was not a linear or 

uncontested process; the endurance of strong imperial ties and of provincial or regional 

identities formed important contrasts. Moreover, as this study has also stressed, ideas of 

“modern” forms of political association remained tied to ideas of race and other 

categories of exclusion. Those who extolled modern ideas of citizenship and more 

“liberal” naturalization laws, for example, saw little contradiction in the excluding of 

immigrants from Asia. More tellingly, for the many writers who exclaimed the beginning 

of a new political nationality that combined people of different ethnicities and languages 

in common association, the near ignorance of indigenous people signalled important 

underlying assumptions about what kind of nation Canada was. These are assumptions 
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that have endured far beyond the generation examined in this study, and which point to 

the problem of historicizing ideas of nationalism as either “civic” or “ethnic” variants.  

In its landmark Quebec Secession Reference in 1999, the Supreme Court of 

Canada declared that the British North America Act, 1867 was an “act of nation-

building.”2 This is not a particularly surprising assumption, given the general tendency to 

look to the political debates on Confederation and the lives of the particular “Fathers” as 

principal sources of understanding the development of Canada. The current 

sesquicentennial commemorations of the Confederation years appear to reinforce this 

view. But as John Sanborn argued in the Canadian Legislative Council debates on 

Confederation in 1864, “If we desire to have a Constitution which would afford good 

hope of permanency, it must be planted deep in the affections of the people.”3 He was 

arguing here for the Confederation arrangement to be “submitted to the country,” a 

motion that was ultimately denied. What happened instead was a process of retroactive 

legitimation that sought and continues to seek to naturalize the British North America 

Act as the Canadian constitution and the framework and basis of a Canadian nation that 

organizes categories of citizenship and loyalty. 

Beyond the legislative, legal, and other initiatives that formed the basis of the 

new Canadian state, it is important to consider specific ways in which these concepts 

become understood and internalized by different parts of the population. The 

development of broader public understandings of Canada in the decades following 

Confederation was fashioned by aspects of public discourse that consciously sought to 

imbue the political jurisdiction with particular meanings. It was through a process of 

                                                
2 Reference re Secession of Quebec, [1998] 2 S.C.R. 217, sec. 43. 
3 Canada, Debates, (Feb. 9, 1865), 124. 
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gradual conceptual change that a dominant paradigm began to emerge in English Canada 

that regarded Canada as a distinct nationality based on a constitutional framework and 

consisting of a community of people united by common citizenship and loyalty. This is 

not to say that everyone accepted this, but rather that it became the principal way that 

English Canadians concerned with such questions have tended to understand the meaning 

of the political jurisdiction created in 1867. The research presented in this study is only 

one part of a broader set of inquiries about the nature of political association and the 

ways in which the creation of the Canadian state conditioned it. In its focus on sources 

that were consciously and purposefully part of a project of uniting Canada, particularly 

intellectual magazines that sought a broad national readership and scope, this study has 

looked at the development of these concepts at a generally “national” level, though these 

often emerged in a context that was shaped by transnational and global influences. Much 

remains to be considered, however, about how these concepts developed at more local 

levels. There is more to be written, for example, on the development of ideas of the 

constitution, nationality, citizenship or loyalty in community organizations and in the 

pages of local newspapers.   

 This project raises a number of other possibilities for future study. An underlying 

theme in this study is the effect of the changing meanings of words, especially when 

certain words with assumed connotations become vessels of different ideas. 

Transformations in the meanings of words often seem imperceptible to contemporaries 

who use them and who contribute to their change. Often times, as James Boyd Whyte 

notes, words have an assumed and automatic logic, but “at other times a speaker may 

find that he no longer has a language adequate to his needs and purposes, to his sense of 
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himself and his world; his words lose their meaning.”4 The development of different 

concepts of political association following the creation of Canada paralleled the 

transmutation of words as they came to signify different idioms. For example, the 

frustration about the difficulty of using words to describe a particular idea of loyalty by 

an anonymous writer cited in chapter five highlights an underlying concern about 

changing language and its sometimes alienating effects.5 One might also think of terms 

such as “democracy” and “persons,” to name just a few key examples, as sematic spaces 

in which complex ideas have been invested and contested over time. Though this study 

has focussed on the history of concepts, these concepts are ultimately conveyed through 

words that have held changing connotations and meanings.  

 The idea of sympathy has also been a recurring element throughout this study, 

raised at various points by writers who sought to explain the connections they imagined 

with other people. George-Étienne Cartier pointed to common “sympathy” between 

French- and English-speaking people as a basis of the new “political nationality.” 

