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EDITOR’S NOTES

We would like to begin with an appeal to 
subscribers and readers to renew your efforts 
to persuade friends and acquaintances — and 
even better, enemies — to subscribe to the 
magazine. As a regular reader, you know that a 
journal of this exceptional quality deserves to 
be received and enjoyed by more people in Can-
ada and abroad. And we need the revenue. Please 
don’t be shy; they will thank you for it.

Our 12th edition opens with David Lafferty’s 
fresh interpretation of one of the unsung 
heroes of conservative anti-Hitler resistance, 
Chancellor Dollfuss. A figure reviled on the 
Left because he dared to stand up to them too, 
Dollfuss is thus often lumped in with fascists 
and anti-Semites. G.K. Chesterton wrote more 
accurately in 1935 that Dollfuss died because 
he had “resolved to save the remnant of the Ro-
man civilization of Germany” from pagan usurp-
ers, left and right. Lafferty sees the Chancellor 

as a protagonist for tradition in the long war 
over the “public sphere of Western culture” 
between “the religious heritage of the West 
and liberal modernity in all its guises.” Does that 
battle not continue today?

Col. Pat Stogran attended the DR’s Ottawa 
launch in 2011 and we are delighted to have 
his riposte to our continuing debate on officer  
education (p. 62). Robin V. Sears, a luminary of 
the New Democratic Party, finds our political 
parties in a dire state (p. 29), while Ian Brodie, 
Prime Minister Stephen Harper’s former chief 
of staff, presents the case for Harper’s principled 
exercise of limited government (p. 35). John 
Robson shows how the right to keep and bear 
arms is as much part of the Canadian tradition 
as that of any other country (p. 58). Lionel 
Albert traces curious anomalies surrounding the 
term “Quebecois” in that Province’s oft-revised 
history (p. 90). David Twiston Davies laments 
the loss of a late friend who was like a character 
from a John Buchan novel (back page).

Subscribe or Renew Today!
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The 1934 assassination of Austrian Chan-
cellor Engelbert Dollfuss, which occurred 

during an attempted Nazi putsch, helped bring 
about the 1938 Anschluss, the union of Austria 
with Hitler’s Germany. His grisly death aside, 
Dollfuss is usually remembered as the little (not 
even five feet tall) Catholic authoritarian who 
waged war against the Austrian working class. 

Dollfuss’s role as an early adversary of Hitler 
adumbrates the similarities and differences be-
tween the two chancellors. Dollfuss, like Hitler, 
believed in the essential kinship of all German 
peoples — yet the former stood firmly, and even 
fanatically, for the sovereignty of Austria. He 
was, for a time, much better friends with Mus-
solini than was Hitler, and although the politi-
cal tradition he worked within was not free of 
anti-Semitism, Dollfuss did not persecute Jews; 

instead, he sent Nazi agitators to concentration 
camps. 

For Hitler, Dollfuss must have been some-
thing of an unheimlich political double: a reflec-
tion of himself, but also a reminder of another 
Germany that took pride in German culture but 
did not worship race. Taken as a foil to Hitler, 
Dollfuss was at least one of the more curious 
political figures of the 1930s. However, his true 
significance is only revealed, I have discovered, 
if he is removed from the narrative of the causes 
of the Second World War and placed within a 
different and still-unfolding historical narra-
tive — one in which he plays a central and he-
roic role, and in which Hitler and his transitory 
Drittes Reich comprise only one of a series of 
antagonistic forces.

That historical narrative took shape in Eu-
rope during the 19th century, and most notori-
ously in Bismarck’s Germany of the 1870s. Its 
German manifestation is usually described 
as the Kulturkampf, but that particular event 
did not last more than a decade and can now 
be seen as the beginning of a longer and more 
widespread struggle that I venture to term the 

Chancellor Dollfuss & the Long Kulturkampf
David Lafferty

David Lafferty is an independent scholar 
living in Ottawa. He received a Ph.D. in Cul-
tural Mediations from Carleton University 
in 2009, and has published in the Journal of 
Modern Literature and the University of To-
ronto Quarterly.

“The little man happened to be fighting to keep one little corner of Germany 
still a part of Christendom.” — G.K. Chesterton, Letter to The Times, July 31, 1934

 DIE WELT
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“Long Kulturkampf.” The scene of this struggle 
is the public sphere of Western culture, and the 
contestants are the religious heritage of the 
West and liberal modernity in all its guises. Al-
though this struggle has certainly been fuelled 
by cultural cataclysms such as the Reformation, 
the French Revolution, and the Russian Revolu-
tion, the Long Kulturkampf is distinct in that 
it has been conducted through means more 
subtle and lastingly effective than radical revolt 
or war. We have, at least in North America, all 
experienced it in the “culture wars” of our time, 
which continue to rage. It may be that Dollfuss’s 
role as a soldier of the Long Kulturkampf makes 
a case for his continuing relevance.

Information in English on Dollfuss is not 
plentiful. Two of the three English-language 
biographies that exist were first published in 
1935, soon after his assassination, and one of 
them is a translation of a German-language 
text. Both of these early books 
— Dollfuss and His Times, by 
J.D. Gregory, and Dollfuss: An 
Austrian Patriot, by Fr. Jo-
hannes Messner (available 
online, and first published 
in German as Dollfuß) — 
verge on hagiography but are 
redeemed by a wealth of con-
tent. Gregory’s book contains 
detailed biographical infor-
mation along with a cogent 
analysis of Dollfuss’s Christ-
ian corporate state. Mess-
ner’s book contains valu-
able excerpts from Dollfuss’s 
speeches and is written from an unabashedly 
Catholic perspective, thus offering an evalu-
ation of Dollfuss that shows how he might 
have evaluated himself. British author Gordon 
Brook-Shepherd’s Dollfuss, published in 1961, 
provides a comprehensive and balanced por-
trait from a post-war perspective, including a 
careful account of the intrigue behind the 1934 
putsch and assassination. Since its publication 
I am unaware of any new biography in English.

Dollfuss, born in 1892, came from humble 
Austrian peasant origins with no family 

connections to power or any advantages other 

than an unwavering adherence to Catholicism, 
a strong work ethic, and a friendly and toler-
ant disposition that endeared him to many. 
Although he planned in his youth to become 
a priest, he changed tack after completing his 
secondary education and studied law and eco-
nomics at the University of Vienna and the Uni-
versity of Berlin. During the Great War, which 
broke out partway through his studies and put 
his education on hold, he served as commander 
of a particularly effective machine-gun section 
in South Tyrol and was admired for his bravery 
and leadership abilities. Before and after the 
war, as Brook-Shepherd details, Dollfuss was 
deeply involved in Catholic student politics, and 
his membership in the “Cartellverband , ”  the 
Union of Catholic German Student Fraternities,  
provided him with a base network upon which 
to build his political career.  

Rising from the realm of Catholic student 
politics, Dollfuss managed 
to advance through a series 
of posts. His first was with 
the Lower Austrian Peasants 
Union — a role that reflected 
both his concern for the wel-
fare of country people and 
his interest in economics — 
and this led to an appoint-
ment in the Lower Austrian 
Chamber of Agriculture. His 
talent and industriousness 
were recognized in the milieu 
of the Christian Social Party, 
a highly influential Catholic 
party that strove to uphold 

the principles of Catholic social teaching, and 
he next became President of the Austrian Fed-
eral Railways and Minister for Agriculture and 
Forestries.

In 1932, at age 39, Dollfuss became Chancel-
lor. Immediately, his talent for problem solving 
under stress was put to the test. Austria was 
in crisis. Throughout the prior decade, the po-
litical parties had devolved into warring camps. 
Among these the Social Democratic Workers’ 
Party represented both the moderate and far 
left. The Christian Social Party represented the 
bulk of the right, and had forged a connection to 
the Heimwehr, a nationalist-right paramilitary 
organization that had emerged from the chaos 

Chancellor Dollfuss

His true significance 
is revealed only if 

he is removed from 
the narrative of the 
causes of the war 

and placed within a 
different and still-

unfolding historical 
narrative.
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after the Great War and functioned as the right-
ist counterpart to the Republikanischer Schutz-
bund, the paramilitary organization of the So-
cial Democrats. Throughout the 1920s and into 
the 1930s, the Christian Socials dominated the 
National Assembly while the Social Democrats 
dominated the Vienna city council (giving the 
city the nickname “Red Vienna”). Tensions be-
tween these two camps exploded in 1927, trig-
gering a general strike and a riot by leftist pro-
testers that ended with the Palace of Justice in 
Vienna in flames. A decisive police crackdown 
followed.

In 1931, the Great Depression hit with the 
collapse of the Rothschild family’s massive 
Creditanstalt bank, leaving Austria in desper-
ate need of help from its European neighbours. 
At the same time, Nazism was on the rise in 
Germany and had Austria in its sights. Some in 
Austria saw union with Germany as the answer 
to its problems, and a virulent pan-Germanism 
flared. During the 1920s, most pan-German 
opinion was represented by the Greater Ger-
man People’s Party, but not long after Dollfuss 
became chancellor (May 1932), Hitler became 
German chancellor (January 1933) and gave 
new hope to marginalized Austrian Nazis. This 
tiny but ambitious segment of the population 
plotted a busy schedule of public stunts and ter-
ror attacks designed to undermine the state.

Dollfuss took bold steps to bring the Austrian 
crisis under control. Recognizing the weakness 
of the Austrian military and police, he strength-
ened the already-existing relationship between 
the Christian Socials and the nationalistic 
Heimwehr, who had by then attained some par-

liamentary representation. This alliance provid-
ed him with a bloc against both the Schutzbund 
and the Nazis. Then, in the summer of 1932, 
Dollfuss managed to successfully negotiate a 
large loan from multiple nations to stave off 
economic collapse. However, controversy sur-
rounding the conditions of the loan meant that 
political antagonisms did not abate. Finally, in 
1933, frustrated with a divided parliament that 
had managed to engineer its own demise in a 
procedural debacle, Dollfuss tried to transcend 
party politics to meet the crisis by forming 
the Fatherland Front, a political organization 
meant to absorb all politically-active citizens 
who stood for Austrian nationalism.

  

Dollfuss’s efforts to bring political unity to 
Austria met their greatest obstacle when, 

in February 1934, a deadly clash in Linz be-
tween the police and the Schutzbund started 
the four-day Austrian Civil War. The Heim-
wehr, and eventually the Austrian military, 
took action to stop what they perceived to be 
an armed socialist uprising. In a highly con-
troversial act that nevertheless ended the civil 
war, Dollfuss ordered the military to shell the 
recently-completed Karl-Marx-Hof in Vienna 
— a massive (1,200 yards long) public housing 
complex that also functioned as a fortress for 
the revolutionaries.

Dollfuss came to the conclusion that the 
existing political system was broken beyond 
repair, and on May 1, 1934 brought a novel po-
litical order into existence with the introduc-
tion of a new Austrian constitution. The new 

Chancellor Dollfuss

DOLLFUSS (LEFT) WITH BARON PFLÜGEL IN GENEVA, 1933

BIBLIOTHÈQUE NATIONALE DE FRANCE
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Federal State of Austria was designed to serve 
both practical and idealistic purposes. While 
the constitution granted Dollfuss extraordi-
nary (though not entirely dictatorial) powers, it 
was also intended to make Austria a Christian 
Ständestaat or corporate state. The ingenious 
structure of the May Constitution was elaborate 
but in essence it sought to incorporate repre-
sentatives of those social groups in Austrian 
society with an interest in influencing public 
policy into political bodies that would be fur-
ther incorporated into larger legislative bodies. 
The government (the Chancellor and President) 
could propose new laws that would be reviewed 
by the legislative bodies and finally accepted 
or rejected by the most powerful of these leg-
islative bodies, the Federal Diet. The Chancel-
lor and President could also, in extraordinary 
circumstances, legislate by decree. The entire 
structure was organized according to corporat-
ist principles derived from Pope Pius XI’s teach-
ings on how Catholics should navigate a course 
between capitalism and communism. One of 
these principles is that society does not consist 
of autonomous individuals but rather of fami-
lies and other associations. In order to prevent 
the exploitation of workers and avoid class war-
fare, trade unions must be replaced with mod-
ern versions of the professional “families” that 
were the mediæval guilds. In a speech from June 
1934, Dollfuss expressed as much, saying, 

To my mind the fundamental difference from 
the former state of things consists in this, that 
natural organisms are to constitute the founda-
tions in the new structure of public life. The ba-
sis of all society, and especially of every society 
organized on Christian principles, must be the 
family. ... After the family as a bond comes the 
trade or calling. A man’s calling, the work which 
he does in common with others, is a closer bond 
than any programme of any political party, how-
ever well designed (Messner, p. 118). 

As Dollfuss saw it, a state is built from the bot-
tom up, and not from the top down — an idea 
that places the corporate state at odds with 
both liberal-democratic and authoritarian vari-
eties of modern statism.

Dollfuss did not live to see the Austrian Stän-
destaat take shape. In Vienna, on July 25, 1934, 

he was shot during an attempted putsch by 
Austrian Nazis. Held hostage in the Chancel-
lery, he was forbidden access to either doctor or 
priest and died within a few hours. The putsch 
ultimately failed and power was handed over 
to Dollfuss’s close associate, Kurt von Schus-
chnigg, who led the unsteady Ständestaat until 
the catastrophe of the Anschluss in 1938, when 
the Germans finally marched in.

The establishment of the May Constitution 
was Dollfuss’s greatest achievement, and rep-
resented much more than just an Austrian ver-
sion of fascism as some have described it. The 
deeply Christian and Catholic, rather than fas-
cist, nature of Dollfuss’s vision is acknowledged 
by his biographers even if it is glossed over by 
many of his critics. His early biographers, who 
were writing when the Federal State of Austria 
was still a reality under Schuschnigg, possess a 
hope for Austria’s future that only seems naive 
in retrospect. Brook-Shepherd, writing from 
a post-war perspective, takes a more sceptical 
view. While he acknowledges that Dollfuss was 
not a fascist, he nevertheless views Dollfuss’s 
corporatism as a futile attempt to impose a 
mediæval understanding of society upon the 
modern world (p. 160). He remarks that “after 
the Industrial Revolution, the mechanism of 
human society had become too intricate, and 
the divisions between classes and occupations 
too blurred, to organize a whole nation simply 
according to what its individual citizens did for 
a living” (p. 161). But if Gregory and Messner 
are guilty of uncritical admiration of the Federal 
State, Brook-Shepherd is perhaps too dismis-
sive and displays a distorted understanding of 
Christian corporatism. 

Dollfuss’s political goals may have been over-
ly ambitious, but to view them as a form 

of mediævalism is to misrepresent as anach-
ronistic something that grew in tandem with 
socialism and as a response to the Industrial 
Revolution. The Pope’s social teaching, includ-
ing the corporatism that is part of it, did not 
reject modernity but sought to preserve within 
modernity a moral sensibility based upon the 
intellectual heritage of the Christian West as a 
practical expression of the Gospel. Dollfuss was 
striking back against the purging of Christian-

Chancellor Dollfuss
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Chancellor Dollfuss

ity from both Austrian politics and European 
politics in general, but he displayed no desire to 
retreat from the modern world and no lack of 
understanding of its complexities.

  

Dollfuss was no reactionary. But he did look 
to the European past in order to make 

sense of the present. Con-
trary to prevailing nationalist 
thought, modern patriotism 
did not require making war on 
the Church. In a 1933 speech 
listing the duties of those who 
wear the colours of the Father-
land Front (red and white), 
Dollfuss makes the following 
statement: 

He who wears this ribbon 
pledges himself not to be-
long to any society whose 
aim is the Kulturkampf, 
which seeks to thrust Chris-
tianity out of public life ...” 
(Messner, p. 94) 

By “society” Dollfuss, as a 
Catholic whose ideas were 
shaped by papal teachings since Leo XIII, clear-
ly means any liberal organization that would 
seek to make religion a private affair, such as 
Freemasonry. 

Significantly, Dollfuss’s reference to the Kul-
turkampf as a current event points to the pres-
ence of a conflict that is deeper than the crisis 
at hand — a conflict that extends back at least 
to Bismarck’s suspicion of Pius IX. Dollfuss’s 
battle against both Nazism and militant so-
cialism echoes the Kulturkampf, which is itself 
analogous to the struggle between Catholic 
Austria and Protestant Prussia that led to the 
Austro-Prussian war of 1866 and the formation 
of a German Empire that excluded Austria. G.K. 
Chesterton, in his short but moving essay on 
Dollfuss from 1935, goes even further, tracing 
the roots of Dollfuss’s conflict with Hitler back 
to the 17th century. He writes, “The very fact that 
the name of ‘Germany’ has been taken from the 
Austrians and given to the Prussians sums up 
the tragedy of three hundred years. It was the 
tale of the war waged by the barbarians against 

the Empire; the real original German Empire. It 
began with the first Prussian shot in the Thirty 
Years’ War; it ended with the shot that killed 
the Austrian Chancellor” (p. 20). While all of 
the great shifts and conflicts in German history 
are relevant to developing an understanding 
of Dollfuss, the Kulturkampf stands out as the 
most important, given that it contributed to 

the rise of the particular po-
litical philosophy that Doll-
fuss put into practice: the 
Catholic social teaching of 
the popes in response to the 
challenge of the liberal, na-
tionalist, and socialist revolu-
tionary ideologies.

In 19th-century Austria and 
Germany, Catholics faced 

political threats similar in 
many respects to those Doll-
fuss faced in 1932. Austria (or 
at least the “Austrian” seg-
ment of Austria-Hungary) 
actually went through its 
own Kulturkampf ahead of 
the better-known German 

cataclysm. The Austrian struggle started in 
1867 and intensified after the passing of the 
1868 May Laws that limited the power of the 
Church, as Alan France writes in his disserta-
tion, “Kulturkampf in Austria.” Still, it was in 
Germany during the years 1871 to 1877 that the 
Kulturkampf reached its height. The Catholic 
Encyclopedia (published from 1907 to 1912) de-
fines the German Kulturkampf as “the political 
struggle for the rights and self-government of 
the Catholic Church, carried on chiefly in Prus-
sia and afterwards in Baden, Hesse, and Ba-
varia” (p. 703). The contestants were as follows: 
“On one side stood the government, the Liber-
als, and the majority of the Conservatives; on 
the other, the bishops, the priests, and the bulk 
of the Catholic people.” Bismarck had managed 
to unite Germany in a new German Empire (the 
Zweite Reich or Second Reich), and his Liberal 
and Protestant allies wanted to curb severely 
the political influence of the Catholic Church. 
The problem of Catholic influence had become 
particularly acute after the doctrine of papal in-

As Dollfuss saw 
it, a state is built 
from the bottom 
up, and not from 

the top down — an 
idea that puts him 
at odds with both 

liberal-democratic 
and authoritarian 
varieties of modern 

statism.
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fallibility was recognized as dogma at the First 
Vatican Council (1869-70), after which German 
Catholics were suspected of having dual loyal-
ties at a time when unity was imperative. As 
the storm-clouds of the Kulturkampf gathered, 
Catholics consolidated their political repre-
sentation in the German Centre Party, which 
became a powerful force in both the Prussian 
Landtag and the new Imperial Reichstag.

In 1871, Bismarck began to 
pry apart the connections 
between the Church and 
the state, especially in mat-
ters of education. In 1872, 
the Jesuits and a number 
of other religious orders 
were expelled from Ger-
many. Bismarck’s assault 
was continued through the 
Prussian Minister of Wor-
ship, Adalbert Falk, who 
put forward the bills re-
stricting Church authority 
— the notorious Prussian 
May Laws of 1873. When 
bishops and clergy in Prus-
sia refused to adhere to the 
new laws, the government 
responded in a draconian 
manner, depriving the Church of money, prop-
erty, pastors, and authority. Popular outrage, 
along with the efforts of the powerful Centre 
party, prevented further deprivation and Bis-
marck eventually relented. After 1878, the con-
flict began to subside.

Although the Kulturkampf harked back to 
older struggles between church and state, 

it is distinct from them in that it occurred dur-
ing the period of the rise of modern European 
statism. The Catholic Encyclopedia draws the 
prescient conclusion that “the Kulturkampf 
rightly appears as only the first phase of the vast 
movement of antagonism in which Catholicism 
stands over against Protestantism and Liberal-
ism, on the broad field of Prussia, henceforth 
one of the great powers of Europe, and within 
the German nation now coalescent in the po-
litical unity of the Empire” (p. 710). Although 
Bismarck “lost” the Kulturkampf, Prussian in-
fluence in Germany would only grow, fostering 

the rise of the distinctly Prussian militarism 
that would help bring about the Great War and, 
in the interwar years, provide a foundation for 
Nazism. Certainly, it is easy to see similarities 
between Bismarck’s attacks on the church dur-
ing the Kulturkampf and the later struggle be-
tween Hitler and the Church that would lead to 
the publication of Pope Pius XI’s German-lan-
guage encyclical Mit brennender Sorge in 1937 

and Bishop von Galen’s famous 
1941 sermons denouncing 
Nazi policies. The Long Kul-
turkampf is the spread and 
continuation of that “vast 
movement of antagonism” 
that, unbeknownst to the 
writers of the Encyclopedia, 
would engulf both Europe 
and North America through 
two world wars and beyond.