Sympathy was a way of describing a sense of instinctive empathy between strangers 

based on their common needs, which could be a basis of political union. As early as the 

eighteenth century, Adam Smith identified sympathy as an imagined affective bond 

between strangers, and certainly for many of the writers examined here it was an 

important though often vague way of connecting people, an apparent antidote to the 
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Chicago Press, 1984), 7. 
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seemingly cold individuation and materialism of modernity.6 Daniel Wickberg has 

recently highlighted the centrality of the idea of sympathy in modern thought, 

particularly within the context of liberalism’s focus on the individual. The recurrence of 

the idea of sympathy as a basis of political and social bonds in this study suggests that it 

should be considered more seriously as an aspect of historical political and social 

thought.7 

Commenting in 1890 on the time that had passed since Confederation, the 

Dominion Illustrated observed: “It has been an important – in some respects, a very 

critical – period all the world over… In these changes, Canada has been no merely 

passive spectator.” It added that the creation of Canada as a self-governing “nation” 

within the British Empire made it “the first of its kind in modern times, and to the student 

of politics it is of exceptional interest.”8 This interest in the development of Canada 

would of course continue, and the questions that confronted the writers and readers 

explored in this study would remain aspects of debate as a new century began. The 

concepts of the constitution, nationality, citizenship, and loyalty continued to develop 

and change, as new generations sought to make sense of Canada and define their 

relationship to it. The anxieties about a “modern” age that fuelled much discussion and 

deliberation in the late nineteenth century are familiar to today’s readers. The sense of a 

globalizing world, the disbanding and formation of new states, the perception of rapid 

scientific and technological change were as much a part of nineteenth century thought in 
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Canada as they are today. Their implications for debate about the nature of political 

association and its relationship to the state continue to be explored. Concerns, prompted 

in part by security anxieties, about the nature of Canadian citizenship and the question of 

divided loyalties have been heightened in recent years.9 Certainly the question of the 

meaning of nation and its relationship to the Canadian state has never ceased to be a issue 

of considerable public debate in Canada.10 These concepts remain powerful ways of 

expressing and enforcing forms of political association. 

  

                                                
9 This is clearly captured in the Government of Canada’s recently revamped citizenship 
guide, Discover Canada: The Rights and Responsibilities of Citizenship. It is also a 
guiding assumption of the new Strengthening Canadian Citizenship Act, which aims to 
ensure “new citizens have a stronger attachment to Canada.” 
10 One may point to many moments here, but the 2006 House of Commons motion that 
declared Quebec a “nation” crystallized differences in the term’s meaning and use. 
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Appendix A: 
Table of Magazines 

 
Magazine 
Name 

Place of 
Publication 

Publication 
Dates 

Editor(s) Frequency 

Bystander Toronto Jan. 1880-June 
1881; Jan. 
1883-Oct. 
1883; Oct. 
1889-Sept. 
1890   

Goldwin Smith Monthly [first 
series] and 
quarterly [new 
series] 

Canada: A 
Monthly 
Journal of 
Religion, 
Patriotism, 
Science, and 
Literature 

Benton, New 
Brunswick 

Jan.-Nov. 1889 Matthew 
Richey Knight 

Monthly 

Canada 
Educational 
Monthly 

Toronto 1879-1902 G. Mercer 
Adam 

Monthly 

Canadian Law 
Times 

Toronto 1881-1922 E.D. Armour 
(1881-1900); 
Edward B. 
Brown (1900-
1908); Charles 
Elliott (1908-
1913); Edward 
Gillis (1913-
1915); A.H.F. 
Lefroy (1915-
1919); Bram 
Thompson 
(1919-1922) 

Monthly 

Canada Law 
Journal 

Toronto 1868-1922 
[New Series] 

Henry O’Brien 
et al. 

Monthly 

Canadian 
Literary Journal 

Toronto 1870-1871 
[continued as 
Canadian 
Magazine, July 
1871] 

George V. 
LeVaux 

Monthly 

Canadian 
Magazine of 
Politics, 
Science, Art 
and Literature 

Toronto 1893-1925 J. Gordon 
Mowat; John 
A. Cooper; 
Newton 
MacTavish 

Monthly 
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Canadian 
Monthly and 
National 
Review 

Toronto 1872-1878 
[replaced by 
Rose-Belford’s 
Canadian 
Monthly and 
National 
Review] 

G. Mercer 
Adam 

Monthly 

Critic Halifax 1884-1894 Charles 
Frederick 
Fraser 

Weekly 

Dominion 
Illustrated 

Montreal 1888-1895 John 
Lesperance 

Weekly (1888-
1892); Monthly 
(Feb. 1892-
Sept. 1895) 

Educational 
Journal of 
Western 
Canada 

Brandon, 
Manitoba 

1899-1903 G.D. Wilson 
(1899); W.A. 
McIntyre 
(1900-1903); 
Agnes Deans 
Cameron 
(1901-1903) 

Monthly 

Lake Magazine Toronto 1892-1893 D. K. Mason/ 
J. Gordon 
Mowat 

Monthly 

Manitoban Winnipeg 1891-1893 Unknown Monthly 
Nation Toronto 1874-1876 Unknown Weekly 
New Dominion 
Monthly 

Montreal 1867-1879 John Dougall Monthly 

Queen’s 
Quarterly 

Kingston 1893-present G.M. Grant et 
al. 

Quarterly 

Rose-Belford’s 
Canadian 
Monthly and 
National 
Review 
 

Toronto 1878-1882 George Stewart 
(1878-1879); 
G. Mercer 
Adam (1879-
1882) 

Monthly 

Stewart’s 
Quarterly  

St. John 1867-1872 George 
Stewart, Jr. 

Quarterly 

Week Toronto 1883-1896 Charles G.D. 
Roberts (1883- 

Weekly 

The Young 
Canadian 

Montreal 1891  Margaret 
Polson Murray 

Weekly 
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