The Kulturkampf, al-
though it wounded the 
Church in some ways, also 
solidified and gave new 
impetus to Catholic social 
teaching, which until then 
had been embryonic. The 
originator of Catholic so-
cial teaching, and the most 

prominent voice of the Catholic side of the Kul-
turkampf, was Wilhelm Emmanuel von Kettel-
er, Bishop of Mainz (1811-1877), who may be 
regarded as Dollfuss’s comparatively towering 
predecessor. Ketteler was one of the few Catho-
lic thinkers of his time who sympathized with 
aspects of socialist theory and took seriously 
the implications of the Revolutions of 1848. Al-
though he condemned atheistic socialism, he 
nevertheless advocated a Christianized form of 
socialism under which private property would 
be respected and workers’ associations trans-
formed into living social organizations. He spe-
cifically suggested that workers’ associations 
should be organized in relation to the Church in 
a manner analogous to the organization of the 
parts of the body in relation to the soul. In Chris-
tianity and the Labour Question (1864), he states, 
“It is not without a deeper reason that we ap-
ply the word body to certain associations. The 
body represents the most perfect union of parts 
bound to one another by the highest principle 

Chancellor Dollfuss
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of life, by the soul. Hence we call such associa-
tions bodies, or corporations, which have, so to 
speak, a soul that holds the members together. 
Now it is just here that Christian associations 
differ from all others” (Metlake, p. 127). In the 
same work, he continues, “In a word, Christian 
associations are living organisms; the associa-
tions founded under the auspices of modern 
Liberalism are nothing but agglomerations of 
individuals held together solely by the hope of 
present mutual profit or usefulness” (p. 128). In 
this, he articulated a principle 
of Christian corporatism upon 
which generations of Catholic 
thinkers, awakened by the Kul-
turkampf, would build.

From out of the Kul-
turkampf, Catholic social 
teaching solidified and grew 
in influence into the new 
century. It was articulated 
and validated in two influ-
ential papal encyclicals, Leo 
XIII’s Rerum Novarum (1891) 
and Pius XI’s Quadragesimo 
Anno (published in 1931, on 
the 40th anniversary of Rerum 
Novarum). Corporatist think-
ing in general has a longer history, and should 
also include the writings of Adam Müller (1779-
1829), among others, but the corporatism that 
Dollfuss adhered to was largely the result of the 
marriage of Catholic thought with the realities 
of the industrial age that first occurred within 
the work of Ketteler.

The line of influence from Ketteler to Dollfuss 
through Rerum Novarum and Quadragesimo 
Anno is remarkably direct. Ketteler’s ideas were 
promoted by the influential journalist Karl Vo-
gelsang, one of whose great admirers was Karl 
Lueger, the man who would found Austria’s 
Christian Social Party and become mayor of 
Vienna from 1897 to 1910. The Christian Social 
Party rose to dominate Austrian politics during 
the 1920s and fostered the career of Ignaz Seipel, 
the well-respected and dynamic Catholic states-
man who was chairman of the party from 1920 
to 1930 and Austrian Chancellor from both 1922 
to 1924 and 1926 to 1929. The torch of Catholic 
social teaching passed from Seipel to Dollfuss, 
who was seen as inheriting the Seipel legacy 

despite the gap between their chancellorships 
(Brook-Shepherd, p. 85). Thus, Dollfuss’s May 
Constitution was a great rebuke to both the 1868 
Austrian May Laws and Bismarck’s May Laws of 
1873. Messner seems to acknowledge this when 
he asserts, in reference to the May Constitution, 
“And now in a central point of the Western world 
a check has been set to the process of eliminating 
God and the natural moral law from public life” 
(p. 125). If modern liberalism had seized control 
of the Austrian state after 1918, and Austria was 

as a result being torn apart by 
parties that sought only their 
own advantage, the May Con-
stitution was an attempt to 
purge this division by provid-
ing the Austrian state with a 
Christian soul.

It is tempting for modern 
readers to see Dollfuss as a 

relic — interesting as a minor 
historical figure but overshad-
owed by the political colossi of 
his time, with ideas that are, 
at best, irrelevant to our po-
litical situation and, at worst, 
dangerous and fascistic. How-

ever, by placing Dollfuss in the ongoing narra-
tive of the Long Kulturkampf, rather than that 
of the European interwar period when politi-
cal emergency was routine and authoritarian-
ism was rampant, we can see the new Austria 
of 1934 as just one manifestation of a political 
and economic philosophy that transcends any 
particular regime. Catholic social teaching of-
fers a set of general principles that may be put 
into action in different ways. That both Doll-
fuss and the Christian corporate state he cre-
ated met tragic and untimely ends should not 
lead us to perceive Catholic social teaching as 
a failed or irrelevant tradition of thought. The 
political philosophies of the enemies of Dollfuss 
— namely the Marxism of the Social Democrats 
and the racial nationalism of the Nazis — did 
not triumph in the long run, and the liberal 
capitalism that Catholic social teaching sought 
to shape and correct, and which is still with us 
today, appears to be at a point of crisis.

Still, even many Canadian Catholics would see 
Dollfuss as bound to a time before the reforms 

Chancellor Dollfuss
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of the Second Vatican Council. Had Dollfuss 
lived into the 1960s he would have recognized 
the key documents from that Council, Gaudium 
et Spes (1965) and Dignitatis Humanae (1965), as 
Kulturkampf documents — calls for Catholics 
to enter into modernity and engage and correct 
it from within, as Dollfuss tried to do during his 
short political career. Interpreting these docu-
ments is complicated, but we can safely say that 
the Second Vatican Council did not reach the 
conclusion that the Church must respect the 
boundaries between church and state set by sec-
ular liberalism or by the state on its terms alone, 
but rather concluded that the Church in the 
modern age must concern itself with the spiritu-
al welfare of all humanity, in every sphere of life.

Dollfuss’s engagements with modern politi-
cal movements show that far from being a 

reactionary, he was ahead of his time. He did not 
fear modernity or modern politics; he worked, 
cautiously, with the Heimwehr, and was willing 
to work with the Social Democrats until their 
hostility made cooperation impossible. Further, 
he showed little desire to return to the monarchi-
cal Austria of the past. He instead followed in the 
footsteps of Bishop Ketteler, a man who sought 
a compromise between modern socialism and 
Catholic teaching. With great audacity, Dollfuss 
refused the demand that was made on Austria by 
everyone from Hitler and the Nazis to the Social 
Democrats: that religion be relegated to the pri-
vate sphere, or at least make way for the modern 

forces supposedly destined to reshape the world. 
At a time when the great modern empires were 
taking their boldest strides down the wide roads 
of secular progress, Dollfuss made the imprudent 
decision to reject the demands of his political op-
ponents and lead the wounded nation of Austria 
up the narrow path, toward the sanctification of 
modern politics. •
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Fellow-Traveller of the Right
Philip Marchand

Ezra Pound: Poet. A Portrait of the Man and His 
Work, Vol. 3, The Tragic Years 1939-1972. A. David 
Moody. Oxford University Press, 2015. 640 pp. 

In the dying days of Mussolini’s republic, his 
cultural officials were often approached by 

a gaunt foreigner with various schemes for the 
betterment of the community. 
The man urged with particular 
forcefulness radio broadcasts 
promoting the ideas of Con-
fucius, the solution to every 
manner of political error. On 
a humbler level he proposed 
the cultivation of peanuts, a 
handy source of essential veg-
etable fats to feed the citizenry. 
His mistress, Olga Rudge, who 
feared her lover was suffering 
from malnutrition, thought he 
could use some essential veg-
etable fats himself.

The bureaucrats tolerated 
these intrusions into their 
shrinking universe because it reassured them, 
functionaries of a phantom regime, that they 
still enjoyed some lingering regard in the world. 
Besides, he looked like a professor or poet, a 
man of distinction. Fascist authorities referred 
to him as “the collaborator Ezra Pound, Ameri-
can writer, old and proven friend of Italy to 
whose service he has devoted his intelligence.” 
The Italian embassy in the United States as-
sured its citizens that Ezra Pound, despite his 
biblical name, was of the Aryan race.

It was not long after the end of the war that 
the U.S. Army arrived in Rapallo, Pound’s neigh-
bourhood. By now the term “collaborator” —
which in Italian could mean “colleague” or “co-

worker” — took on a dangerous meaning. The 
story is well-known how Ezra Pound was locked 
in a cage in an American army disciplinary 
camp, where he was cruelly exposed to the ele-
ments and to the constant glare of searchlights 
— his eyes were inflamed by the glare and the 
dust. There was also a very real possibility that 

Pound would be executed for 
treason because of radio broad-
casts that he made from Italy 
during the Second World War.

This stage of the poet’s life is 
chronicled in the newly pub-
lished third and final volume of 
Ezra Pound: Poet: A Portrait of 
the Man and His Work by A. Da-
vid Moody, Professor Emeritus 
of the University of York. In the 
first two volumes Moody cov-
ered the rise of Pound’s career 
as poet and critic of limitless 
energy. Although the ex-patriot 
Pound — he was born in Idaho 
— was never universally loved, 

and made powerful enemies, such as Gertrude 
Stein and Samuel Beckett, he commanded re-
spect if nothing else for his selfless campaigns 
to promote the work of numerous great writers, 
notably that of James Joyce and T.S. Eliot.

Opinions remain divided as to his own writ-
ings, particularly as they have taken shape 

in the form of the Cantos, a verse epic containing 
elements of lyricism and historical documenta-
tion. It’s a long unfolding array of voices from 
past and present, part of an “eternal mood” — a 
mood in which, Moody writes, “the living can 
feel at one with the dead.” The Cantos, regard-
less of dissenting views, now stand as a monu-
ment of literary modernism in the 20th century.

Along with explorations of the mysteries of 
universal mythology — an exploration some-
times bordering on an affinity with the occult 
— Pound took up political economy, spurred 

Philip Marchand was born in the USA and 
educated at the University of Toronto. He has 
written for Maclean’s, Saturday Night, To-
ronto Star, and National Post. 
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by the horrific devastation of the First World 
War. Surely Western civilization could do 
better than this. His chief mentor was a Brit-
ish railway engineer named Clifford Hugh 
Douglas, founder of a movement called So-
cial Credit. Major Douglas traced depressions 
and economic disturbances to their roots in a 
faulty monetary system. (One of the countries 
most receptive to this philosophy was Canada, 
where Social Credit became a force in the poli-
tics of Alberta, British Columbia and Quebec, 
with a varying national presence too.)

It was Pound’s passion for understanding 
the nature of money and for incessant preach-
ing on the subject that got him in such seri-
ous trouble with the U.S. government. But it 
wasn’t just Social Credit that goaded him into 
frequent rants. In the 1930s he thought he had 
found what he had long craved — a man of ac-
tion as well as an intellectually sound ruler of 
men, a truly Confucian statesman, in the per-
son of Benito Mussolini.

Moody is sympathetic to Pound’s philoso-
phy as well as to his poetry and criticism, 

but there is no doubt that his third volume cov-
ers the darkest period of Pound’s life, from his 
wartime broadcasts to his postwar incarcera-
tion at St. Elizabeth’s Hospital for the Insane 
in Washington, D.C. Scarcely less troubled was 
Pound’s 1958 release from St. Elizabeth’s, into 
the hands of two women with a lifelong devo-
tion to the poet and with bitter enmity towards 
each other, Dorothy Pound and Olga Rudge.

A note of redemption is sounded as Pound in 
his last years of life repented of his political ob-
sessions and particularly his deeply ingrained 
anti-Semitism. He told an old friend that he had 
forgotten “what or which” politics he ever had. 
Perhaps more honestly he told an interviewer in 
his latter years, “There are only about two sub-
jects that I got the strength to argue about. One 
is how you issue money and the other is the sys-
tem of taxes.”

Moody’s thoroughness, good will towards 
his subject, and lucidity of prose will likely earn 
the three volumes a respect among academic 
readers and laity alike. But there are profound 
questions raised by the book which are not eas-
ily answered.

One such question is Moody’s contention 

that Pound might well have been acquitted if 
his lawyers had fought the charge of treason in 
the courts. 

Pound always insisted that his broadcasts 
were never intended to harm the war effort but 
rather to educate listeners in the philosophy of 
Confucius. Pound was certainly a naif in this 
respect. He fully cooperated with the FBI in its 
efforts to find incriminating evidence against 
him, in what Moody calls his “simple faith that 
the Department of Justice wanted only to estab-
lish the truth.” Animated by such conviction, 
Pound tried to contact President Truman in the 
belief that Pound’s knowledge of Japanese cul-
ture – Pound had great interest in the Japanese 
Noh plays – would be helpful to bridge the gap 
between the Americans and the Japanese. He 
didn’t seem to realize that saying anything, no 
matter how innocuous, over the enemy’s radio 
waves would be construed as treason.

But there was another factor at work, which 
was Pound’s poisonous anti-Semitism, a theme 
much more shocking to those who read the 
transcript of the broadcasts than any love of 
Mussolini. His publisher, James Laughlin, read 
the transcript and reported that “there is noth-
ing in there which is indefensible on political 
grounds – very little that was not said openly 
here and accepted as free speech.” However, 
Laughlin went on to report, the outbursts of 
anti-Semitism “would, if they were publicized 
in the course of a trial, outrage public opin-
ion.” They would force a guilty verdict. It was 
Pound’s anti-Semitism that destroyed any sym-
pathy for the man among intellectuals. “His 
anti-Semitism,” Hemingway declared after the 
war, “has made him very powerful enemies in 
the United States.” There were many, indeed, 
according to Moody, “who, under cover of the 
treason charge really wanted him executed for 
his anti-Semitism.” Under the circumstances it 
is hard to keep in mind, as Moody comments, 
that “Pound was not under indictment for anti-
Semitism, that anti-Semitism was not an indict-
able offence, and that indeed expressions even 
of anti-Semitism had to be allowed under the 
First Amendment.”

Moody may be right that a skillful defence 
against the charge of treason might have worked 
– although wartime passions still ran high, and 
it seems equally likely that ruthless prosecutors 

Ezra Pound
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might have had their way in the courtroom and 
painted a very dark portrait of the defendant. 
This was all the more probable given the trail of 
anti-Semitic remarks left behind him.

The result was a compromise. It was decid-
ed that the poet was mad and therefore unfit 
to stand trial — an arrangement that spared 
Pound the noose but in effect sentenced him to 
a lifetime at St. Elizabeth’s.

All this leads to the hotly 
contested issue of wheth-

er we can admire an artist’s 
work while despising the art-
ist. In aid of this question 
Moody does not shrink from 
providing ammunition for 
Pound’s enemies. Even some-
one who loves the poetry of 
Pound, as I do, must shrink in 
disgust at some of the state-
ments made by the poet. He 
recognized, for example, that 
the so-called Protocols of the 
Elders of Zion were an anti-
Semitic forgery but nonethe-
less recommended them as “a 
very brief and clear description of process.” As 
Pound wrote to his friend William Carlos Wil-
liams, “Their origin is not the point, it is their 
diagnosis of what has happened that makes ’em 
educative.” (“What has happened” being the 
Second World War — at least partly caused by 
the Jews, according to Pound.)

In the face of these comments, Moody does 
his best to exculpate his protagonist. He cites 
Pound’s insistence that he never worked for the 
Germans but only for the Italians. Moody also 
writes, “There is evidence of Pound’s struggling 
to correct himself.” In some of his correspon-
dence, for example, he admitted that he was 
ignorant of Christianity, and had a tendency to 
“make wild statements” when giving free rein 
to that ignorance. Generally, however, there is 
little in his radio comments to offer much hope 
or solace for Pound devotees.

And yet we cannot leave it at that. We’d have 
a drastically shortened reading list if we elimi-
nated every writer who was of a predominantly 
nasty disposition. And Pound was not person-
ally vicious. He was generous to an unparal-

leled degree, at least among his fellow writers, 
a community not known for openness of spirit. 
Of course anti-Semitism is an egregious fault – 
but I recall a conversation with the late, noted 
American critic Alfred Kazin who told me that, 
deplorable as the case may be, his favourite 
writers were all anti-Semites.

Pound was also punished for his sins. There 
is a photograph of Pound in Moody’s book, a 

mugshot taken in 1945, and 
it reveals a man stricken with 
fear. He knew he was in the 
hands — the episode of the 
cage made this clear — of 
men who were more than ca-
pable of destroying him. And 
although he did survive his 
years at St. Elizabeth’s, with ra-
dios and television blaring in 
the hallways, it could not have 
been easy. He survived in part 
because he gathered around 
himself a group of students ea-
ger to imbibe his knowledge. 
As one of his pupils declared, 
“He taught me what and how 
to read.” Myriads of fellow stu-

dents could say the same.
His own poetry, in the meantime, will live, in-

spired by Dante’s vision of the love that moves 
the sun and stars. That Pound could be so in-
spired there is little doubt. Moody quotes a 
French government minister who flew on the 
same plane over the ocean as Pound. The min-
ister told a reporter on arrival that 

Pound, in dirty shirt and soiled prison clothes, 
sat silent and bored for hours, until the sun be-
gan to shine. Suddenly Pound sprang up and, 
looking down at the tremendous sunlit sea, 
became, on his first ocean crossing by air, ec-
static, like a bird let out of a cage, like a man 
pulled out of a deep, dark hole. He paced the 
aisle declaiming in poetic rhapsody.

Moody rightfully emphasizes that for Pound, 
in Moody’s words, the “visionary moments out 
of time, which light up and magnetize the mind,” 
were not uncommon, even in the Army cage. 
“When the mind swings by a grass-blade,” Pound 
wrote, “an ant’s forefoot shall save you.” •
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Cosmo or Not?
Author Stephen Marche talks CanLit, 1812, and writing 

for a world audience — with Michael Czobit

W hen I spoke with Stephen 
Marche in September, he 
had spent part of the day 
preparing for the first 

American presidential debate, which 
would take place the following week. 
Marche, who writes fiction and essays, 
would be covering the event for Esquire. 
“I don’t know what anyone expects. I think 
it’s just going to be totally bizarre,” Marche 
told me. I confessed that I was actually 
in the audience when Donald Trump ap-
peared at Wrestlemania in 2007 and I was 
puzzled that the same man had a shot at 
the presidency. “Have a shot at it? He’s the 
frontrunner today,” Marche interjected. 
“It’s very frightening ...”

Trump would lose his frontrunner status af-
ter a series of terrible debate performances, 
but against pre-election polls, emerge from a 
wasteland campaign to be elected president of 
the United States of America. What was fright-
ening for Marche in September, has become a 
nightmare for many Americans and, without 
hyperbole, people around the world.

Far less scary, but also unexpected was why the 
Toronto-based Marche found himself in the news 
at the time we spoke: bestiality — specifically 
how it featured in a short story Marche wrote 
for The Walrus in its January issue. An article 
in the Globe and Mail cited Marche’s story, “The 
Shomer and the Boreal Owl,” as the trouble start-
er for The Walrus’ fiction editor, Nick Mount. 
After publishing Marche’s story, the magazine’s 
publisher asked Mount to find fiction that was 

“family-friendly.” Mount said he couldn’t and 
resigned. I asked Marche what he knew and he 
said he had only heard second-hand accounts 
of why the publisher was pushing for a differ-
ent type of story. Marche was surprised that his 
story had created controversy. When it was pub-
lished, Marche said, “No one shared any nega-
tive messages with me, although the editor said 
they lost subscriptions because of it, which is just 
an astonishing fact in itself .”

Marche continued, “To have an aim toward 
stories that are only ‘family-friendly’ just seems 
ridiculous to me in 2016 for a magazine for 
adults. That’s not how literature should be at 
this point in history.” I asked him what he un-
derstood ‘family-friendly’ to mean. “I don’t 
know,” Marche said, “but I think it’s safe to say 
it doesn’t involve f---ing owls to death.”

No, definitely not. Our conversation contin-
ued as we discussed the state of CanLit, the 
War of 1812, cultural appropriation, why art-
ists should embrace cosmopolitism, and essay 
writing, which Marche calls “the form of the 
moment.”

DR: Controversy aside, would you consider 
publishing a short story in The Walrus again?

SM: Oh, of course. It’s still the best place to pub-
lish short stories. I had a really good relation-
ship with Nick Mount. I published at least three 
short stories that I’m really proud of. One won 
the Silver National Magazine Award last year 
and it was one of my best stories. They’ve done a 
lot of good things for me and a lot of good things 
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for a lot of Canadian writers. I’m not suddenly 
against The Walrus — far from it. These things 
happen in any industry or relationship. Wheth-
er I would publish there again would really de-
pend on the editor and what they’re looking for. 
They may be looking for something completely 
different than what I do.

DR: You said that The Walrus has done good 
things for Canadian writers. Do you think 
readers here care if they’re reading Canadian 
fiction?

SM: No. I think the larger 
problem is that Canadian 
culture as we know it has 
stopped existing, and we 
don’t really know what’s 
next. We have a prime minis-
ter who said that we are in a 
post-nationalist country. We 
continue to lack the myths 
that Britain or America 
has, but on the other hand, 
America and Britain seemed 
to be lost in those symbols 
and seem to be dying from 
them. The myths seem to be 
leading them to very dark 
places of their own ignorance. I think it is very 
hard to see how cultures emerged from post-na-
tionalist modes. But what comes after is some 
opportunity as well as some loss and confusion.

DR: Speaking of national myths, you’ve writ-
ten about the War of 1812, a conflict that our 
past prime minister tried to draw attention 
to. Do you think Stephen Harper was trying 
to militarize our history, or just make that war 
better known?

SM: If that war had happened to any other 
country, they’d celebrate it every month. It ab-
solutely could not be a greater national myth if 
you tried. French, English, Native people work-
ing together to defeat — against overwhelming 
odds — an American army, namely by clever-
ness and sacrifice. It’s an amazing story — no 
one cares. I have to sympathize with Harper. I 

know everyone said he was trying to militarize 
history, but I think he was trying to say, “Pay 
attention to this. There is some connection be-
tween our current military and these glorious 
victories.” It didn’t work at all. Canadians do not 
care about their own history and they don’t care 
about their own myths. It’s genuinely unclear if 
that’s a strength or a weakness. If you’re not go-
ing to care about [the War of 1812], you’re not 
going to care about anything.

DR: You’ve written elsewhere 
how CanLit is over and 
maybe it never even started. 
Does that give writers the 
opportunity to invent or re-
invent CanLit?

SM: Yes. I think we have 
that opportunity. [Take] 
Malcolm Gladwell, for in-
stance. In some sense, he’s 
not a Canadian at all. He 
doesn’t live in Canada. He 
very rarely writes on Canadi-
an subjects, but he’ll tell you 
that he’s Canadian as maple 
syrup. And one way of look-
ing at his writing is that it’s 

a Canadian take on American life, which I actu-
ally think offers him a kind of gap of difference 
with Americans and that provides him with this 
incredible way to view American life. I just think 
the Canadianness of Canadian culture is not go-
ing to be how we have imagined it. It’s not going 
to be Margaret Atwood’s Survival. It’s going to 
be a kind of openness toward the world. Maybe 
that’s healthy. Maybe that’s just a feature of cos-
mopolitanism, which is preferable to national-
ism anyway.

DR: The writer Lionel Shriver recently made a 
controversial speech on cultural appropriation 
where she defended the practice. What are your 
thoughts on that?

SM: I think what Shriver says about the novel,  
that it is an appropriation machine, is to-
tally correct. It’s not just appropriating the → 
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voices of different races. It’s appropriating all 
other media. That’s how you get a great novel. 
They’re not one perspective. They contain 
multitudes.

The problem for Shriver was putting the 
blame of this politically correct culture on 
universities. I think it is very important to un-
derstand that that politically correct culture is 
more or less irrelevant. It has very little sway 
over the power of people’s minds. The reason 
that the appropriate power of the novel is fail-
ing is not a bunch of activists at Yale. It’s fail-
ing because we are becoming ob-
sessed with the nature of our self. 
That has much more to do with 
technological influence and much 
more to do with broader cultural 
practices rather than a theoreti-
cian at some university.

All the big novels of the past 
10 years in America have been all 
about the education of the novel-
ist into the manners of the upper 
class. That is what is worrying 
rather than political correctness 
— the narrowing of vision that comes with this 
elite education that doesn’t educate you in the 
world, but actually educates you in a certain 
subset of manners that allows you to enter the 
upper class. What’s holding people back is the 
death of a cosmopolitan ideal that we’re seeing 
everywhere. We’re seeing it in political ways. 
We’re seeing it aesthetic ways. So it’s no surprise 
that we’re seeing it in culture.

DR: What’s caused the death of the “cosmo-
politan ideal”?

SM: The number one cause is Facebook. Face-
book creates a world of total isolation from the 
realities that are not pleasant and are not famil-
iar to you. The other thing is the end of Obama 
— the end of these great eight years of a man 
who was the absolute embodiment of the cos-
mopolitan ideal, both in himself and his actions 
as [America’s president]. Still, at the end of this, 
America is just absolutely divided. We’re having 
this reaction to the failure of globalization to 
increase prosperity in the West. It is leading us 

away from encountering each other.

DR: Does Obama leaving also have an effect 
on Canada?

SM: For us it’s a little different, because Can-
ada is the real exception. We’re the last coun-
try where a huge majority of people believe in 
multiculturalism. There have been attempts at 
pullbacks during the last election and during 
the Quebec election with the proposed values 
charter, and those politicians just got annihilat-

ed. It’s going to be very interest-
ing to see what happens over the 
next five years, because Trudeau 
is obviously very committed to 
multiculturalism. The Canadian 
people are very committed to it. 
I don’t think there is a real anti-
immigrant political constituency 
in this country.

DR: Moving back to CanLit, we 
had two Canadians nominated 
for the Man Booker this year. Do 

you see this part of a trend of Canadian culture 
being accepted more internationally?

SM: You have no problems if you’re a Canadian 
artist getting out into the world. I don’t think a 
Canadian artist can complain. The most Ca-
nadian thing of all is finding any problem and 
the answer is more funding. I don’t think more 
government funding of X, Y or Z is the solu-
tion to everything. We’re in a very safe country 
that actually has a lot support for artists. The 
thing about being a Canadian artist is that you 
are kind of forced to be international, because 
you’re so jammed up against New York and Los 
Angeles.

DR: Is that a problem?

SM: I’m not sure it matters as much as it once 
did. First of all, a lot of these Canadian artists 
go away and work in New York and Los Angeles, 
but they’re totally Canadian. Their work often 
has a great resonance with Canadian people. 
Mike Myers would be a perfect example. He 
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made all these movies for a global audience — 
he just happened to make them in Hollywood. 
We’re in a world that’s globalized. Maybe we 
should embrace it and not worry about these 
little questions of our nationhood. I’ve always 
thought that literature was an international ac-
tivity anyway. It’s always been Spanish voices, 
African voices, Chinese voices. Everyone has 
their poetic tradition and if you don’t access 
them, you’re missing part of what literature is.

DR: Looking more from a 
wide angle, how has literature 
changed in these times?

SM: The essay is a very exciting 
place to be right now. All those 
problems we talked about with 
the novel that Lionel Shriver 
described? There none of those 
problems with the essay, and 
that’s why the essay is the form 
of the moment. One of the nice 
things about writing essays is 
it’s not a high art kind of thing. 
There are high art people who 
do it, but there are also guys who are just work-
ing journalists who go out and file stuff. What 
I love about writing essays is that you can take 
influences from anybody. So if you decide your 
answer to your question is researching neu-
roscience journals, you just go do it. You don’t 
worry about whether it’s going to fit. If you want 
to quote John Donne, if you want to quote Fred-
erick Nietzsche in your column, why not?

DR: Do you prefer writing essays to fiction?

SM: I love writing short fiction. But if I get an 
idea for a story, it’s basically a nightmare. First 
of all, it takes me forever to write. Then most 
likely it ends up in a journal that won’t pay me 
at all, where it will be read by 1,000 people, 500 
of whom will hate it because they are also writ-
ing short stories, and my kind of short story is 
not their kind of short story. It’s a very restricted 
form. The whole point is not to make mistakes. 
The form of the literary short story has become 
a “don’t embarrass yourself ” kind of form.

If I get a great idea for an essay today rather 
than for a short story, not only can I do it, but I 
will publish it with someone and they will actu-
ally pay me. Then it will be read by, sometimes, 
millions of people. The other thing with the es-
say is that weirdness is encouraged by editors. 
They like it. Formal innovation is still totally 
permitted, even though I rarely do that much 
with essays, but people do it all the time. Inno-
vations of all kinds are admitted. It’s just a much 

more open form. 
I’ve written essays that the 

guy who comes by to do the 
plumbing has read. “Oh, you 
wrote that piece, right?” That’s 
what writing is supposed to be. 
This is not supposed to be some 
little cloistered thing. It’s sup-
posed to be for public consump-
tion. The viral space that we 
inhabit tends to be a space for 
essays. I love writing both, but 
one of these forms is so much 
more of the time.

DR: Is that because the essay 
has more truth to it?

SM: The imaginative leap to another person 
that Shriver was talking about, that’s not hap-
pening anymore. Not only is it not happening, 
people don’t want to try anymore. With an es-
say, they have a concrete reality to deal with. 

The other thing is that with the essay, you’re 
dealing with stuff that is timely. Trying to un-
derstand your own time is the point of the essay. 
We live in a moment that has access to more 
information than any other generation. What 
we’re entering is an age of moving information 
in more sophisticated ways, and that’s a literary 
process that is very different than the novel. It’s 
very different than the short story, but there is 
an art to it and people love that because that’s 
what we’re all trying to do in our daily lives — 
trying to find some way to coagulate the infor-
mation into some of kind of meaning. •

This interview has been condensed and edited by 
Michael Czobit.
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UNTERGANG

The most important thing to know about the 
migration crisis that hit Europe last year, 

sweeping first over the frontier of the Schen-
gen Zone and then over non-existent internal 
national borders, is that there is not one cri-
sis, but two. Or, perhaps more accurately, the 
recent crisis is part of a much larger problem. 
In the North American media, we usually hear 
about Europe’s struggles with “Syrian refugees,” 
so most people understandably assume the 
migrant flow is made up refugees escaping the 
civil war that has fractured that country. That 
is only half the story.  The full story, I heard and 
saw first-hand earlier this year in Germany.

Germany was the epicentre of the recent hu-
manitarian wave, at first bracing for and then 
inviting its full force at the public urging of Chan-
cellor Angela Merkel. Across the country, existing 
public housing was quickly overwhelmed and lo-
cal governments rushed to retrofit sports clubs, 
gymnasia, and empty buildings to accommo-
date the migrants. Driven by necessity, the early 
response to the emergency was reflexive rather 
than rational. After the urgency subsided, how-
ever, Germans faced the reality of hundreds of 
thousands of restless young men with low levels 
of education, little or no German. Stories spread 
of harassment of local women, petty criminality, 
and organized crime. 

Reading these stories in Canada, filtered 
through layers of German- and English-speak-
ing press, it was difficult to gauge their accu-
racy. How much was the sensationalizing of 
exceptional cases? On the other hand, what had 
been censored by a German media reluctant 
to report anything that might vindicate anti-
migrant sentiment?

This April, at the invitation of the Konrad 
Adenauer Stiftung, a think tank affiliated with 
Chancellor Merkel’s Christian Democratic 
Union (CDU) party, I flew to Berlin to meet 
with politicians, government officials, teachers, 
think tanks, and front-line workers. I was there, 
alongside experts from the United States and 
Australia, to advise from a Canadian perspec-
tive on the challenges of integration. But the 
more meetings and site visits we attended, the 
more I realized that last year’s migration spike 
was not an anomaly but a harbinger, and that 
no integration policy can prepare Germany, or 
Europe, for what is coming.

We first sensed the larger picture at a prelim-
inary meeting, when someone mentioned the 
now-infamous New Year’s revels in Cologne at 
which dozens of German women were groped 
and assaulted by migrants. Our hosts were 
quick to assure us that these were not recently-
arrived Syrian migrants, but some of the tens of 
thousands of Central and East African migrants 
who have been entering Germany for years. A 
few may be genuine refugees, but the large ma-
jority are economic migrants who arrive with 
cell-phones, designer jackets, and credit cards. 
To blame this incident on the Syrian refugees, 
we were told, would be wrong and unfair.

Fair enough. But in reassuring us on one 
front, the German officials had raised a much 
larger problem. If there is already a large cohort 
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Germany’s Migrant Crisis

of unassimilated migrants engaging in criminal 
behaviour, why hasn’t the Government done 
something about them? And, if they have been 
unable either to expel the economic migrants 
or integrate the genuine refugees among them, 
why do they think they will do better with the 
new arrivals? Having failed to solve one migra-
tion problem, how can Germany expect to han-
dle the latest one?

A meeting with the State Secretary in charge 
of the coordination unit on migration 

further revealed the complexity of the migra-
tion flows. Of the approximately one million 
migrants who had arrived in the last year, we 

were told that a third are not even from the 
Middle East or Africa, but from the Balkans and 
Eastern Europe. These migrants, mostly young 
men, have taken advantage of the transit trails 
blazed by Middle Eastern migrants to circum-
vent the borders of the Schengen Zone, which 
would normally prevent them from travelling 
to Germany. Some of them are even citizens of 
Romania (an EU country) posing as “refugees” 
so they are not subject to the limitations on so-
cial benefits that apply to EU citizens unable to 
find work in another EU country. These bogus 
refugees, we were assured, would be processed 
swiftly and their refugee claims rejected. 

Of the remaining 700,000 migrants, mostly 
from Syria, Iraq, Afghanistan, and East Africa, 
we were told that approximately half would 

not meet the 1951 Convention definition of a 
refugee and would, likewise, be rejected for 
settlement in Germany, leaving only about 
one-third of the million to absorb. A great chal-
lenge to be sure, but not nearly as daunting as 
the one-million number that is usually bandied 
about. With the Cologne assaults still in mind, I 
pushed back: if Germany has been unable to re-
move earlier non-refugees, including those who 
have committed crimes, what confidence did 
the Government have that they will be able to 
remove any of the 650,000 or so of the new mi-
grants that the Government itself believed were 
not genuine refugees? The official confidence 
wavered. No, they admitted, they did not have 
a good record of removing illegal immigrants. 

And, yes, they explained, there is no govern-
mental appetite for forcible removals, some-
thing that even when conducted discreetly 
picked at scabs on the German conscience. We 
were also told that the German Supreme Court 
had ruled that the government must provide 
full welfare benefits even to illegal immigrants, 
which both discouraged self-deportation and 
encouraged more migration. 

So, if they will not be able to remove them, 
will Germany be able integrate the full million? 
At meeting after meeting, initial assurances 
echoing Chancellor Merkel’s defiant assertion 
that “we will cope” gradually gave way to admis-
sions that the problem was much worse than 
the government had anticipated. After reciting 
official talking points about the need for work-
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ers to offset the aging population, one represen-
tative of industry who was helping coordinate 
the response of large corporations and unions 
went off the record to concede that almost none 
of the recent migrants had even high-school 
level skills. Some factories were having to adopt 
English as the language of the shop floor, he 
said, because it was the only common language. 
Of their general work ethic, he suggested peri-
phrastically that, well, the legendary German ef-
ficiency, reinforced by years of rigorous school-
ing and training, was perhaps something the 
unskilled youth were having trouble emulating. 

At almost every meeting, we heard repeated 
reassurances that the social problems still 

occasionally reported in the media were now 
well in hand. A tour of one of Berlin’s largest mi-
grant shelters did show an impressive response 
to the crisis. Once one of the twenty largest 
structures in the world, the mile-long Tempel-
hof airport was designed by Albert Speer to wel-
come the world to Welthauptstadt Germania, 
the never-built new capital city of Hitler’s Thou-
sand Year Reich. Decommissioned as an air-
port in 2008, since 2015 it has been fitted with 
clean, functional cubicles, each housing several 
bunkbeds, which stretch through hanger after 
hanger of the cavernous building. The halls are 
mostly empty during the day. Those who remain 
sit at tables playing games on their phones or 
walk in small groups, talking quietly. There had 
been a few fights in the early days, but not re-
cently. We were told that good behaviour was a 
condition for remaining in the shelter. It was a 
well-run operation and very much to the credit 
of the German government, at least living up 
to Chancellor Merkel’s promise to “cope,” if not 
much more.

But we soon encountered signs that the Tem-
pelhof facility might be atypical. The residents 
were, as the managers conceded, incentivized 
to good behaviour by the threat of expulsion. 
Where were those who did not make the grade? 
At a self-described “refugee church” in Berlin’s 
Kreuzberg district — the sort of place people 
praise as “diverse” and “vibrant,” but avoid walk-
ing in alone at night — we heard more worry-
ing accounts. A nearby sports hall had seen fre-
quent ethnic clashes; aimless newcomers had 

drifted into the district’s existing drug trade; the 
few Christian migrants and even some Muslims 
were afraid to be seen coming into the church 
to use the free wifi or take language classes for 
fear of reprisals from religious hardliners in the 
shelters. At our earlier meeting in the Ministry 
of the Interior, the State Secretary had said they 
were aware of at least 8,700 Wahhabis among 
the migrants who had been processed already. 
Many of those had found a home in Kreuzberg. 

Further afield, we heard the problem is worse. 
Berlin is a wealthy city with a long-history of 
welcoming newcomers from across Germany as 
well as the Turkish Gastarbeiters or guest work-
ers, who were invited by West Germany in 1961 
and mostly declined to leave when the program 
ended in 1973. Now well into the third genera-
tion, they and their descendants in Germany 
number over 4 million, concentrated in large 
urban centres. Where Berlin can afford to be 
flexible and Berliners are used to being accom-
modating, some small towns and their residents 
have been overwhelmed. What else would you 
expect in a place like Sumte, in Lower Saxony, 
where 750 migrants arrived to share the space 
of the 100 residents? As one CDU insider told 
Der Spiegel off the record: “Every mayor likes to 
be a good German, as long as the refugees are 
not put into his gym.” With fewer work oppor-
tunities, but unable to leave because benefits 
are administered locally, it is not surprising that 
migrants in these small towns are more notice-
able and less welcome. 

The overall impression, even after a year to 
adjust to the scale of the problem, was of 

an uneasy peace. Citizens and their government 
seem to be holding their breath, hoping there 
will be no reports of violence or sexual assault in 
the morning papers or — everyone’s nightmare 
— a terrorist attack. As the million migrants of 
2015 gradually settle into German society, we 
heard both resignation to the fact they are here 
to stay and growing resentment at the govern-
ment that invited them. As long as the crime 
remains mostly petty and violent incidents re-
main underreported, this quiescent discontent 
will continue to simmer but not boil over. Chan-
cellor Merkel is probably right in thinking that 
Germany can accommodate a million migrants. 
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at President Orban by EU leaders. Nobody il-
lustrates that hypocrisy better than European 
Commission President Jean-Claude Juncker 
and international financier George Soros (Hun-
gary’s prodigal son, born in Budapest in 1930 as 
György Schwartz). Mr. Juncker, of course, makes 
almost twice as much as the British Prime Min-
ister with a generous pension, while Soros be-
came wealthy beyond normal comprehension 
(net worth: $24 billion) by toying with national 
economies, allowing him now to turn his wreck-

ing ball to national cultures. 
These pampered panjan-

drums have viciously tag-
teamed President Orban and 
the Hungarian people from 
their positions of insular privi-
lege. Mr. Soros continues to 
call for more migrants (he has 
proposed settling one million 
specifically Muslim migrants 
in Europe each year for the in-
definite future) and Mr. Juncker 
is the chief advocate of a plan 
to spread them throughout Eu-
rope, irrespective of the views 
of the member states. President 
Orban, whose own people re-

cently voted overwhelmingly to reject the Eu-
ropean plan to settle migrants in Hungary (of 
the 44% of Hungarians who participated in the 
Oct. 2, 2016 plebiscite, more than 98% rejected 
the EU plan), has fought back. The migrants, he 
says, are encouraged “by activists who support 
everything that weakens the nation-state [and] 
this Western mindset and this activist network 
is perhaps best represented by George Soros.” 

Never has the chasm between the European 
ruling class and the national interests of 

the citizens for whom they purport to rule been 
wider. Never has the incoherence of the Euro-
pean superstate been so clear. From their Club 
Level hotel suites, these ideologues cannot see 
that the project of ever-closer and ever-more-
open union is actually tearing Europe apart. 
Der Untergang des Abendlandes has become 
Der Selbstmord des Abendlandes. It is not hard 
to see why even the German people, usually the 
strongest supporters of the European Project, 
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Grudgingly, perhaps, and not without fiscal and 
social costs that will be felt for generations, but 
Germany will learn to live with them. After all, 
they do not really have a choice.

This assessment, however, assumes that the 
migrant crisis is behind them — an assumption 
that is almost certainly wrong. It is important to 
remember that the flow has not been stopped, 
only staunched. In every meeting, we heard 
relief that Chancellor Merkel had reached an 
agreement with Turkey to close that country’s 
borders with the EU in exchange 
for a more orderly processing 
of legitimate refugees plus an 
agreement to allow easier access 
to the EU for Turkish citizens. 
German officials, at least, had 
put their full faith in Merkel’s 
diplomacy, but it was the sort 
of faith a man clinging to a cliff 
face might have in the strength 
of the root he is clutching: not a 
rational but a necessary faith in 
his only option. 

More important than the 
Turkish agreement in eas-

ing the crisis has been the closing of national 
borders by Hungary and Macedonia. More than 
any other factor, the timely action by Hungar-
ian President Viktor Orban protected Germany 
from her own folly. But even with the Turkish, 
Hungarian, and Macedonian border closures, 
our German hosts admitted that they were still 
receiving 100 new migrants a day, or almost 
40,000 a year. And that was what they consid-
ered to be a “manageable” amount. 

Oddly, German officials who ritually praised 
the Turkish agreement rarely mentioned Presi-
dent Orban’s contribution, even though the 
closed Hungarian border was a prominent 
feature on regional maps we were shown to il-
lustrate the diminished migration flows over re-
cent months. There was a palpable discomfort 
about even mentioning it. Germany, it seemed, 
was happy to reap the benefits of the Hungarian 
and Macedonian border fences, but unwilling to 
credit their architects. 

This silence was at least better than the hyp-
ocritical vituperation that has been directed 
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are increasingly sceptical of their leaders’ zeal 
for open-borders. 

Similarly, the deal with Turkey faces opposi-
tion within Germany over concerns about the 
condition of refugees in Turkey and general 
distrust of the thin-skinned President Erdo-
gan. Shortly before my visit, comic Jan Boeh-
mermann had been charged in Germany with 
insulting a foreign leader and banned from re-
peating a satiric poem about the Turkish lead-
er’s alleged over-fondness of underage boys. 

(This is not the place for a discussion of German 
humour but, funny or not, the poem was clearly 
not intended literally.) Because a charge under 
this anachronistic provision of German law had 
to be approved by the government, it was wide-
ly perceived that Chancellor Merkel had caved 
to pressure from the Turks in order to placate 
Erdogan and ensure the migration accord was 
concluded. 

If the EU’s pressure on Hungary’s government 
were to result in the reopening of her national 
borders, or if Turkey’s descent into authori-
tarianism were to make continued cooperation 
impossible, then the “manageable” number of 
40,000 migrants a year could easily increase ten- 
or twenty-fold. Will Chancellor Merkel then still 
be so confident that Germany and Germans can 
“cope”? The answer to that question depends on 
why you believe she invited the crisis in the first 
place. And that, it turns out, remains a mystery 
even to close observers of the Chancellor, but 
one about which everyone seemed to have an 
opinion. 

The headquarters of the Konrad Adenauer 
Stiftung is a square, modern building nes-

tled in a row of embassies on the edge of Ber-
lin’s leafy Tiergarten. In one of the upper hall-
ways hang two photographs of Angela Merkel 
taken two decades apart by the photographer 
Herlinde Koelbl. In 1995, as a young Minister 
of the Environment, her face is an expression-
less mask save for a hint of a knowing smile, 

as though she finds the idea of being photo-
graphed almost but not quite interesting. Her 
heavily lidded eyes already betray the burden 
of public office. Twenty-one years later, her face 
is rounder, her expression harder. Her smile no 
longer shows any traces of bemusement. The 
constant between the two photographs is her 
almost ostentatious lack of pretension. In nei-
ther photograph does she appear to be wearing 
make-up, her hair remains short and unfussy, 
and her only nod towards fashion or femininity 
comes from a single accessory: in 1995, a silk 
scarf tucked under her jacket, in 2006, a loose 
pearl necklace. Staring directly at the camera 
and the viewer, she is unmistakably the practi-
cal Doctor of Physical Chemistry, raised amidst 
the material and cultural deprivation of rural 
East Germany and shaped by a dour Northern 
German Lutheranism, that Germans thought 
they knew. 

So why was this woman, known to mull de-
cisions for months before acting prudently, 
moved to do something so rash as to invite 
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every refugee who could make it to Germany? 
I made a point of asking this question of our 
hosts at each meeting. The guesses varied wide-
ly. Some believed her own upbringing behind 
the Berlin Wall made her emotionally vulner-
able to the plight of people fleeing oppression 
or seeking better opportunities. Others thought 
she genuinely saw an opportunity for Germany 
to address its demographic problems of an ag-
ing population by importing hundreds of thou-
sands of new workers. Still others believed that 
she was merely following public opinion, which 
favoured a warm humanitarian response to Syr-
ian refugees, at least in the early days before the 
scale of the problem became clear. There was 
no consensus answer and, as Merkel herself has 
mentioned or alluded to each of these factors at 
various times, it may well be that each is partly 
correct. To the last point, while critics of her 
policy have grown in number and profile, her 
approval rating still hovers around 50%, even 
after a spring and summer of high-profile Euro-
pean terrorist attacks. This is impressively high 
by international standards, though down sig-
nificantly from an apex of 77% in 2012 and 2014 
after her assured handling of the Euro crises. 

Still, her reaction has risked splitting her own 
coalition as the more conservative Christian 

Social Union has taken a markedly more cau-
tious approach to the crisis. Her actions have 
also invited the anti-migration patriots of the 
Allianz für Deutschland, a longtime fringe party, 
into the mainstream of German politics. More 
seriously, she deepened fissures within the EU 
when she scolded her critics by saying: “If Eu-
rope fails on the question of refugees, then it 
won’t be the Europe we wished for.” The Polish, 
Hungarian, and British people (among others) 
may be forgiven for asking: “what do you mean 
‘we’?” Surely she must have realized that her 
generous invitation to refugees was, in practical 
terms, offered not only on behalf of a surprised 
German people (it was described in a Der Spie-
gel article as “an uncharacteristic outburst of 
compassion”) but also on behalf of every other 
country in the internally-borderless Schengen 
Zone, none of whom she bothered to consult in 
advance. 

Did she really read these other countries so 

badly? She may have correctly gauged the gen-
eral mood of the German people, at least ini-
tially, but her expectation that other EU coun-
tries, and especially the less prosperous nations 
of middle and eastern Europe, would be willing 
to share Germany’s burden was naive and pre-
sumptuous. It seems not to have occurred to 
her, as it apparently does not occur to Messrs. 
Juncker or Soros, that Hungarians like Hungary 
because it is populated by Hungarians, not by 
Syrians, Afghans, Balkan gangsters, and Central 
African opportunists. The same goes for Poles, 
most Brits, and a large and growing number of 
the native populations of most other European 
countries. Or perhaps they do understand and, 
propelled by an antinomian faith in their own 
rightness, simply don’t care. If so, they and the 
European people may have to learn afresh the 
age-old lesson of politics, that public opinion 
cannot be ignored for long without resorting to 
authoritarian tactics. 

The biggest question facing Germany and Eu-
rope is whether an invitation, once issued, can 
be withdrawn. The demographic pressure that 
drove those migrants from Sub-Saharan Africa 
to New Year’s Eve infamy in Cologne was already 
likely to become irresistible, invitation or no in-
vitation. To understand why, you only have to 
look at the relative populations of Europe and 
its neighbouring regions over the last century 
and the projections for the next one. 

In 1950, Europe’s population was almost 
twice that of Sub-Saharan Africa and the 

Middle East together. International travel 
was almost impossible and preoccupation 
with hand-to-mouth survival kept those 
smaller native populations at home. Now, 
for the first time in history, economic devel-
opment and the ease of modern travel have 
made the journey to Europe, legally and il-
legally, a real possibility for many Africans 
and Middle Easterners. As the population 
of these regions grows, that possibility will 
soon feel like a necessity. 

While the United Nations projects that Eu-
rope’s population will remain relatively stable 
at around 700 million for the next few decades 
(of which about 500 million live within the 
EU), the Middle East has already grown from 

Germany’s Migrant Crisis



100 million in 1950 to 500 million today, on 
track to equal the population of Europe in the 
mid-2040s and to hit one billion by the end of 
the century. The projections for Sub-Saharan 
Africa are even more dramatic. Sub-Saharan 
Africa has already surpassed Europe with 1.1 
billion people today, on its way to four billion 
by century’s end. 

These are, of course, only projections, but 
they are the UN’s best estimates and were re-
cently revised upwards rather than down. It is 
not hard to see the Mediterranean crossings 
that are currently overwhelming European 
border controls as only the advance sorties of 
a slowly massing invasion. With Libyan tran-
sit now much easier after NATO’s ill-consid-
ered removal of Muammar Gaddafi, Europe’s 
borders are closer than ever. In the case of the 
Italian island of Lampedusa, the frontier is 
only 70 miles from the Tunisian coast and in 
the case of the Spanish semi-enclaves of Me-
lilla and Ceuta, it is actually in North Africa. 
What happens if migration from Sub-Saharan 
Africa and the Middle East across the Medi-
terranean grows from hundreds of thousands 

to millions in the next decade and then to 
tens of millions within a generation? 

One answer — unsatisfactory, but perhaps 
the only honest one — came on the last day of 
our trip. We were meeting with a member of 
the Bundestag, a ruddy-cheeked burgher who 
could have been transported to our meeting 
room from a Munich beerhall mid-swig. Like 
everyone we had met, he opened with bluff 
confidence, rattling off statistics about dwin-
dling migrant flows, duly praising Chancellor 
Merkel’s agreement with Turkey, and extol-
ling Germany’s willingness to absorb a million 
aliens. When he paused, I asked what would 
happen if either the Turkish agreement failed 
or migrants found new ways around the Mace-
donian and Hungarian border fences, perhaps 
across the Mediterranean. What would hap-
pen if Germany were faced with another mil-
lion invaders next year, or the year after? What 
if the disaster officials were congratulating 
themselves on surviving is just the beginning 
of a new reality? Leaning back in his chair, he 
puffed out his cheeks, turned his palms to the 
heavens, and exhaled: “Then we pray.” •
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During the Cold War, Europeans worried 
about Soviet tank divisions. Now, appar-

ently, they cower before the fearsome threat 
of Russian television. In October Jerzy Pomi-
anowski, head of the European Endowment for 
Democracy (EED), was in Ottawa to lobby the 
Canadian government for funds. The EED is a 
European-Union sponsored institution devoted 
to promoting democracy in Eastern Europe, and 
Pomianowski was hoping that Canada would 
give it money to fight “Russian propaganda” in 
the states of the former Soviet Union. Accord-
ing to Pomianowski, the Russian government is 
capturing the “hearts and minds of native Rus-
sian speakers with high quality entertainment,” 
and using this to “keep them glued to the screen 
and then [they are] brainwashed through false 
debates and lies that are spread through the 
news programs.” 

Pomianowski is not alone in complaining 
about the nefarious impact of Russian televi-
sion. According to The Economist, in Russia 
“Television has been made into a venomous 

propaganda machine that encourages people 
to fight “national traitors” and “fifth colum-
nists.” This “propaganda machine” extends be-
yond Russia’s borders and allegedly threatens 
not only Moscow’s neighbours but the West as 
a whole. The Economist says, 

Russia has launched cyber-attacks, spread disin-
formation, and interfered in the domestic affairs 
of both neighbouring countries and faraway 
countries. … the Kremlin now uses large num-
bers of ‘trolls’ that spread disinformation and 
propaganda through online communities and 
social media. It also helps Russia to sow confu-
sion by putting out multiple versions of events.

Some commentators even consider the term 
“propaganda” too mild. They feel that it does 

not adequately express the aggressive and sub-
versive nature of what Russia is doing. Instead, 
they claim that Russia is waging “information 
warfare” against the West. For instance, in No-
vember 2014 author Peter Pomerantsev and 
journalist Michael Weiss published a report en-
titled The Menace of Unreality: How the Kremlin 
Weaponizes Information, Culture, and Money. In 
this, they claimed that Russia is using informa-
tion not as mere propaganda, but rather as a 
“weapon” in a campaign of “aggression” against 
the West, in order to “confuse, blackmail, 
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demoralize, subvert and paralyze.” “The border 
between ‘fact’ and ‘fiction’ has become utterly 
blurred in Russian media and public discourse,” 
they warn. “The notion of ‘journalism’ in the 
sense of reporting the ‘facts’ or ‘truth,’ has been 
virtually wiped out.”

In August Pomerantsev issued a second re-
port, this time co-authored with The Econo-
mist’s Ed Lucas, entitled  Winning the Informa-
tion War: Techniques and Counter-strategies to 
Russian Propaganda in Central and Eastern Eu-
rope. Pomerantsev and Lucas argue that Russia 
aims to undermine the rules-based multilateral 
security order in Europe. To this end Russia is 
using disinformation against the West, “overtly 
— through foreign-language television … and 
covertly, using notionally independent journal-
ists, experts and commentator.” Moscow’s aim, 
say Lucas and Pomerantsev, is “not to convince 
or persuade, but rather to undermine. Instead 
of agitating audiences into action, it seeks to 
keep them hooked and distracted, passive and 
paranoid.”

To fight this supposed threat, the Euro-
pean Endowment for Democracy and Mr. Po-
mianowski are proposing that the European 
Union and its allies lure Russian-speaking in-
habitants of countries in Eastern Europe away 
from TV channels broadcasting from inside the 
Russian Federation by sponsoring new Russian-
language channels within the EU. Pomianowski 
hopes that with the help of Canadian money, 
these new channels will be able to compete 
with Moscow in attracting viewers. 

Pomerantsev and Lucas go even further. 
First, they propose what looks rather like cen-
sorship. Praising a three-month ban imposed 
by the Lithuanian government on the Rus-
sian-language TV channel RTR Planeta, they 
remark that, “a strong case exists to create an 
international commission under the auspices 
of the Council of Europe that would evalu-
ate channels for hate speech, disinformation 
and other faults.” What these “other faults” are 
is not defined, but in the case of RTR Planeta 
they included offences such as inciting tension 
“against the EU and NATO states.” Second, refer-
ring to efforts to de-radicalize Islamic militants, 
Lucas and Pomerantsev write that, “Similar ini-
tiatives should be undertaken with radicalized, 
pro-Kremlin supporters, those on the far left 

and the far right, and Russian speakers.” 
Lucas’s and Pomerantsev’s eccentric propos-

als are evidence of how unhinged the discus-
sion about “Russian propaganda” has become. 
Despite a history valuing free speech and the 
benefits of the marketplace of ideas, we in the 
West have reached the position of complaining 
that others are “putting out multiple versions of 
events.” We demand censorship and claim that 
those who dare to watch Russian television are 
akin to Islamic terrorists. 

The degree of paranoia about “Russian pro-
paganda” is somewhat hard to explain. As 

The Economist admits, “research by Finland’s 
Institute of International Affairs has found that 
Russian propaganda has had very little impact 
on mainstream Western media and has never 
resulted in any change in policy.” In a speech 
to the Valdai Club in October, Vladimir Putin 
mocked the idea that Russia was able to manip-
ulate Western public opinion. “Friends and col-
leagues,” he said wryly, “I  would like to  have 
such a  propaganda machine here in  Russia, 
but regrettably, this is not the  case. We have 
not even global mass media outlets of the likes 
of CNN, BBC and others. We simply do not have 
this kind of capability yet.” 

The complaints about Russian propaganda 
first became widespread when the population 
of eastern Ukraine rose up in revolt against the 
coup which overthrew Ukrainian president Vik-
tor Yanukovich in February 2014. Jerzy Pomi-
anowski says that, “many western experts were 
surprised by the effectiveness of the [Russian] 
info war in Ukraine and in confusing residents 
in Donbass and Donetsk.” In this view of things, 
the narrative of the Maidan revolution propa-
gated by the West was the truth; that propa-
gated by Russia was false and thus “confusing.” 
Furthermore, there is a danger that something 
similar could happen should the Russian gov-
ernment decide to “confuse” people elsewhere 
in Europe, such as for instance Russian speak-
ers in the Baltic states. This is why action is re-
quired to counter Russian communications.

Complaints about the evil influence of the 
Russian media are loudest among those 

Russian Propaganda
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groups in Western society which favour an ag-
gressive foreign policy agenda of democracy 
promotion, economic globalization, and mili-
tary intervention in the name of human rights. 
In the aftermath of the invasion of Iraq, the 
Arab Spring, the bombing of Libya, the war in 
Syria, and the Maidan revolution and civil war 
in Ukraine, it has become increasingly clear 
that this Western agenda has failed to bring its 
promised benefits, and instead has wrought 
chaos in those parts of the 
world where it has been ap-
plied. For good reason, opposi-
tion to it has mounted. Rather 
than reconsider their policies, 
however, the agenda’s sup-
porters have sought to blame 
their failures on somebody 
else. Thanks to its annexation 
of Crimea and its support for 
the government of Bashar al-
Assad in Syria, Russia is a suit-
able scapegoat.

For instance, the war in 
Donbass is blamed not on 

the fact that a significant pro-
portion of the Ukrainian population considered 
the new government illegitimate, nor on the 
fact that the new government came to power 
with the support of far-right groups and pro-
ceeded to pursue a nationalist agenda at odds 
with the historical traditions of many in East-
ern Ukraine, nor on the fact that the Ukrainian 
Army subsequently bombed and shelled the 
cities of Donbass causing hundreds, perhaps 
thousands, of civilian casualties — but rather 
on “Russian propaganda.” Instead of admitting 
that people might have had legitimate reasons 
to complain about regime change in Kyiv, it is 
simpler to say that they don’t understand their 
own best interests because they have been 
brainwashed by Russian TV.

What Pomianowski and others such as 
Pomerantsev, Weiss, and Lucas cannot explain 
is why people choose to believe Russian propa-
ganda. Pomianowski’s only explanation is that 
Russian television is more entertaining than its 
competitors, that viewers like to watch it, thus 
inadvertently exposing themselves to the Krem-

lin’s falsehoods. But in fact, because of their his-
tory, people in the former Soviet Union have a 
fairly well developed sense of the ways in which 
the media can be used to manipulate them. The 
Kremlin can’t just turn on a tap of propaganda 
and have people automatically believe what it 
says. Had Moscow tried prior to February 2014 
to convince the residents of Donetsk and Lu-
gansk that their government was a “fascist jun-
ta” they could not have succeeded, because the 

claim would have been pal-
pably false. To be convincing, 
propaganda must be credible. 
And if many people in Don-
bass in early 2014 found the 
reports they saw on Russian 
TV credible, that was because 
they were founded in reality: 
the president had indeed been 
illegally overthrown; far-right 
groups did play a major role 
in the revolution; and the new 
government was pursuing pol-
icies contrary to what many 
people considered their eco-
nomic and cultural interests.

This is not to say that in this 
case, as in others, the Russian 

media was entirely accurate. It has indeed often 
distorted and exaggerated reality. But it is hard-
ly alone in this. The Western media is equally 
guilty. Its depiction of the revolution in Ukraine 
as a universally popular uprising by “peaceful 
demonstrators” was no more accurate than 
Russian television’s description of events as a 
“fascist coup.” Likewise, the Western narrative 
of events in Syria, according to which the Unit-
ed States and its allies are supporting “moder-
ate rebels” while the Russians brutally murder 
the innocent civilians of Aleppo, is as one-sided 
as the Russian story, in which the West is back-
ing radical Islamic terrorists and Russia is de-
fending the legitimate government. 

The press situation in Russia may indeed be 
worse than in the West. But it isn’t as bad 

as it is often made out to be, while the situation 
in the West is not as good as many like to think. 

An interesting feature of political talk shows 
on Russian TV, such as Channel One’s “Time 
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Will Tell” and Rossiya-1’s “Sunday Evening with 
Vladimir Solovyov,” is that they nearly always 
involve members of what is sometimes called 
Russia’s “liberal opposition,” people regarded 
as representatives of the Western point of view. 
What makes these shows entertaining is that 
there is a debate — something that requires the 
presence of opposition. The contemporary Rus-
sian media is thus not anything like the Soviet 
media prior to 1992. Moreover, even though the 
main media outlets nowadays generally follow 
the line given by the Kremlin, opposition alter-
natives exist for anybody who wants to look 
at them. It is not at all hard to find alternative 
views on the internet, or in newspapers, maga-
zines, or books. 

Meanwhile, numerous studies of the West-
ern media have shown it to be far more 

homogeneous than one might have imagined 
in democratic societies in which there are 
widely differing points of view. The prevalence 
of groupthink, journalistic reliance on govern-

ment press releases and insider briefings for 
news, and pressures to publish stories rapidly in 
an era of shrinking journalistic staffs, all com-
bine to mean that Western media rarely provide 
a significant challenge to the line put forward 
by Western governments. The almost universal 
acceptance of the Bush administration’s claims 
about Iraqi weapons of mass destruction was a 
telling case.

At present the Western media are full of 
stories denouncing “Russian aggression,” ac-
cusing the Russians of war crimes, and demon-
izing Vladimir Putin. The effect is to heighten 
international tension and to make it harder to 
resolve the problems dividing Russia from the 
West. The Western public is indeed being sub-
jected to a barrage of propaganda, but most of 
it comes from our own media, not from Russia. 
If people choose to believe Russian propaganda, 
it is most likely because they don’t wholly trust 
their own countries’ media and because they 
reject the policies pursued by their own govern-
ments. Combatting the alleged threat of Rus-
sian television won’t change that. •
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“Government and legislation are matters of reason 
and judgment and not of inclination ... Your repre-
sentative owes you …his judgment: and he betrays 
instead of serving you, if he sacrifices it to your 
opinion.” 

—Edmund Burke, 1774 
Speech to Bristol constituents

So now we will watch the world’s greatest 
democracy run by an interloper who con-

nived to steal one of the nation’s great political 
parties. It is a frightening prospect for Republi-
cans, for Americans, and for the rest of us. We 
will live through a period when the discipline of 
party loyalty will be tested as Americans have 
not seen since the restructuring of political par-
ties following the Civil War. It will be a challenge 
to hold our collective breath, terrified, for four 
years. 

To paraphrase Senator Joseph McCarthy, “Are 
you now, or have you ever been, a member of … 
a Canadian political party?” I thought not. The 
odds against it are high. You’d be one of the less 
than 2% of Canadian voters who are. Across the 
western world, political party membership is in 
steep decline. Even strong political machines 
like the GOP are vulnerable to successful attack.

On current trajectories, many of the great 
political parties of the western democracies are 
headed to irrelevance, perhaps extinction. Ac-

cording to Le Monde, membership in the French 
Socialist Party has plunged from over 400,000 to 
less than 100,000 in ten years. 

The Duke of Marlborough and the English 
aristocracy would have said, “Good riddance!” 
Washington, Madison and Adams were simi-
larly hostile to “factions.”

Astonishingly, this evident decline is greeted 
with a “So what?” by a clear majority of the citi-
zens in many of the advanced democracies. We 
hail a great victory if a majority of our citizens 
bother to vote. 

Increasingly, many of us show no interest in 
choosing our governors. Worse, we choose — 
as a deliberate finger in the eye of our political 
elites — vulgar and dangerous entertainers like 
Boris, Berlusconi, and Trump.

In the US, one party has been stolen by an im-
poster and the other remains united by only the 
weakest of ties: fear. In Canada, the governing 
party has adopted a near-Harperite leadership 
culture, then gave away leadership selection to 
any trouble-maker with a smartphone app. Two 
other parties, still bruised and sulky, await what 
promise to be difficult leadership changes. And 
the Greens have adopted the Hamas platform.

In Germany, the CDU and the SPD, giants 
of European politics for nearly a century, have 
slumped to the low twenties or high teens in 
popular support — an all-time low. Shifts in 
partisan loyalty in Europe, for decades, were 
measured in small single digits. Today, proto-
fascists and former communists are success-
fully eating their way from the margins to the 
mainstream across much of Europe.

Does any of this matter? 
If there is one lesson of the last two centuries 

of democratic development it is this: democra-
cies without broad healthy democratic parties 
inevitably slip their moorings. They drift into 
the dangerous political swamps of autocracy, 
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Our Dying Parties

tyranny, lawlessness and often, war. 
As Martin Wolf, senior economics commen-

tator of the Financial Times, said, “If governing 
elites continue to fail to offer convincing cures, 
they might soon be swept away, and with them, 
the effort to marry democratic self-government 
with an open and co-operative world order.” To 
which one might add, not only offer believable 
cures, but demonstrate an ability to deliver on 
inequality, employment and national security.

And that is surely the most chilling point: a 
secure and stable world without strong democ-
racies is an oxymoron. Strong democracies are 
built of strong political parties.

Russia is the poster child for the drift from 
democracy to tyranny with Putin’s party now 
holding more than three-quarters of the seats. 
A generation ago, it was the powerful parties 
lead by strong leaders of the SPD, Austrian 
People’s Party (Christian Democrats) and the 
Social Democratic Party (SPÖ) who prevented 
a military clash along the Iron Curtain for three 
decades. 

Great party leaders like Kreisky, Adenauer, 
Brandt, Schmidt, and Kohl kept the peace 

in the central flashpoint of world conflict for 
more two centuries — the plains of Central 
Europe. Now that blood-soaked ground seems 
less secure again. It is hard to imagine a Europe 
more threatened than one caught between a 
cynical Russian bully and a brash American 
fool.

Broad policy and philosophically-grounded 
political parties — with all their warts — are as 
fundamental to a functioning democracy, and 
a secure world, as are a clean electoral system 
and a judiciary that is never for rent.

Henry Kissinger’s powerful observation, 
shortly after the fall of the Berlin Wall, showed 
his typical prescience. Never in human history, 
he said, had so many citizens of so many na-
tions come to enjoy the benefits of democracy. 
“But,” he added, after a theatrical pause, “never 
have so many of the citizens of all the oldest de-
mocracies been so deeply unhappy.” 

He spotted a trend few others had, one that 
would deliver painful lessons first in Eastern 
Europe, then France, Germany and the Nordic 
countries, two decades later.

In November 2014, our most politically cou-

rageous pope since John XXIII flailed the Euro-
pean Parliament. Francis said that Europe ap-
pears like a 

weary and aging … grandmother, no longer fer-
tile or vibrant … where the great ideas which 
once inspired Europe seem to have lost their 
attractiveness … replaced by the bureaucratic 
technicalities of its institutions. (!) 

He could also have been describing its historic 
political parties.

The structural weakness of the parties is 
sometimes briefly obscured by the right combi-
nation of money, marketing, charisma and good 
communication skills. For a while an Obama, 
or a Merkel, or a Trudeau can fan the partisan 
flames sufficiently to make the party supporting 
them appear to be in robust health. 

However, these are all merely examples of a 
new form of political party. A shallow unstable 
structure, that one of Canada’s finest political 
journalists, Susan Delacourt, dissected brutally 
in her book Shopping for Votes. They are short-
lived data-driven electoral coalitions. One-cam-
paign vote-collecting machines, typically built 
around one leader and one campaign team. 
They quickly splinter and fade, post-election – 
especially following defeat.

When partisan loyalty is replaced by mar-
keting, sudden and dramatic reversals 

always loom. Like shoppers who buy on price, 
defections to the next best price on offer are in-
evitable. As the Obamaites discovered in 2010 
and 2014, when they were twice smacked by big 
defeats — only two years after their triumphs — 
big victories can turn to ashes in months when 
there are no dependable loyalties or partisan 
infrastructure to support them. 

And as the previously invincible Clinton 
campaign machine armed with a billion dollar 
warchest, the finest data analytics and digital 
media teams in the world, discovered: even the 
best political marketing cannot resist a wave 
of populist anger. As Truman and FDR demon-
strated, a strong loyal party made up of tens of 
thousands of lifelong loyal partisans can.

The reasons for this decline of parties across 
the West — and their often terrifying replace-
ment by crypto-Marxist and proto-fascist chal-
lengers — are various. A sociological thesis such 
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as that of Thomas Frank in What’s the Matter 
with Kansas? (2004) might attribute it to the 
collapse of trust in all institutions and elites in 
every advanced society. 

A libertarian might claim that individuals 
realize they are better off without par-

ties or their governments. The parallel leftist 
foolishness is to blame the corporate sector 
for killing “social solidarity.” The causes come 
in different combinations in 
different societies. The proofs 
of rot are, however, incontest-
able. 

Party membership, in a 
sustainable political party, is 
a shared bond of fellowship, 
commitment, obligation and 
responsibility - for leaders and 
members equally. It is not a 
free “loyalty card” on which 
you collect points for answer-
ing on online questionnaire as 
a “supporter.”

A key test of partisan health 
is participation. Political sci-
entists define partisan com-
mitment as attending a party 
event, commitment to support the party’s can-
didates and credible claims that over several 
elections you have. It means offering voluntary 
labour and money. Virtually every traditional 
political party has witnessed a secular decline 
in each of these measures over decades.

Fundraising, on its own, as a test of a party’s 
good health is a dubious metric. People give 
money to parties and candidates for a variety of 
reasons: personal friendships, community obli-
gation or simply seeking to buy influence. Click-
ing the $50 button on a party website is not the 
same as being willing to do the hard work of in-
stitution-building. Handing out cash wherever 
you think may do you a favour is not the same 
as building a political party.

To today’s campaign professionals, who are 
often merely mercenaries, membership-

based party structure is simply pining for a 
dead political era. To them, the idea that a 
grass-roots, socially and community-engaged 
political party as the essential requirement for 

sustainable partisan success, let alone an essen-
tial pillar of democracy, is merely nostalgia for 
an anachronism. 

With increasingly powerful data analytics, 
digital marketing, and sophisticated research 
tools their view is that party members are 
surplus to campaign requirements. Better to 
hire retired folks or even professionals to run 
voter contact and GOTV efforts. Members 
may be useful as stage props for visiting lead-

ers, or as pre-programmed 
talk show callers, or in some 
cases, as carefully scripted lo-
cal campaigners. The Clinton 
juggernaut had 78 offices and 
more than a thousand such 
staffers in Florida alone — 
and lost. 

Political professionals reel 
back in horror at the prospect 
of having to encourage party 
loyalists to meet over backyard 
barbecues, to nudge members 
to reach out to neighbours as a 
source of political intelligence 
and feedback. Worse, to have to 
listen to their amateur visions 
of how campaigns or govern-

ments should be run, or “God, save us!” to offer 
these amateurs a platform to complain about 
this or that policy or funding decision. “Well, no 
thank you!”

The irrefutable response to their cynicism 
is this: A grounded, sustainable local political 
party culture is a proven safer and more reliable 
assurance that you can win elections — and get 
re-elected!

The only worse place to be than far behind 
your own supporters’ shifts in opinion, is too far 
ahead. Experienced leaders know that a care-
fully managed feedback loop helps avoid either 
risk. When you make a gaffe, your members 
and their friends are more likely to forgive you 
and to remain supporters. They will carry you 
through the hard times in government, and in 
defeat as well. 

If they were attracted through political mar-
keting pitches alone, however, they are as loyal 
as the next shopper who chooses on price. 
Political promise pricing is no different from 
special offers on laundry detergent — you will 
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always be usurped by someone else’s better 
price tomorrow.

Delacourt’s insight into how transactional is 
the parties’ regard for their demographic slices 
is chilling. She quotes operatives who demon-
strate they fail to understand what every suc-
cessful commercial marketer knows: it is aways 
cheaper to maintain a customer than to win a 
new one. Customer retention is always better 
than acquisition, in a genuinely competitive 
market – even a political market.

Following the impressive 2011 majority win 
by the Harper Conservatives, one Canadian 
campaigner, over a dinner with fellow progres-
sive partisans, said despairingly that everyone 
should understand the message of the defeat. 
Harper’s victory was achieved with the support 
of the young, visible minority Canadians, and 
traditional “industrial working class” voters. He 
exclaimed, 

How can any of us claim to be surprised our 
own people are abandoning us! I mean Jesus, 
everything we promised over two decades —
the benefits of globalization, free trade, tech-
nology leading to higher wages, better health-
care and a university education — has turned 
to ashes in their hands! You wonder why they 
don’t believe us! 

Except that he used a more powerful exple-
tive than ashes. Five years later his prescience 
smacked us twice as powerfully, as angry white 
working class voters elected America’s first con-
man as president.

It is the Republicans’ turn to pay the price for 
telling fairy tales. As the insightful American 
conservative Peggy Noonan put it: 

How did a party that stood for regular people, 
become a party that stood for platitudes regu-
lar people no longer found even vaguely perti-
nent? During the Bush administration, did the 
party intelligentsia muscle critics and silence 
needed dissent, making the party narrower, 
more rigid and embittered? What is the new 
conservatism for this era? 

How did the party of Main Street become the 
party of Donors’ Policy Preferences?

Each side has its orthodoxies that enrage 
reasonable voters: Conservatives defend the 

avarice of corporate executives earning 200 
times their top employees’ pay, and 10 times 
more than the person in their chair did two 
decades earlier. Progressives defend a public 
servant earning a six-figure salary, with indexed 
pay and pensions, and ironclad guarantees of 
employment. Then they fail to understand why 
the private-sector-employed brother-in-law, 
with no pension, no job security, and no raise in 
years is enraged. 

For now, the values of voters in most democ-
racies, and certainly Canada – despite their an-
ger at the party elites – remain the pillars of a 
liberal market economy: the rule of law, social 
tolerance, transparency, respect for human and 
political rights, and even a commitment to so-
cial justice. They’re just understandably angry 
at the failure to deliver on many of them!

The available audience, therefore, for a po-
litical party that communicates new and 

authentic conviction about the policies needed 
to deliver on those values has a vast opportu-
nity. But for it to be a sustainable advantage, im-
portant changes in political infrastructure and 
politicians’ behaviour are required. 

There is no point in pining nostalgically for 
the days when parties were the source of pa-
tronage job opportunities, big and small; when 
parties provided entertainment, local sports 
sponsorship and community project support, in 
partnership with an array of churches, unions, 
Rotarians, Elks and Shriners. Some ethnic com-
munity groups still operate in that traditional 
groove, but rarely past the second generation. 

Nor can the parties even compete effectively 
anymore as a good place to find a partner for 
the weekend or life. The match.com world is 
faster and more reliable. 

So who gets it right today about the work of 
community mobilization? 

Mostly, the more innovative charities and 
NGOs – especially in social justice, health, cli-
mate and international development work. 
Project-specific organizations devoted to refu-
gee integration and environment have shown 
astonishing reach and success, based almost 
entirely on volunteer effort. But these groups 
tend to have an arc of success that is quite 
short, from launch to disappearance. 

In some third world countries, the most suc-

Our Dying Parties



 33Autumn/Winter 2016   The Dorchester Review

cessful insurgent political parties deliver real 
human services: childcare, literacy training, 
basic public healthcare, even food distribution. 
Islamic successes like Hamas and Hezbollah 
catapulted the influence built in this manner 
into government, with strong street level orga-
nization and a commitment to client service. 
(not to mention ferocious anti-Israel rhetoric).

Even so, a secular Palestinian mother once 
explained her vote for Hamas to me in a focus 
group, by saying she was more interested in a 
politician who pledged to help improve her lo-
cal health clinic than one who was best at in-
sulting the Israelis. 

There are now dozens of new models for the 
parties to learn from. From community infor-
mation exchange and review sites on the net, to 
volunteer government transparency monitors, 
and peer-to-peer lending communities. They 
could even learn from the deep personality pro-
filing apps from a wide array of schools, gurus, 
and corporations. How did Facebook gain the 
loyalty of more than one billion people in less 
than a decade?!

The choice of renewal projects that a new 
party leadership seizes will be determined by 
culture, ideology and capacity. Like any start-
up or transformation process, the failure rate 
will be high. So, “Break things and move fast,” as 
Facebook’s mantra has it. 

Some principles will be constant and abso-
lute, however. 

Parties must be seen to offer benefit, deliver 
service, and reward commitment. Not to be-
have like the tiresome brother always demand-
ing money and never seen except with his hand 
out. A senior oil executive reflecting on the 
collapse of the Alberta Conservative dynasty 
summed up the resentment generated by many 
modern governing parties: “They never asked 
for our advice. They didn’t return our calls when 
we needed help. We never heard from them – 
until our cheque was late! Then look out!” 

But overriding every other consideration or 
choice, these revitalized parties will need to be 
seen as credible advocates of solutions to the 
real hurts in citizens’ lives. To help them deliver 
on their ambitions for their children. 

A century ago, the Nordic social democrat-
ic parties created vast summer resorts and 
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schools for members and their families. For fifty 
weeks a year they were trapped in dismal urban 
factories and slums. For a few glorious days 
they could dream of, and begin building, a bet-
ter future together. These experiences became 
the incubators for three generations of political 
success. 

The tradition is still powerful, with most of 
the Nordic leadership having spent summers 
developing skills and alliances in those same re-
treats. (Their continuing prominence was partly 
what drew Norwegian Anders Breivik — who 
now self-identifies as a “fascist” — to murder 69 
of the students at the Norwegian Labour Party’s 
Summer School on Utøya Island.)

Perhaps there are virtual models today.
For Canadian political parties the available 

list of menu items to jumpstart a renewed rel-
evance is long: immigrant integration, First Na-
tions outreach, entrepreneurial training, local 
green tech projects, anti-bullying and mental 
health support, to name a few. 

For Conservatives, sponsoring serious de-
bates with leading conservative thinkers fo-
cused on less mythological views of the state: 
Canadian, American and international stars, 
could rebuild faith among a battered activist 
base. 

For Canadian progressives, better outreach 
to green, international development, and ‘local-
ism’ activists, along with deeper connections 
to the best progressive thinkers in Europe, Asia 
and the United States might be powerful ton-
ics to a drifting and troubled membership. Re-
connecting to popular culture, once a bulwark 
of the left, could be transformational. 

Perhaps the best universal acid test ques-
tion for everyone interested in long-term party 
building, is simply this: “How do we make our-
selves a central part of our peoples’ lives again?” 

For any cynical political hack who sneers, 
“Why should we bother?” the answer is in Peggy 
Noonan’s devastating attack on her party lead-
ership. You lose touch with your activists and 
their real ambitions, and you risk losing your 
party to poseurs.

Tommy Douglas loved to tell a cautionary 
tale, about humility and as a parable of his 

understanding of the reciprocity of political 
leadership. 
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Burke understood 
that an MP must 

not spin in the 
gales of public 

opinion. His task 
is to offer his best 

judgment as a rep-
resentative. 

In the darkest Depression years, before his 
astonishing rise to power in the 1944 Sas-
katchewan election, he travelled the province 
endlessly. He would deliver long entertaining 
speeches, in one small town after another, year 
after year. 

Decades later he was still at it. Like every 
great political orator he would take out his fa-
vorite tales and polish them one more time. A 
regular featured Weyburn one 
of his favourite towns. The tale 
starts with his recollection of 
the night that he just finished 
speaking, when an amazing 
event unfolded.

His speech would have been 
one of his hour-long barnburn-
ers: stories, wry humour, bib-
lical references, and stinging 
attacks on the “grain market 
boys,” and their political spon-
sors. Then he would work the 
crowd shaking hands, listening 
to stories, greeting old com-
panions, while local helpers passed the hat. 

Douglas tells of being approached by an aged 
farmwoman with a large handkerchief bundle, 
knotted and clutched fiercely in her arthritic 
hands. He was a bit of a flirt when performing. 
He would recall that he greeted her - in his usual 
saucy style — “Mabel, what a delight to see you. 
As beautiful as the day we first met …” 

“Now you stop that nonsense, Mr. Douglas. 
This is for you,” he would tell his audience, act-
ing the part of Mabel, thrusting her heavy bun-
dle forward into his hands.

Douglas always stopped at this point in his 
re-telling and say, “I could feel it was coins, a lot 
of coins. I knew I could not possibly accept it 
from this hard-pressed farmwife. I knew that 
putting food on the table was a struggle. I was 
stunned into silence.

Then he would say, “So, I gently tried to pass 
the bundle back to Mabel.”

“‘Mabel, I could not possibly take this from 
you! I know how hard it for you and Ted these 
days. …’

“She glared at me fiercely, and then said in a 
voice so loud people stopped chatting around 
us, ‘Tommy Douglas! This is our money! Me and 
the girls at the co-op collected it. We churned 

butter all winter. Every fourth pound of butter 
we sold was for the party. We put those nickels 
aside. This was our decision. This is how we de-
cided we wanted to help our party.’

“‘So,’ Mabel adds angrily, ‘This is not your 
decision to make! We have already made it. You 
are just the leader. Now take this money and go 
do good with it.’ 

“She was furious! The crowd was of course 
supportive of her indignation 
at my paternalism, my stu-
pidity. Boy was I humiliated,” 
Douglas would close with a wry 
chuckle at himself.

After a pause, when the crowd 
would often not know whether 
to applaud or remain respect-
fully silent, he would add, 

“And, my friends, that night 
I was the beneficiary of a pow-
erful lesson from Mabel about 
the real meaning of leadership 
and our work together. It’s one 
that I try never to forget all 

these years later. We are only leaders. We lead, 
we try to persuade, but we don’t own our party. 
And we don’t get to make your decisions for 
you, either!” 

At which point, of course, the crowd explodes. 
Such a deep appreciation of the reciprocal 

political bond between leaders and supporters 
is rare today. Douglas’ message, amplified by his 
typically rollicking storytelling, was an attempt 
to convey his deep understanding that effective 
leadership comes with humility and respect for 
the autonomy of those whose support you seek. 

It is nonetheless, a conundrum. One that 
makes political leadership so fascinating and 
so hard. You must lead, you are not a cipher for 
received opinion. But you must listen and per-
suade, at the same time. And to succeed at de-
livering change, you need a committed army of 
supporters, a political party. 

Edmund Burke got it. He came to understand 
he must not be a weathervane, spinning in the 
gales of public opinion, that an MP’s task was to 
always offer one’s best judgment as a represen-
tative of your citizens. 

Immortal lessons, worth emulating by to-
day’s failing political elites if they want to re-
verse this slide in their parties’ relevance. •
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Stephen Harper’s prime ministership is 
nearly universally recognized as a time of 

unprecedented centralization of power in the 
prime minister’s hands. His critics claim he had 
little respect for parliamentary government and 
governed in a high-handed, sometimes uncon-
stitutional, way. Shrill titles about his governing 
style scream from bookstore shelves. His gov-
ernment is said to have had a terrible record 
of losses on its major policy initiatives in the 
courts, and this only amplified the argument 
that Harper’s government was, somehow, con-
stitutionally out of bounds.

I will make the counter-argument. I will ar-
gue that Harper’s time in office showed his 
strong respect for constitutionalism, the princi-
ple that government actions are and ought to be 
limited. As James Madison put it in Federalist 
#51, there are two great difficulties in framing a 
government: “you must first enable the govern-
ment to control the governed; and in the next 
place oblige it to control itself.” The heart of 
Canadian constitutionalism lies in our ancient 
and proven institutions of parliamentary, party 
and responsible government. 

To understand Stephen Harper’s contribu-
tion to Canadian constitutionalism, we first 
have to recall the political and constitutional 
situation he faced in 2002 when he returned to 
federal politics as leader of the Canadian Alli-

ance. The Liberal Party’s political hegemony was 
so solid that, even as the outlines of a scheme 
to divert government money into partisan Lib-
eral efforts came into public view, Liberals felt 
free to engage in vicious internal civil war. The 
Liberal caucus toppled a leader who had won 
three back-to-back majority governments. The 
leadership race that followed was the most un-
gracious in Canadian history. The losing candi-
date not only got pushed out of cabinet but out 
of her Party’s caucus altogether. The winner’s 
team was considered so powerful and skilled 
that even an experienced member of the Parlia-
mentary Press Gallery was caught out describ-
ing it as a Juggernaut. Stenographers in leading 
newspapers dutifully reported the spin line that 
the new team would win 250 seats in the next 
election. Everyone with an interest in Canada’s 
government reacted accordingly. The country’s 
corporate leaders lined up to pay homage to the 
new ruler and lavished funding on his leader-
ship campaign. 

The Liberals’ opponents understood that 
they would be out of power for a generation 
and embarked on their own civil wars. Not only 
were the PC Party and the Canadian Alliance 
still divided, a baker’s dozen of Canadian Alli-
ance MPs had left that party’s caucus to form 
the Democratic Representative Caucus. Many 
of the remaining Alliance MPs were only too 
happy to be rid of them. Some in the Alliance 
and the DRC were willing to accept their fate 
as second-tier players in a renewed PC Party 
under the leadership of Joe Clark. Wise strat-
egists recommended this as a quick route to 
creating a party of fiscal conservatives and so-
cial “liberals” — a recipe for failure given how 
much Chretien, and later Martin, dominated 
that political space.

How Good Was Harper? (... cont’d)

Harper the Constitutionalist
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Once installed as Alliance leader Harper 
used his genius as a unifier to forge unity with 
the party and his skilled in reconciliation to 
bring all but two of the DRC caucus members 
back into the Alliance’s fold. Success required 
an open hand to those who left and a firm hand 
with those who opposed their return. Then, a 
year later, after Peter MacKay had replaced Joe 
Clark as leader of the PC Party, Harper again 
moved quickly to unite 
the Alliance with the PC 
Party. He and MacKay 
pulled off the merger 
without patronage or 
corrupt side deals by fo-
cusing on their common 
ideals and principles.

The new party pulled 
together a hasty team for 
the 2004 federal election, 
but Harper managed to 
dent the juggernaut by 
reducing the Liberals 
to a parliamentary mi-
nority. That result man-
aged to break the spell 
that had been cast on 
the political caste, rais-
ing the possibility that 
the federal government 
could alternate between 
the parties. Harper’s vic-
tory in 2006 underlined 
the point and erased 
any questions about 
Canada’s commitment 
to constitutionalism once again.

Harper’s initial victory put him at the head 
of his own minority government. As opposition 
leader in a minority parliament, he had ab-
sorbed the responsibilities of that situation. He 
disciplined himself and his caucus colleagues 
to calibrate their rhetorical opposition to the 
Martin government so as not to appear weak 
and feckless when they voted to sustain the 
government in office. Only a few weeks after he 
became prime minister, his government faced 
its first constitutional test. The episode has long 
been forgotten, but Harper used it to remind 
both government and opposition of the core 
rule of our form of responsible government. 

The first constitutional test
Harper had long been a clear opponent of 
the Kyoto Protocol on greenhouse gas emis-
sions. The Chrétien and Martin governments 
both advertised their support for the Protocol, 
but refused to take the steps required to meet 
the commitments Chrétien’s government had 
made in Kyoto. By 2006, Canada had no real-

istic options for meet-
ing these targets, and 
Harper’s first environ-
ment minister, Rona 
Ambrose, admitted as 
much in public. NDP 
MP Nathan Cullen, un-
happy with Ambrose’s 
admission, moved a 
motion in the House 
of Commons Environ-
ment Committee call-
ing for her dismissal.

The motion was 
based on the funda-
mentally unconstitu-
tional idea that the 
House can vote non-
confidence in a single 
minister. Responsible 
government rests on 
the tenet that while 
ministers are individu-
ally and collectively ac-
countable to the House, 
the House can only vote 
non-confidence in the 

government as a whole. Mr. Harper reminded 
everyone of this fundamental rule when he 
announced would see any vote of non-confi-
dence in his environment minister as a lack 
of confidence in his government. The Liberals 
hurriedly voted with the Conservatives to de-
feat Cullen’s motion at the Committee’s next 
meeting, ending the manoeuvre quickly. But 
the American-style effort to impeach a single 
member of the ministry over a policy matter 
gave Harper the opportunity to correct a pro-
found misunderstanding of Canadian consti-
tutionalism. Ministerial responsibility has an 
individual dimension to it when malfeasance 
or bad administration is at issue. But on policy 
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matters, the government are collectively re-
sponsible to the House. Harper’s timely warn-
ing was an astute effort to remind everyone of 
the appropriate separation of powers. 

The second test
A few months later, in the fall of 2006, 
Harper faced a second constitutional challenge 
when the Bloc Quebecois tried to have the 
House of Commons agree that 
les Québécois form a nation. 
The Bloc’s motion was a wily 
effort to exploit two opportu-
nities. It took advantage of dis-
agreements that had emerged 
during the Liberal leadership 
race over the question of rec-
ognizing Quebec as a nation. 
It also tested the unity of the 
Harper Conservatives by reviv-
ing the Mulroney-era “distinct 
society” spat that had blown 
the PC Party apart. Harper 
deftly co-opted the Bloc mo-
tion by proposing to recognize 
that les Québécois form a nation within a united 
Canada. Hoist with their own petard, the Bloc 
eventually voted with Harper’s Conservatives to 
pass the resolution. With one stroke, Harper de-
stroyed the nationalist raison d’étre of the Bloc 
and closed a sore left over from the Trudeau 
and Mulroney eras. The Québécois nation reso-
lution neatly matched Harper’s commitment to 
limit the federal spending power. When he shut-
tered the popular Millennium Scholarship Pro-
gram, on spending-power grounds, and resisted 
pressure to impose conditions on federal trans-
fer payments to the provinces for health care in 
2011, the demonstration of his constitutional-
ism to Quebec commentators was complete.

The major allegations against Harper’s con-
stitutionalism arise from his decision to ask 

the Governor General to prorogue Parliament in 
the fall of 2008. That request, and the Governor 
General’s decision to acquiesce, generated tre-
mendous controversy, some of it quite hysteri-
cal. With the events of that fall now well behind 
us, perhaps it is time for a sober re-evaluation. 

The political context to the prorogation 
matters. Harper, sensing he would be toppled 
when the House returned to work in the fall of 
2008, called an election to seek a new mandate. 
Lehman Brothers collapsed in the middle of the 
campaign and global financial markets that had 
already been teetering through a credit crunch 
fell into a serious crisis. Harper’s government 
was returned with a stronger minority position, 
but still several seats short of a parliamentary 

majority. When the House re-
convened, Harper’s govern-
ment presented a fall economic 
update that stood pat on the 
macro-economic situation 
while proposing to phase out 
the quarterly public subsidy to 
political parties. Liberal leader 
Stephane Dion and NDP Lead-
er Jack Layton used the contro-
versy over phasing out the par-
ty subsidies to announce they 
had agreed, with the support 
of the Bloc, on a cooperative 
effort to vote non-confidence 
in the Harper government and 

form a new government.
The Liberal-NDP pact was stunning news. 

Dion had become Liberal leader after his party 
split in half. His two most prominent oppo-
nents, Michael Ignatieff and Bob Rae, were still 
in caucus and plotting against him. The election 
had cost the Liberals 18 seats, and he had re-
signed as leader. But then, contrary to accepted 
practice, he announced he would stay on until 
his successor was chosen rather than make way 
for an interim leader. Layton had fought his 
third election as NDP leader and been unable to 
lift the Party out of fourth place. Despite early 
gains in the 2004 election, the NDP then seemed 
to stall and didn’t break through 20% support in 
2006. Layton faced internal grumblings about 
his leadership. When it then emerged that Dion 
and Layton had discussed ways to displace 
Harper after election night, the Dion-Layton 
pact started to look like a way for two weakened 
leaders to protect their own positions against 
their own party activists.

After the initial shock of the pact wore off, 
Harper went to the Governor General and asked 
that the House be prorogued. This would head 

With one stroke, 
Harper destroyed 

the nationalist 
raison d’étre of the 
Bloc and closed a 
sore left over from 
the Trudeau and 
Mulroney eras. 
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off the Liberal-NDP scheme; the Standing Or-
ders of House of Commons allocate no special 
priority to non-confidence motions. The Liber-
als and NDP could have asked for them to get 
such priority when the Standing Orders were re-
negotiated after the 2006 or 2008 election. Cer-
tainly, the Liberals, Bloc, and NDP opposition 
parties would have had the votes to do so at any 
time between the spring of 2006 and December 
2008. Instead, just as Harper’s Conservatives 
did after the 2004 election, the opposition ne-
gotiated for other rule changes. When Dion and 
Layton finally decided to secure their own posi-
tions, they had to wait for other the procedural 
opportunities to do so. Just as Harper, Layton, 
and Duceppe had in the fall of 2005. 

The Governor General’s decision was unim-
peachable. A governor general must always find 
a prime minister to take responsibility for her 
decisions. She had only one alternative to ac-
cepting Harper’s request: to fire him, call for 
Dion to form a government, and hope Dion 
could gain the confidence of the House. The 
prospect of Dion becoming prime minister 
while holding his party together by threads 
would have been daunting. He had already said 
he would serve as prime minister only through 
April, when his successor as Liberal leader was 
to be selected. Presumably the candidates for 
the Liberal leadership could not have served in 
his cabinet. In fact, his decision to enter into the 
Liberal-NDP pact would almost certainly have 
become an issue during that leadership cam-
paign. Ignatieff had made a show of being the 
last Liberal caucus member to sign a letter of 
support for Dion’s gambit and let it be known 
he had doubts about the arrangement. The new 
Liberal leader would not have been bound to 
abide by any agreement Dion had made. The 
situation would have been a farce. There was 
no parallel to the 1985 Peterson-Rae pact that 
toppled the PC dynasty in Ontario. 

For proof that both Her Excellency and Harp-
er acted properly, recall that the “crisis” itself 
ended pretty quickly. Parliament was prorogued 
December 4 and returned on January 26. The 
government presented a budget on January 27 
and was sustained in the House shortly there-
after. But much had changed during the hiatus 
from parliamentary business. As soon as Parlia-
ment was prorogued, the Liberals pushed out 

Dion as Liberal leader and Ignatieff, as the only 
candidate to replace him, took over. He quickly 
killed the pact. The Harper government contin-
ued for another two years.

For all the rallies, protests, op-eds and 
learned books on the prorogation, we can now 
see that the main impact of the episode was to 
let everyone give some sober second thought to 
the idea of a Dion-Layton government. If the ep-
isode revealed a crisis at all, it revealed a crisis 
in the Liberal Party, and prorogation gave the 
Liberals time to restore their internal checks 
and balances. Harper’s decision saved the Lib-
eral party from Dion’s ambitions. When Parlia-
ment reconvened, Dion was gone. His effort to 
overreach and bully his own party had failed.

A Political Chief Justice
The other major controversy of the Harp-
er era — Harper’s dispute with Chief Justice 
McLachlin — is also ripe for reconsideration. 

During the summer of 2013, after Morris 
Fish announced his retirement from the Su-
preme Court, the Chief Justice seems to have 
learned that Harper was thinking of naming 
Federal Court of Appeal judge Marc Nadon to 
the Court. Nadon would have been filling a seat 
reserved, by law, for someone serving as a judge 
of a Quebec Court or a lawyer of the Quebec bar. 
Arguably, Nadon, as judge of the Federal Court 
of Appeal, was ineligible. But he had a long le-
gal career in Quebec and could have resigned 
his appellate position, served one day at the 
Quebec bar, and then qualified for one of the 
Quebec seats on the Supreme Court. The Chief 
Justice, according to a statement issued by the 
Supreme Court, contacted Harper’s Justice Min-
ister Peter MacKay to discuss the matter. Ac-
cording to comments from the Prime Minister’s 
Office, MacKay then advised the Prime Minister 
not to take a call from the Chief Justice on the 
matter.

When Harper’s office made this sequence 
of events public, all hell broke loose. Newspa-
per editorials denouncing Harper for impugn-
ing the integrity of the judiciary. Former prime 
minister Brian Mulroney weighed in. A Geneva-
based NGO, created to monitor legal abuses in 
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communist bloc countries, even issued a state-
ment calling on Harper to apologize for his 
statements.

With Harper gone from office, it is easier to 
see that the Chief Justice’s efforts to raise ques-
tions over the Nadon appointment with the 
Prime Minister was not only unnecessary but 
also excessive. Her actions were unnecessary 
because the Government of Canada has its own 
legal advisors in Department of Justice. The De-
partment of Justice Act clearly makes the Minister 
of Justice, who also serves as Attorney General, 
the government’s legal advisor. The government 
seems to have been aware of the questions about 
Nadon’s eligibility. The Minister of Justice hired 
a former Supreme Court judge, Ian Binnie, to 
provide an independent legal opinion about the 
matter. McLachlin’s actions were excessive un-
der the principle of judicial independence, one 
of the oldest constitutional principles of the UK 
and Canada. Just as cabinet ministers other than 
the Attorney General must not communicate 
with judges about pending legal matters, so must 
judges avoid communication with ministers 
about pending political decisions. In the end, the 
Chief Justice and her colleagues had had the last 
word. She swore in Justice Nadon to the Court, 
then ruled with majority that Nadon’s appoint-
ment was illegal. But the post-facto tidying up 
of the situation does not change the lesson. In 
the future, Supreme Court judges would do well 
to avoid any effort to comment on pending ap-
pointments to their bench.

Supreme Stultification 
The idea that Harper was a dictator is refut-
ed by his efforts to invigorate the Senate. During 
his time in office, he proposed a string of mea-
sures to shorten the term of senators and pro-
vide prime ministers with the option to canvass 
the views of voters on who should be appointed 
to the Senate. Harper’s plans for Senate reform 
are the most far-reaching efforts ever advanced 
to add new checks and balances to our form of 
government. 

Harper’s approach to the matter was practi-
cal and incremental. He started by proposing 
two small reforms. His commitment to these 
reforms was so strong that he decided to be the 

first sitting prime minister to appear before a 
committee of the Senate – then dominated by 
the Liberals – to argue his case. And that case 
was firmly rooted in bicameralism, one aspect of 
constitutionalism. “I believe in the ideas behind 
an upper house,” he told the assembled Sena-
tors. The Canadian Senate, he argued, should 
provide “sober and effective second thought,” 
with a democratic mandate for senators being 
the key to their effectiveness in this role. 

The committee, chaired by Liberal Senator 
Dan Hays, reported that Harper’s proposal to 
shorten the tenure of future senators was both 
constitutional and an improvement over the 
status quo. Once Dion became Liberal leader 
and indicated some openness to agreeing to 
shorten the tenure of future senators, Harper 
proposed negotiations to come to an agree-
ment. Dion rejected Harper’s offer, and the 
controversy over the prorogation of 2008 end-
ed any possibility of bipartisan agreement on 
invigorating the Senate. 

The Supreme Court later heard a reference 
case on Parliament’s power to amend the Sen-
ate. The Court’s 2014 ruling made up new rules 
out of whole cloth, ruling that even the proposal 
accepted by the Hays Committee would change 
the very essence of upper house and require 
provincial consent. As Prof. Ted Morton has 
argued, “the court ‘cherry-picked’ its way to a 
contradictory and unpersuasive judgment in 
the case and slammed the constitutional door 
on any incremental reforms.” It “failed to live up 
to its own precedents of ‘bold statecraft, ques-
tionable jurisprudence’ to break a constitution-
al gridlock.”

The final step in understanding Stephen 
Harper’s contribution to Canadian consti-

tutionalism, requires understanding the scope 
and scale of Harper’s political ambition. 

The Fathers of Confederation crafted a dy-
namic and flexible regime that combined feder-
alism and parliamentary government with the 
extraordinary goal of extending Confederation 
from sea even unto sea. The inheritance they 
handed down leaves future generations free to 
form their own agendas and pursue their own 
ambitions. John Diefenbaker’s Bill of Rights codi-
fied and recognized “existing” rights in Canadian 
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“If we had sat down and tried to put together 
an agenda for this stuff,” said my friend, a 

senior PMO insider under Stephen Harper, “We 
would probably have gotten a lot more done.” 
Nearly a year had passed since the Oct. 2015 
election brought the Tories’ tenure to an end, 
and we were looking back on what we had done 
as senior staff to promote awareness of Cana-
da’s history. 

A pundits’ consensus was already scoffing 
that much of Harper’s legacy had been rolled 
back by conquering Liberal hordes. And curi-
ously, the ease with which it was done had some 
of Harper’s shrillest critics eating crow. For in-
stance Professor Jerry Bannister of St. Mary’s 
University, Halifax, wrote: 

... despite all of the anxious and angry tweets, 
blog posts, and spilled ink by many of us, my-
self included, the actual cultural impact of the 
Harper government appears to be remarkably 
limited. This is not for a second to diminish the 
serious damage wrought by Tory policies, but, 
now that we have come out the other side, the 
worry that many of us had about a rightward 
cultural shift seems misplaced. ... In terms of 
changing people’s minds, of persuading the 
public, I think that Harper lost. ... He left us 
much as he came, with a narrow national vi-
sion and a royalist nostalgia for an imperial 
past that already feels decidedly weird. ... the 
cultural shadow of Harper is rather short.

What, then, of Harper’s alleged “history 
agenda”? Was it either sustained or perni-
cious? Did these efforts at increasing the vis-
ibility of the Monarchy, marking the 400th an-
niversary of Québec and the 200th of the War 
of 1812, flying the Canadian Red Ensign at 

Churchill’s Bastards
What I didn’t see at the Harper Revolution
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law. We are fortunate to have such wise inheri-
tances to govern us today.

But as the state has grown, some political 
leaders have striven for their governments to 
leave a legacy that shapes the country and binds 
their successors’ decisions. Pierre Trudeau’s 
legacy was a comprehensive reordering of rela-
tions between the state and society in Canada. 
Through the Charter of Rights and dozens of 
government policies, his legacy was to reshape 
Canadian government and society in ways that 
cannot be reversed. The democratic legitimacy 
of this kind of “legacy” is suspect. If we believe 
in self-government, why should leaders have 
legacies that skew the nation’s political agenda 
for years to come? 

Harper had no such ambition. He governed 
well while he governed. He lowered taxes, 

Harper the Constitutionalist

strengthened the criminal justice system, and 
implemented a new regime for clean govern-
ment. He crafted new infrastructure policies 
and trade agreements. He managed prudently 
through a global economic crisis and crafted 
new tools to serve the new national security 
challenges facing Canada and our allies. He 
stood up for Israel and Ukraine, and against the 
terror-sponsoring regime in Tehran. His was 
a good agenda. But it was, rightly, limited to 
things that could be easily undone by a succes-
sor with a different democratic mandate. In his 
first year in office, Justin Trudeau government 
has moved quickly to undo much of Harper’s 
agenda for government. Trudeau, after all, 
earned his democratic mandate fair and square. 
That he could use it to plot his own agenda is 
Harper’s constitutionalist legacy.  •
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We thought 
Magna Carta’s 
800th birthday 

marginally more 
significant than 
the 30th anniver-

sary of Pierre 
Trudeau’s little 

codicil.

Vimy Ridge, plus occasionally bolstering a his-
torically-grounded sense of national identity, 
really amount to a “narrow national vision”? 
I do not believe that any of it occupied much 
of Harper’s time, though he did allow certain 
projects to go forward. And while my friend 
said, “In the end, I’m quite proud of what we 
did manage to accomplish,” did we actually ac-
complish much of anything?

Less than two months after Harper’s depar-
ture, the new Prime Minister, Justin Trudeau, 
told an American publication that Canada 
had no national identity in the 
traditional sense. According to 
the New York Times magazine 
(“Trudeau’s Canada, Again,” 
Dec. 8, 2015), he said: 

There is no core identity, no 
mainstream in Canada. … 
There are shared values — 
openness, respect, compas-
sion, willingness to work hard, 
to be there for each other, to 
search for equality and justice. 
Those qualities are what make 
us the first post-national state.

So much, it seems, for Harper’s 
History. 

When I was hired in January 2007, Harper 
had just created a new junior cabinet 

post — Secretary of State for Multiculturalism 
and Canadian Identity — and given the job to 
Jason Kenney. The job title twinned diversity 
with identity — “unity in diversity” was the 
theme that Kenney adopted. 

I had just finished my Ph.D. at McGill, where 
my thesis directors encouraged me to limit my-
self to a year or two in politics to avoid being 
forever excluded from ferociously anti-
conservative academe. But how time flies. 
When Lord Melbourne was summoned by King 
William IV in 1834 to serve as Prime Minister, 
the Whig grandee thought the prospect a bore. 
But a friend told him, “If it only lasts three 
months, it will be worthwhile to have been 
Prime Minister of England.” Melbourne replied, 
“By God, that’s true. I’ll go.” Instead of three 
months, his premiership lasted six years.

Harper’s lasted even longer. Several com-
rades-in-political-arms gave a substantial part 
of a decade to the Prime Minister’s Office or 
to other ministries, while I put in a cumulative 
seven years under the ample aegis of Mr. Ken-
ney at four departments. Yet today, with the 
Natural Governing Party back in power and re-
suming its old habits, those long days spent in 
airless offices seem to have raced by like a typi-
cally Canadian Tory interregnum. 

During that discordant interlude we made 
not a few forays into the History Wars. When 

the dust settled, it did seem that 
we had managed to strengthen, 
in small ways perhaps, some 
Canadians’ sense of connected-
ness to history. We also allowed 
oxygen to the embers of certain 
traditional elements of Cana-
dian identity that conservatives 
thought were worth conserving: 
forgotten symbols whose legiti-
macy as authentically “Cana-
dian” we upheld.  

Notably Mr. Kenney’s office 
rewrote the citizenship 

study guide, incorporating 10 
pages of history. When we covered the Charter 
of Rights and Freedoms we made sure to include 
the first great charter of rights, the Magna Carta 
of 1215, whose 800th birthday in 2015 we thought 
marginally more significant than the 30th anni-
versary in 2012 of Pierre Trudeau’s little codicil. 
(Besides, who celebrates the 30th anniversary of 
anything?) The booklet was praised across the 
political spectrum (including by Lysiane Ga-
gnon and André Pratte of La Presse, the latter 
now a Liberal senator). Discover Canada has 
now reached at least two million readers. 

Critics gibbered about Kenney and Harper’s 
“militarizing” Canada or conspiring to “ma-
nipulate” the past or somehow to turn the clock 
back. But I can attest from the inside that there 
was no conspiracy. All we had was a scattering 
of traditionalists across the Government — a 
policy wonk here, a communications advisor 
there, a few MPs, fewer Ministers. 

I once mused half-jokingly to a Minister’s 
chief of staff in 2007 that I believed “The Maple 
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Leaf Forever” should have been the national 
anthem. He replied: “Yeah, you and the Prime 
Minister.” But if tradition-minded staff ever 
“conspired” it was only once — one morning in 
2007 in the Senate Speaker’s dining room. As I 
recall the occasion was less than spine-tingling. 
We came up with several ideas but no master 
plan to implement any of them. The idea of re-
placing “O Canada” with Alexander Muir’s na-
tional hymn, composed in 1866 after the Battle 
of Ridgeway, was a lark. But given how crazy our 
self-declared enemies said we were, the striking 
thing about the Counter-Revolution is not the 
small things we did but the big ones we never 
even considered trying to do. 

Contra Wittgenstein
“Trying to repair a broken tradition is like 
trying to mend a broken spider’s web.” John Gray 
quotes this Wittgenstein gem as part of his dec-
laration of the death of traditionalist conserva-
tism in Enlightenment’s Wake (1995). According 
to Gray, the combination of neoliberalism and 
the rise of Margaret Thatcher drove traditional-
ist conservatism into exile. Neoliberalism had 
little interest in strengthening the family and 
community ties that traditional liberalism and 
cultural marxism had weakened. 

Gray’s pessimistic conclusion that there can 
be no traditional conservatism in a society 
transformed by neoliberals recalls, for Canadi-
ans, George Grant’s gloomy 1965 claim, baffling 
to the modern Liberal mind, that “the impossi-
bility of conservatism in our era is the impos-
sibility of Canada.” But people on both right and 
left are always prematurely declaring the death 
of conservatism.

Certainly Harper, like Mulroney and Chré-
tien, was a neoliberal, a post-Thatcher conser-
vative prime minister. But he gave his blessing 
to enough traditionalist activities to put John 
Gray’s thesis in doubt: here between 2006 and 
2015 was a first-world Conservative Ministry 
taking a positive, uncynical approach to tradi-
tions and in a few cases succeeding in partially 
restoring them. It would be unreasonable to say 
that Harper stood “athwart history, yelling stop.” 
But did he actually manage, in some instances, 
to put history into reverse gear? How good was 
Harper for traditionalists?

Anglosphere Harmony
The Harper Government’s interest in pop-
ularizing historical milestones and celebrat-
ing the heritage of freedom was something 
that it shared with centre-right governments 
across the Commonwealth. The United King-
dom produced its Life in the United Kingdom 
citizenship materials in 2005 under a Labour 
Government. These were significantly upgrad-
ed by the Tories to capture Britain’s “long and 
illustrious history.” Michael Gove moved to add 
substance to Britain’s school curricula. In Aus-
tralia, small-c conservatives led by John Howard 
created both a national history curriculum and 
a citizenship study guide, Becoming an Austra-
lian Citizen, in 2007. Meanwhile in the world’s 
most successful ex-colony, the United States, 
the George W. Bush Administration created 
new citizenship materials including The Citi-
zen’s Almanac (2007).* 

Broadly speaking, the centre-right in the UK, 
Canada, Australia, the USA made similar efforts 
to strengthen civic knowledge — as in the Neth-
erlands and elsewhere. In each instance the me-
dia and academic Left’s response was identical. 
They said the new civics would fail, the texts 
were unfair and too difficult, the subject mat-
ter selective and backward-looking, and so on. 
Typical was Salon magazine (Jan. 3, 2007) on 
the American naturalization booklets:

 
Trumpeted as a great improvement over the 
old examination, the new format will ‘focus on 
the concepts of democracy and the rights and 
responsibilities of citizenship.’ Some critics and 
immigrants’ rights advocates have complained 
that the new citizenship test is too demand-
ing, asking questions that nearly all Americans, 

* Americans have always been better than Canadians 
at promoting their civic myths. I can still remember 
their Bicentennial cartoons of 1976, “No More Kings,” 
“The Preamble” and “Fireworks,” part of the “School-
house Rock” series, because they were broadcast over 
and over by ABC during Saturday morning cartoons. 
(Personally I thought the King much funnier than the 
Rebels and cheered for him instead — not quite what 
the Government do-gooders intended. You can find 
them all on YouTube.)
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Tories’ interest in 
popularizing the 

heritage of 
freedom was 

Commonwealth-
wide — some-

thing Canadian 
academics didn’t 

even notice.

whether native born or naturalized, would be 
hard-pressed to answer.

 Likewise, in each case, the push for higher 
citizenship standards across the Anglosphere 
grew out of a shared belief among conserva-
tives that something had gone amiss in society 
since the 1980s. Schools, universities, natural-
ization programs, and the chuches — engines 
of change controlled by the Left 
after the long march through 
the institutions — had failed to 
transmit their countries’ civic 
knowledge, history, and basic 
cultural inheritance. They had 
failed dismally, in fact, to spark 
interest, inspire confidence, or 
reinforce people’s awareness of 
the origins and sources of dem-
ocratic institutions, values, and 
way of life, which each country 
happened to share as successor 
states of the British Empire. 

In Canada the Dominion In-
stitute had shown repeatedly 
since 1997 that Canadians were ignorant of ba-
sic concepts. Who was the first prime minister? 
When (and where) did the First World War take 
place? Here our leaders provided little inspira-
tion. A prime minister publicly confused Nor-
mandy with “Norway” (Paul Martin, in 2005) 
while a cabinet minister (John McCallum) con-
fused Vimy with “Vichy” and said he’d never 
heard of Dieppe.† The Canadian Liberal elite 
might well be the least civically literate political 
class in the Western world.

Surveys of the wider public dared not even 
ask questions such as: To what do we owe the 
apparent security of our tradition of civil soci-
ety and civic rights? Did it really originate in 
1982, as some astonishingly believe? What re-
ally explains the relative success of our pluralis-
tic society down to the present day? And on the 
horizon, which forces present in a society could 
eventually undermine our way of life, including 
the freedom to criticize and hold the powers-

† Nor did the McGill Reporter’s Maeve Haldane (Sep. 
12, 2002) cover herself in glory when she described 
Vichy as “the Nazi-occupied town in Central France.”

that-be to account? How sure can we be that 
all immigrants regardless of their beliefs will 
respect our pluralistic tradition?

Harper’s people concluded, as had centre-
right leaders across the Anglosphere, that 
they had an obligation and an opportunity to 
remind an intellectually-deprived populace of 
the sources of the heritage of freedom. Indeed, 
the Prime Minister explicitly told the cabinet 

that citizenship materials were 
to be pitched to all citizens, not 
only at immigrants preparing 
for the test. 

When I arrived at Citizenship 
& Immigration with Mr. Kenney 
in October 2008, officials can-
didly admitted that the Citizen-
ship Program had become the 
poor sister of the department. 
The Harper PMO had pushed 
them in 2006 to commission a 
survey of civic memory, but little 
was done with the results un-
til they were published by Key 
Porter as 101 Things Canadians 

Should Know About Canada, edited by Rudyard 
Griffiths. And greatly to his credit Kenney insist-
ed on investing the resources necessary to print 
Discover Canada in full colour to make a didactic 
point: our history need not be boring.‡ 

Virtually no Canadian academic noticed the 
worldwide nature of these developments.§ 

‡ Success has many fathers and a lot of talented 
people were involved, including Dr. D. Michael Jack-
son, former chief of protocol for Saskatchewan, who 
provided an overall edit to an early draft that had 
become mangled in the repeated to-and-fro between 
public servants and staff. Some contributors are iden-
tified in the document while others, like Jacob Tum-
mon, Alykhan Velshi, Paul Wilson, John Williamson, 
and David Frum, are not. (Frum’s contribution, when 
invited, was to suggest that the most signal achieve-
ments of the post-1945 era could best be encapsu-
lated in a non-partisan manner simply by de-empha-
sizing politics. After all, why should politicians get all 
the attention?)

§ Elke Winter, “Becoming Canadian: Making Sense of 
Recent Changes to Citizenship Rules” an IRPP Study, 
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Preoccupied with shrill, irrational “critiques” of 
Harper, they preferred the instant gratification 
of attacking political targets. Some professors 
apparently believed it was their role to indulge 
in fact-free adversarial posturing. Bloggers ac-
cused Harper of trying to “brainwash Canadi-
ans with the greatest barrage of propaganda 
this country has ever seen” (“Montreal Simon,” 
Oct. 16, 2014). By draw-
ing attention to histori-
cal milestones, Harper 
would somehow “leave 
Canada more ignorant 
than he found it,” Stephen 
Marche wrote in “The 
Closing of the Canadian 
Mind” (New York Times, 
Aug. 14, 2015). 

Only a few scholars in 
Canada — Adam Chap-
nick and Xavier Gélinas 
were two — took the 
trouble to assess the Dis-
cover Canada guide by 
some objective standard. 
Chapnick, a protégé of 
Liberal academic Nor-
man Hillmer, compared 
it with previous texts and 
found that it was not in the least “right-wing” 
but firmly within the mainstream. 

The Canadian experience was not unique, in-
cluding the failure to recognize that it was 

not unique. English historian Robert Tombs 
described the UK government’s efforts in his re-
cent book, The English and Their History (Knopf, 
2015), tracing the convictions of history’s recent 
Conservative Party champions to the influence 
of Sir Winston Churchill’s A History of the Eng-
lish-Speaking Peoples, “a popular synthesis of 
whiggish British and American patriotism” (p. 
270-72), first published in 1956-58 and never out 
of print. Churchill intended it as a pageant of all 
the famous stories that make up the heritage of 
freedom in the British World. But Tombs’ field 
of vision is as insular as Canadian scholars. He 
fails to notice that the Churchill myth has clear-

did not appear until 2014.

ly influenced centre-right politics across the 
English-speaking world.

Still, Tombs’ observations about anglophile 
Whig history ring true of my experience of a 
circle of friends and colleagues, already well-
versed in Churchilliana when I met most of them 
20 years ago in my twenties. They had read the 
books, belonged to Churchill societies and at-

tended the dinners. Also 
dear to people of this Con-
servative bent was Sellar 
and Yeatman’s satirical 
1066 And All That, which 
Tombs mentions as a fa-
vourite of many. Hence a 
sense of humour accom-
panied our “Maple Leaf 
Forever” Restorationism 
— a half-serious determi-
nation to hoist the Red 
Ensign, which we insisted 
was a legitimate Canadian 
historical flag highly sym-
bolic of our core identity, 
pace Trudeau Jr. 

If the Harper Govern-
ment’s critics were to 
hit upon the moniker 
“Churchill’s Bastards” to 

describe traditionalist former staffers and MPs 
in Canada and abroad, then they might begin to 
have something interesting to say.

No Core Identity 
At that point the critics might also want to 
discard conspiracy theories and acknowledge 
that Harper himself was never truly of this ilk. 
He was too much of an economist and a literalist 
by temperament, and not enough of a romantic 
and a myth-maker, fully to embrace the “legiti-
mist” cause for the Maple Leaf Forever, the Red 
Ensign, or any number of similar symbols. If New 
Zealanders saved their traditional flag in a 2016 
referendum, Canadians lost theirs 51 years ago 
without a referendum. It was too late now to vin-
dicate Diefenbaker’s glorious rearguard stand. 
Harper, it seemed, was somewhat lacking in 
imagination. Hence, like everyone in the Govern-
ment with a bit of imagination, we would have to 
make do with “incremental” steps. Which we did: 
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as my PMO friend later said, “We got small things 
done here and there. And really, a few pretty sig-
nificant things, too.” 

For instance, royal visits were put back on 
track in 2009, after being tied up for three years 
by anti-monarchy bureaucrats until senior 
Tories finally figured out the games they were 
playing. (And as an aside, these bureaucrats’ 
effrontery was extraordinary. During the first 
months of 2006, Privy Council Office officials 
actually refused requests from PMO staff to have 
a portrait of the Queen placed in those staff-
ers’ own offices. But David Frum made a most 
relevant quip that Tory staffers should expend 
their finite energies making the country more 
conservative rather than their office space. And 
I for one wanted the Red Ensign flying at war 
memorials, outside war museums, and in other 
commemorative spaces across Canada, next to 
the national flag where appropriate, rather than 
tacked up over my computer, which would be 
only a private, empty achievement.) 

Another example: a few weeks after arriv-
ing at the Department of Canadian Heritage in 
2007, I learned that a draft civics primer called 
A Crown of Maples, prepared by protocol expert 
Kevin MacLeod, had been brought to the brink 
of publication a few years earlier, but was then 
suppressed by departmental officials. Others 
who had been involved in the project told me 
the draft was literally hidden away in some fil-
ing cabinet. When Mr. Kenney asked senior 
officials for “any draft materials relating to the 
monarchy in Canada,” they assured us that no 
such document existed. Only after coordinated 
pressure at the Ministerial level did it magically 
appear.¶ After the illustrations were updated, A 
Crown of Maples was published in 2008, with a 
second edition in 2012.

It made sense to give Canadians the oppor-
tunity to get to know their Royal Family better, 
especially given that about half the population 
were well-disposed towards them. A recent sur-
vey found that as many as 39% of respondents 
felt the monarchy was a source of personal or 

¶ Both Velshi (Mr. Kenney’s communications direc-
tor at the time) and Newfoundland expatriate An-
drew House, of Minister Josée Verner’s staff, deserve 
honourable mention for this outcome.

collective pride. But survey results must be 
read with care: a considerably higher number 
of people express pride and confidence in “our 
constitutional system of government,” which is, 
of course, a constitutional monarchy with the 
Queen-in-Parliament at its centre. 

“With anything touching on the Monarchy,” 
my PMO friend pointed out, Harper and his staff 
viewed incrementalism as a “tactical impera-
tive.” Any rash step could set the entire effort 
back, because the Crown is an institution that 
is constitutionally entrenched but will never be 
universally popular. “There was always the dan-
ger of overreach and backlash” — the result that 
met Australian PM Tony Abbott’s ill-prepared 
and ill-fated 2014-15 attempt to reintroduce 
Australian knighthoods.

The risk was highest in Quebec. Yet the 2009 
visit of Prince Charles and the Duchess of Corn-
wall went off quite well. A few tiny rent-a-mob 
demos were inspired as much by fringe anti-
capitalism (judging by the flags they waved) as 
by antimonarchist francophone nationalism. 
Unfortunately when the federal government 
had earlier made a significant effort to mark 
the 400th anniversary of Quebec, with Harper’s 
admirable slogan, “Canada was founded in 
French,” the Charest Government foolishly re-
fused to invite the Queen to Quebec City in 
2008. Consequently the 400th anniversary of the 
State of Virginia, which had taken the trouble to 
invite Her Majesty in 2007 (despite 1776 and all 
that), received a degree of international atten-
tion that Quebec’s celebration did not. 

Personally I did not believe the Royal Fam-
ily needed to be the top priority. And it was 

certainly important that they must not be taint-
ed by partisanship. With isolated exceptions 
the Liberals were never an anti-monarchy par-
ty. In 2002 Sheila Copps, a noted monarchist, 
gave the Queen an 11-day Golden Jubilee tour 
of Victoria, Iqaluit, Vancouver, Winnipeg, To-
ronto, Fredericton, Moncton and Ottawa, and 
she returned to Alberta and Saskatchewan in 
2005. The Chrétien Government received Prince 
Charles in 2001 when he toured Toronto, Otta-
wa, and Regina. For that matter, not all Conser-
vatives are monarchists.

On a somewhat more substantive monarchy-
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related file, the appointment of the governor-
general and lieutenant governors, Harper took 
steps to end the practice of naming political 
hacks. But here again his Liberal predecessors 
also made non-political appointments. Harper’s 
most notable appointee, the Rt. Hon. David John-
ston, had impeccable credentials as a typically 
level-headed, reliably boring Canadian academic 
administrator. His Ex-
cellency’s lack of star 
power would ensure 
that the office would 
cease to be what it 
had metastasized 
into since 1999 — a 
vehicle for personal 
vanity striving to out-
shine the Queen. This 
is a good legacy for 
anyone who respects 
the institution rather 
than seeking to hijack 
it for some vainglori-
ous cause (let alone 
for sheer personal vanity). 

Rip Van Winkle
An English Canadian, wrote the late fran-
cophile Ontario Loyalist author Scott Symons 
in 1963, is someone “just a little like Rip Van 
Winkle waking up and wondering where he is.” 
The sleepy fellow had never doubted Canadian 
identity before. Now that the 1960s were upon 
him, the Feds were saying he needed to wake up 
and find one. Francophone Quebecers certainly 
weren’t having that problem, being in the midst 
of a turbulent rediscovery of themselves in the 
Quiet Revolution. 

Thus the “search for identity” of the 1960s was 
“an English Canadian search,” Symons mused, 
and “really reveals an ignorance of English Ca-
nadians about themselves and about Canada 
as a whole.”** The search went on for decades 
with only banal, uninspiring, equivocal answers 
— as anyone who grew up after the 1960s ex-

** “The Meaning of English Canada” in Christopher 
Elson, ed., Dear reader: Selected Scott Symons, Gutter 
Press, 1998.

perienced. Is it any surprise that half a century 
later we have as our first Gen-X Prime Minister, 
born in 1971, a person who is capable of saying 
that Canada has “no core identity”? (It is an as-
sertion one would be very surprised to hear him 
articulate about French Quebec.)

Trudeau’s is not a new opinion: it is a long-
standing shibboleth of the Canadian liberal-left 

that it is both pos-
sible and desirable to 
supplant the attach-
ments, “bigotries,” 
and conflicts of the 
past with a post-na-
tional society: “briser 
les solitudes,” in the 
words of former 
Governor General 
Michaëlle Jean’s per-
sonal motto. While 
they claim to respect 
pluralism and diver-
sity, the destination 
towards which they 

seek to compel us all looks more like a secular 
liberal monoculture.

Symons, by contrast, hated official Canada’s 
penchant for trying to deny and replace tra-
ditions, which he compared to “self-gelding.” 
He loathed the “kemglo” Maple Leaf flag, “le 
légume,” chosen by a committee of jumped-up 
MPs in 1964: “Since that abstract new flag was 
inflicted on Canada,” he wrote, “— the non-flag. 
That was when I lost my left testicle!”

By 1967, Symons believed that the Monarchy 
was a last bulwark against this self-destructive 
tendency:

 
We still have our balls — but they’re trying like 
hell to cut them off ... at Ottawa. We’re hanging 
by a thread now — a few more cuts and we’re 
done ... Our potence [sic :  Symons’ wordplay] is 
somehow tied to the Crown in Canada. And it is 
being eroded like everything else in our specific 
English-Canadian culture. More flesh cut from 
us ... If that goes we’re disabled. ... At the mercy of 
the All-Canadian Corps of Castratos in Ottawa. 
... we can’t afford to lose our crown jewels. (Com-
bat Journal for Place d’Armes, pp. 92-3.)

 
Anglo-masochism worried Symons for an-

War of 1812 monument
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other reason. How could French Canadians 
ever feel secure in their traditions within the 
federal state if they could not trust English Ca-
nadians to safeguard our own? Such was the 
danger of the homogenizing federalism ema-
nating too confidently from Ottawa. 

Somehow a certain consciousness of these 
self-inflicted wounds survived and was 

transmitted to the generations born after 
1967. The Liberals had reinvented Canada with 
a fake new identity that appealed mainly to a 
deracinated elite. As Frum wrote in his intro-
duction to What’s Right (1996) the faux Canadi-
anism that replaced the old Canada had “tra-
duced the real nature of our country.” It was 
“bizarre to convene symposia on the national 
identity while systematically wiping away all 
traces of the past from the nation’s currency, 
its post office boxes, even its flagpoles. … Our 
liberal nationalists celebrated a Canada that 
never existed,” the result being “something 
close to national schizophrenia.” In The Patriot 
Game (1986), British expat Peter Brimelow had 
written that this nationalism was “one of the 
toadstools of history ... 

It flourished amid the confusion after the Im-
perial tradition was cut down. But it has no 
roots. It can never provide a nourishing cul-
tural diet because it is based on negatives and 
deception, and it does not address — indeed, it 
is compelled to deny — English Canada’s his-
torical experience. With time and with English 
Canada’s recovery, healthy new growth will re-
place it. (p. 148) 

 
I read this in Grade 11, a year after the book 

was published. (This was before Brimelow iden-
tified himself with the American anti-immigra-
tion right in the 1990s.) It seemed to validate 
the developing impressions my teenage self had 
begun to gather from conversations with family 
and friends. Not least among these was my em-
ployer during high school, Lt. Cdr. (Ret.) David 
Angus Moon, RCN, a Second World War veteran 
and proprietor of “The Bookstall in Ambleside,” 
a second-hand bookshop in West Vancouver. 
Like many of his customers, Moon believed his 
country had been stolen from him by the fed-
eral Liberal Party and in defiance displayed on 
the premises both the Canadian Red Ensign and 

the Royal Canadian Navy’s White Ensign. Sadly 
Moon did not live to see the Harper Government 
in 2011 restore the names of the “Royal Canadian 
Navy” and the “Royal Canadian Air Force,” or in 
2013-14 partially restore the army, navy, and air 
force’s traditional rank structure and insignia, 
stifled for decades by the managerial mediocrity 
of the “unified force” — a story for another day. 
And other staff in the Harper government have 
their own stories to tell about how they became 
aware of the Old Canada and its vestiges.

1812 and All That
 

Jack Granatstein can be a man of contra-
dictions. Any time I spoke to him during the 
Harper years, he urged the Government to 
“do more for history. Do more to connect Ca-
nadians with their past. And by the way that 
requires money,” he said, “lots of it.” But when 
the War of 1812 Bicentennial hove into view, 
Granatstein didn’t like it. It was a “waste of 
time” because it would not resonate with the 
public. Was this not contradictory? 

One colleague remarked: “He’s the anti-
history historian.” But Granatstein insisted, 
“the trouble is, Chris, Canadians don’t care.” 
And he was not wrong. Most people had never 
heard of the War of 1812 or were “unaware” it 
had happened. Critics denounced our bicenten-
nial plan because, they said, Canada “did not ex-
ist” in 1812 — forgetting that the places that the 
Americans invaded were none other than Up-
per and Lower Canada, brought into being by 
the Constitutional (“Canada”) Act of 1791.

To the restorationist, public ignorance mere-
ly confirmed that it would be a “good thing,” as 
Sellar and Yeatman might say, to remind people 
of their own heritage. Those of us who pitched 
the idea wanted the Bicentennial to be big pre-
cisely because so few people knew about it. It 
was a prime opportunity to reinforce the heri-
tage of freedom. 

I can say a bit more about the Bicentennial 
because, in 2009, the PMO asked me to review 
the official 1812 recommendations prepared by 
bureaucrats for the cabinet. Public servants had 
done a poor job the first time around. It is part 
of their function, when drafting an event pro-
posal, to recommend themes and anniversaries 
which will help the Government of the day to 
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mark the significance of the occasion. Yet their 
proposals made no mention of the Canadian 
perspective on the war. They did not mention 
any Canadian institutions or ideas. They omit-
ted Canadian heroes, said little of the First Na-
tions’ role or the survival of the French fact. 
They said nothing about the elected legislatures 
of the Canadas, established in the 1790s (and 
1758 in Nova Scotia). Instead they emphasized 
the American casus belli (of all things) and the 
American point of view, which is that 1812 was 
the “Second War of Independence.” Our public 
servants even singled out as a “key outcome” 
the composition of the “Star Spangled Banner,” 
the national anthem of 
the USA! 

Taking most of a 
Saturday to write my 
comments, I submitted 
them to the PMO and in 
due course a new docu-
ment emerged from the 
public service organ-
grinder. It followed 
our direction closely 
and I was amazed to 
see that it even had my 
title, “Canada’s War of 
Independence,” at the 
top. The latter did not 
survive the cabinet dis-
cussion and eventually 
they hit upon something snappier and easier for 
non-historians to grasp: “The Fight for Canada” 
— coined by PMO deputy chief of staff Howard 
Anglin and, I concede, much catchier.

I don’t accept the media conclusion that the 
1812 exercise was a failure. A Nanos poll in 

2013, after the Bicentennial, suggested that 
nearly one-third of respondents, 28.6%, sup-
ported the government’s decision to celebrate. 
A still higher number said the celebration had a 
“more positive” or “somewhat more positive” ef-
fect on their sense of patriotism, a total of 37.5% 
(CBC, Feb. 20, 2013). 

It was a comparatively impressive showing. 
But this was Harper’s history. The CBC (and, it 
seems, the pollster Nanos) felt they had to fit the 
37.5% figure into a negative storyline. Accord-

ingly they did not add up the “more positive” re-
sponses (14.9%) and the “somewhat more posi-
tive” ones (22.6%) but instead presented them 
separately. The result was a piece of selective 
reporting: “Only 15 per cent said it had a ‘more 
positive’ affect on their patriotism, suggesting 
the 1812 anniversary celebrations did not pro-
duce a ‘patriotic boost,’ Nanos said.” What hap-
pened to the other 22.6%?

Leger Marketing found, towards the end of 
2012, that the War actually tied with “the policy 
of official bilingualism and the 1892 patriation 
of the Constitution” as “a source of pride” and 
that, “All three were deemed somewhat or very 

important by 61% of 
respondents.” (Globe, 
Nov. 25, 2012). But the 
Globe nevertheless 
concluded that the bi-
centennial “failed to 
excite.” In fact even the 
28% figure, let alone 
61% or 37.6%, is rela-
tively impressive, given 
that we are talking 
about a 200-year-old 
conflict.  

A key part of the 
1812 project was belat-
edly awarding battle 
honours to Canadian 
regiments legitimately 

tracing their lineage to militia that participated 
in the War. This was the outcome of an extraor-
dinary behind-the-scenes battle pitting De-
fence bureaucrats against the Prime Minister. 
According to the doctrine espoused by public 
servants, Canadian military history did not be-
gin until the 1855 Militia Act and thus Canada 
did not yet exist for the purposes of “Canadian” 
battle honours.

Harper replied that a clique of historians 
within the Department could not possibly claim 
to have a monopoly over military history. In the 
face of their implacable refusal to cooperate, he 
ordered independent third-party research to 
prove the regiments’ lineage. And Harper won. 

Seven new battle honours were created 
which eligible regiments may now add to their 
regimental colours (flags): for example, the bat-
tle honour Chateauguay was awarded to six 

Showing the (Canadian) Flag
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Quebec-based regiments while Crysler’s Farm 
went to two Quebec units and one in Ontario; 
these are just two examples. (The research, by 
Robert Henderson, was published in “The Myth 
of the Militia Myth,” The Dorchester Review, 
Vol. 3, No. 1, Spring-Summer 2013). Credit for 
this successful program goes to Dr. Roy Rempel, 
a PMO staffer who was also responsible for en-
suring the successful placement of a handsome 
and popular 1812 monument on Parliament 
Hill (see photo on p. 46).

Red Ensign Blues 
A military historian 
told me in 2008 that the 
Red Ensign should not 
be displayed outside the 
Canadian War Museum 
because it is “tantamount 
to the Confederate flag” 
and “there’s blood on the 
ground.” A more curi-
ous ideological non se-
quitur would be hard to 
imagine. Surely if there 
is blood on the ground 
under the Red Ensign, 
it lies in the soil of Bel-
gium, France, Holland, 
Italy, Korea, and Cyprus. 
And the Royal Canadian 
Legion doesn’t seem to 
equate the Ensign with 
the Stars and Bars; the Legion made the Second 
World War version of the Ensign (with the post-
1921 Canadian shield of arms on the fly) an of-
ficial part of its colour parties in 2005.

But the 90th Vimy commemoration in France 
did reveal a conundrum. There were many ver-
sions of the Red Ensign, which evolved be-
tween 1870 and 1905 as adding new provinces 
meant adding new shields to the composite 
shield on the fly. (See the educational poster 
on the back cover; a full-size original can be 
ordered on the Canadian Heritage website.) 

Some in 2007 believed they knew which Red 
Ensign was “valid”: the four-province design ad-
opted as the Canadian flag by Sir John A. Mac-
donald around 1868. Others thought it should 
be the post-1905 version with a nine-province 

shield, because soldiers from nine provinces 
took the Ridge in 1917.  

The four-province flag advocates, who in-
cluded the Royal Canadian Legion, ultimately 
prevailed; on Mr. Harper’s instruction this 
version was flown at the Vimy Memorial in 
2007 along with the national flags of Canada 
and France. (I am told by two friends who re-
cently and separately visited the monument 
that public servants at Vimy have taken it 
upon themselves to move the Canadian En-
sign to a less conspicuous location. Truly, as 

Brimelow wrote in the 
1980s, in Canada, “l’état, 
c’est eux”!)

Technicalities returned 
to dampen Red Ensign-
ers’ zeal in 2014, when 
Mr. Kenney wrote to the 
Prime Minister suggest-
ing that the post-1921 ver-
sion be made a fixture at 
the National War Memo-
rial in Ottawa. The pass-
er-by will note that there 
are two flagpoles present, 
one on either side of the 
monument. It is redun-
dant to fly the National 
Flag from both, as is the 
case year-round. So Ken-
ney proposed that the Na-
tional Flag continue to be 

flown from the first pole in 
the order of precedence while the second could 
carry the Canadian Red Ensign.

In this case Kenney recommended the 1921 
version because it bears the shield of arms 
awarded to Canada in recognition of sacrifices 
in the First World War and because this ver-
sion was adopted in 1944 as the Canadian Army 
Battle Flag. Even Mackenzie King, hardly a war-
monger, apparently told General Crerar in 1945 
that the Army had “solved for Canada the mat-
ter of our national flag.”†† From 1945 to 1965 the 
Red Ensign (post-1921 version) flew from the 
Peace Tower on any day that Parliament was in 

†† As Gen. Crerar wrote in a letter to The Legionary, 
March 1963.
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session, as was the custom. But to sow further 
doubt, there have been sticklers since the day of 
Sir Joseph Pope, Macdonald’s private secretary, 
who have maintained that the “official” national 
flag was the Union Jack all along, and not the 
Red Ensign, even though Macdonald used the 
latter as Canada’s distinctive flag.‡‡

Reading over Kenney’s suggestion, the Prime 
Minister was uncertain of the historical valid-
ity of opting for one old flag over the other. And 
thus his reply was “no,” he preferred not to get 
into a flag debate. This episode underlines the 
extent to which Harper was cautious and me-
ticulous about details as well as timid about 
stirring up debates on fundamental matters of 
principle — to the extent in this case of missing 
a key opportunity to insert authentic traditional 
heritage in an appropriate setting.

Harper on Balance
How good was Harper for Canadian history? 

‡‡ It is notable that during the 2016 Remembrance 
Day ceremony, the second pole carried a Union Jack 
(see photo on p. 49).

When it comes to liberating some of our tradi-
tional symbols, he was cautious and literalist. 
Technical niceties for him outweighed symbolic 
or mythological potential: rather than pick the 
“wrong” version of the Red Ensign to represent 
the war dead and the history of Canadian arms, 
he preferred not to fly any at all. As revolution-
aries go, Harper was more Kerensky than Lenin. 
And in this respect at least, his lack of boldness 
like Kerensky’s cost him key opportunities.

Traditionalists must accept that a remarkable 
chapter in the rejuvenation of “legitimist” sym-
bols is now closed without sufficient success. If 
traditionalist conservatism defied the predic-
tion of intellectuals like John Gray in the 1990s, 
at least to the extent of creating in Canada be-
tween 2006 and 2015 a glimmer of restorative 
conservatism in the highest corridors of power, 
a minor counter-revolutionary movement, it was 
at best a flickering flame. And whether the next 
Tory Government takes on a Red or Blue hue, or 
remains a coalition of both, and whether it ap-
pears soon or a generation hence, traditionalism 
may have little place in it. On the bright side, the 
History Wars will continue as long as some Ca-
nadians remain aware that the family jewels are 
worth preserving. •

New Parliament Buildings with red ensign, by Otto Reinhold Jacobi, 1866
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In 2002, Professors Augie Fleras and Jean 
Leonard Elliott lamented that official multi-

culturalism had not produced as much “radi-
cal change” as they apparently would have 
preferred.* Nevertheless, they observed that 
it had been “transformative, in that it has dis-
mantled the Britishness that once defined 
English-speaking Canada.” This transformation 
has been so complete that few Canadians born 
after the 1960s are even aware of the fact that 
Canada had a national identity before the coun-
try was re-defined as a mosaic of various ethnic 
groups.†

It is remarkable that Fleras and Elliott did 
not find it sufficiently radical to dispossess the 
majority of its heritage and identity; we might 
worry about what else they would like to do 
besides. But more on that later. For now let me 
amend their statement: much of the disman-
tling to which they refer was done in the decade 
preceding the adoption of the 1971 Multicultur-
alism Policy. It was necessary to raze Canada's 
old symbolic architecture before the new post-
national identity could be constructed. For old 
symbols are like historic buildings: they remind 
us that we dwell in a place with a past, and that 
we have a duty — to the dead and to the unborn, 
as Edmund Burke put it — to preserve what has 
been handed down to us.

Anyone in the business of erasing the past 

* Engaging Diversity: Multiculturalism in Canada. To-
ronto, Ont.: Nelson Thompson Learning.
† As George Grant wrote of the 1920s generation 
in Ontario: “The character of the country was self-
evident. To say it was British was not to deny it was 
North American. To be a Canadian was to be a unique 
species of North American.”

cannot be up to anything good. In Canada's case 
the vandals not only stripped the country of its 
local identity, but also of a larger human inheri-
tance. Take the replacement of the Red Ensign 
with the Maple Leaf flag (a demoralizing blow 
for a great many people). The old flag reflect-
ed the Dominion's unique position as a North 
American nation with British institutions. At 
the same time, it was a traditional national 
flag representing a traditional nation state. 
Its heraldry and symbolism were reminders of 
the continuity between the Canadian present 
and the distant European past. Journalist Jack 
Doupe wrote in the 1960s that the Ensign’s story 
began “deep in antiquity,” when sacred symbols 
were mounted on spears and carried before 
great armies. The tale wends its way through 
Rome and into “the age of chivalry in England 
(when) the essential element of the royal stan-
dard was the cross of St. George ... conspicu-
ous in the hoist of the flag ... and it is still in the 
same position in our national flag.” The author 
also notes that the escutcheon contained the 
old Royal Banner of France, “thus incorporating 
the one French flag that flew anciently over Ca-
nadian soil into the flag that still flies here.” The 
Red Ensign had evolved organically, its origins 
reaching back into the mists of time. The new 
flag was created from scratch and selected by a 
parliamentary committee. The same can be said 
of Canadian identity as whole; the old one was 
organic and rooted in history; the new “distinc-
tively Canadian” identity was invented out of 
nothing and is therefore necessarily empty. The 
Maple Leaf flag is distinctive in the same way 
McDonald's Golden Arches are distinctive — 
you recognize it easily, like any good corporate 
logo. But it was, in the eyes of many, inane and 
cartoonish, the perfect anti-symbol for a mass 
technological culture in which people live an 
unreflective, moment-to-moment existence.

That sort of morbidity is the logical outcome 
of the materialist worldview, which formed 

A Red Ensign Lament
by Kevin Hampson

Kevin Hampson lives in Grande Prairie, 
where he works as a reporter for Postmedia. He 
studied history and political science at McGill 
and has written columns for the Edmonton 
Sun and Calgary Sun.
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a common attitude, if not an outright doctrine, 
among the internationalist intellectuals who 
dismantled the Dominion of Canada. The fol-
lowing quote from then-secretary of state Ge-
rard Pelletier demonstrates the attitude per-
fectly. Apparently in response to criticism of the 
Liberal government's systematic removal of tra-
ditional symbols from public life, he said:

Our government has been accused of sup-
pressing the Canadian coat 
of arms, but it really doesn't 
matter. We could put Schen-
ley's (a distiller) coat of arms 
on government buildings 
and no one would know the 
difference. These symbols do 
not mean a thing in the twen-
tieth century.‡

It was no longer possible 
for a serious person to see 
anything in heraldry, much 
less feel affection for a mon-
arch, salute a flag, or murmur 
the Lord's Prayer. The Marxian 
thinker had debunked these 
things; they were merely an illusion that gave 
the machinery of history a false aura of meaning. 
The old prejudices — patriotism, piety, devotion 
to family and mistrust of the state — must dis-
solve away so that humanity can ascend into a 
more efficient, rational and equitable phase of 
existence — a “Just Society.”

But there is, as I have suggested, something 
profoundly unhealthy about the materialist or 
rationalist view of the world. As G.K. Chesterton 
put it in Orthodoxy, the materialist

understands everything, and everything does 
not seem worth understanding. His cosmos 
may be complete in every rivet and cog-wheel, 
but still his cosmos is smaller than our world. 
Somehow his scheme, like the lucid scheme of 
a madman ... is not thinking of the real things of 
the earth, of fighting peoples or proud mothers, 
or first love or fear upon the sea.

The natural sense of reverence that arises 

‡ Speaking to the CBC in July 1970. Quoted in Those 
Things We Treasure.

from our connection with the past is real and hu-
man. What is illusory is the vision of the future 
Utopia where central planners have engineered a 
perfect state of social justice — “eliminating pov-
erty” and “stopping hate,” to use some of the cur-
rent buzz words. It was in pursuit of exactly that 
sort of ideal that the ideologues of the last cen-
tury committed appalling acts of cultural vandal-
ism and industrial-scale human liquidation.

The cultural revolution 
that has swept Canada (and 
the rest of the West) has not 
been violent by the standard 
of other revolutions. But it has 
unmoored Canadian society, 
which is, of course, the pur-
pose of all revolutionaries, who 
wish to steer society for their 
own purposes. One MP who 
understood what was hap-
pening better than most was 
John Diefenbaker. In his 1972 
book, Those Things We Trea-
sure: A Selection of Speeches 
on Freedom and in Defence of 
our Parliamentary Heritage, 

he tried to alert the public about the decline of 
Parliament and creeping totalitarianism. Diefen-
baker condemned the Liberals’ assault on tradi-
tional Canadian symbols (his most-remembered 
battle being the defence of the Red Ensign) and 
their transparent attempts to turn Canada into 
a de facto republic. He was equally appalled by 
Trudeau's disparagement of the Opposition (call-
ing them “nobodies”), his concentration of pow-
er into the PMO, and the growth of bureaucratic 
intrusion into individuals' lives. Diefenbaker saw 
that all of these things were part of the same pro-
cess, one that was moving Canada away from 
freedom. He makes the connection plain here: 
“Parliament is a place honoured by tradition and 
hallowed by the greatness of its history. Parlia-
ment is the place where your freedom and mine 
is maintained and preserved.” If the traditions are 
belittled and diminished, Parliament is no longer 
honoured. If the history is erased, it is no longer 
hallowed. If no one remembers why the Usher of 
the Black Rod knocks three times on the doors 
of the House of Commons, it is that much easier 
to take away the Commons' independence. And 
when the Queen's constitutional position has 

Old symbols are like 
historic buildings: 

they remind us that 
we dwell in a place 

with a past, and 
that we have a duty 

to preserve what 
has been handed 

down to us

A Red Ensign Lament
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High Tory Dreamland
Daniel Velarde

The North American High Tory Tradition. Ron Dart. 
American Anglican Press (2016)

What can the Tory tradition mean for us 
today, in the age of multinationals and 

American hegemony, and half a century after 
we were taught “the impossibility of Canada in 
the modern age?” What would a 21st-century 
Tory philosophy look like, and what would be 
its historically new role or vocation?

“Love,” it was written, “is inseparable from 
memory, which seeks to preserve what must 
pass away,” and it is to memory that Ron Dart 
turns in The North American High Tory Tradition, 
his fourth on this subject. Memory of “an older 
vision of faith and society” (232), of “a large and 
organic view of life, … in which … religion, edu-
cation, culture and politics were all organically 
connected” (66), of a time before the much-
lamented “disenchantment of nature, soul and 
society” (91).

In the most sustained thesis found in these 
pages, Dart applies tremendous energy advanc-
ing the centrality of the Anglican faith (through 
a succession of figures from Bishop Strahan to 
Stephen Leacock) to any Red or High Tory his-

Daniel Velarde studied at Carleton and the 
University of Toronto. He is communications 
officer for Canadiana.org, a non-profit dedi-
cated to digitizing and preserving Canadian 
cultural heritage.

been obscured, the way has been cleared for the 
governing party to identify itself with the state 
(“Canada is back”).

Professors Fleras and Elliott are glad to be 
rid of “the Britishness that once defined 

English-speaking Canada.” But Canada's Brit-
ish heritage includes parliamentary govern-
ment, the rule of law, liberty, free speech, and 
a culture of tolerance and self-restraint. This 
heritage was a central part of the old identity 
that has been dismantled. Just as the preamble 
of the British North America Act implied the 
1689 Bill of Rights, so did the Red Ensign sym-
bolically contain the history of the Magna Car-
ta and the Glorious Revolution. Those events 
were known to every Canadian school boy a 
century ago.§ Very few know them now.
What more do the multiculturalists 
want? Nothing less than for Canadians of Eu-

§ See, for example, W.J. Robertson, Public School 
History of England and Canada (Copp Clark, 1892), 
once “authorized by the Public Education Depart-
ment of Ontario).

ropean descent to repudiate their own culture 
and assume an attitude of humble deference 
towards non-white immigrants, aboriginals 
and sexual minorities, newly elevated as our 
moral superiors. This is made clear by the 
talk of “white privilege,” which problematizes 
(to use the postmodernist jargon) the main-
stream status of Western culture and histori-
cal “whiteness” in Western countries, charac-
terizing it as “racist.” Canadians must, Fleras 
and Elliott say, cultivate the “multicultural 
mindset,” which requires you to deconstruct 
your own cultural biases and at the same time 
“learn to accept, without prejudgment, other 
cultures' values, perceptions of time, commu-
nication styles and outlooks on reality.” They 
also expand the definition of racism to include 
all criticism of and even “doubts” about non-
Western cultures, and any too-definite sug-
gestion that immigrants and refugees should 
assimilate into mainstream culture. It remains 
to be seen whether the Brexit vote and the 
election of Donald Trump will actually reverse 
the tendencies of recent times any more than 
Harper’s nine years in power reversed the Lib-
eral project in Canada. •

High Tory Dreamland
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torical vision of Canada;* and further, states the 
case for the traditionalist wing within an An-
glican fold too eager to sip, he argues, from the 
poisoned chalice of liberalism and relativism. 

This isn’t to suggest we have here a narrowly 
sectarian or theological treatise: Dart’s Angli-
canism is, first and foremost, co-substantial 
with “a passion for the people, a concern for the 
common good”; and anyway, 
did Chesterton not teach us 
that the merest drop of Christi-
anity is political enough “to boil 
all modern society to rags?”

In any case, Dart’s overriding 
“religious” concern turns out to 
be something profoundly ap-
pealing, even for secular read-
ers: the defence of the transcen-
dental, of the contemplative life. 
This is simply to reaffirm the val-
ue of philosophy itself, since any 
philosophizing must perform at 
least a minimal transcendental 
turn away from the purely em-
pirical knowledge which forms 
the sick addiction of our tech-
nological society. In this world of mechanical 
mastery over the human and non-human, isn’t 
philosophy itself — the search for eternal truths 
and universals — a kind of rebellion?

Maybe rebelliousness, then, is what best de-
fines this form of Toryism, pervaded as it is with 
Dart’s disdain for the self-satisfied bourgeois 
life — materialism, money, “possessive individ-
ualism” — his hostility to U.S. imperial politics, 
and his defense of a distinct Canadian identity. 
Certainly, Dart’s voluminous work places him in 
a “radical” Tory tradition historically composed 
of the most unlikely bedfellows, from the ultra-
montane Bourassa, thundering against Lauri-
er’s imperial entanglements, to the preachers of 
social gospel in drought-ridden Prairies.

* Rather than accepting them as distinct schools or 
traditions, I prefer to conceive the taxonomy of “Red” 
and “High” Toryism as essentially figurative, a method 
of bringing into focus different aspects of an organic 
whole (with “Red” privileging the collective and com-
munal aspects of Tory thought, and “High” emphasiz-
ing its continuity with a feudal-clerical Britain).

But if Toryism is to mean anything but “a de-
fence of class interests, attractively packaged as 
an appeal to the past,” then it must mean, above 
all, a critique of the Enlightenment programme. 
And it is for the liberal philosopher from Locke 
to Hegel — the “bloodstained minions of lib-
erty” — that Dart reserves his most withering 
scorn. At stake here is a rewriting and rebuke 

of the Enlightenment as the 
destroyer of a more harmoni-
ous pre-modern world in the 
name of a “freedom” which 
turned out to be that of the 
“possessive, competitive, ac-
cumulating, market-driven 
autonomous and atomistic 
individual” (198). Thus Dart 
has little patience for the Whig, 
Burke (85), that champion of 
the age of progress who exalted 
revolution in the colonies be-
fore recoiling in horror at its 
ultimate truth in the French 
Terror (“God,” wrote Bossuet, 
“laughs at the man who de-
plores the effect while celebrat-

ing its cause.”)
But in violently rejecting this “matrix of lib-

eralism” at the root of modernity, Dart must 
appeal to an “older fountainhead of conserva-
tive thought,” and it’s in assembling this intel-
lectual canon that Tory philosophers have tra-
ditionally stumbled. For doesn’t the quest for 
pure, unvarnished tradition miss Chesterton’s 
crucial insight that conservatism is always-al-
ready caught up in the dynamic of change and 
revolution?

All conservatism is based upon the idea that if 
you leave things alone you leave them as they 
are. But you do not. If you leave a thing alone 
you leave it to a torrent of change. If you leave 
a white post alone it will soon be a black post. If 
you particularly want it to be white you must be 
always painting it again; that is, you must be al-
ways having a revolution. Briefly, if you want the 
old white post †you must have a new white post.

† Orthodoxy (London: Hoddor & Stoughton, 1996), p. 
168

If Toryism is to 
mean anything but 
‘a defence of class 
interests,’ then it 

must mean, above 
all, a critique of 

the Enlightenment 
programme, the 

‘bloodstained 
minions of liberty.’
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This dilemma suggests analogies with The 
North American High Tory Tradition’s dis-

tinguished predecessor, Lament for a Nation. 
George Grant’s appeal to a conservative canon 
that “predates the age of progress” was similar-
ly Quixotic in the sense that such a philosophy 
cannot exist, as Tories were originally com-
pelled to mobilize their intellectual and po-
lemic energies only in response to the abuses 
of Enlightenment reason: “O 18e siècle! Incon-
cevable siècle! qu’as-tu donc cru? qu’as-tu aimé, 
et qu’as-tù vénéré? Tout ce qu’il fallait contredire, 
honnir, ou détester.”‡ This is what accounts for 
the sheer scarcity of conservative texts prior 
to the emergence of the Enlightenment pub-
lic sphere or “republic of letters,” with its great 
literary output of social contracts and written 
constitutions (in defiance of which Tory phi-
losophy emerged). Before this shift, “conser-
vatism” was simply the unchallenged organic 
texture of society, which had no need to articu-
late itself consciously:

The medieval world had their end discovered 
and their goal chartered. We build skyscrapers 
as a means — democracy as means — social-
ism as means. This [the Salisbury Cathedral] 
was the medieval end; they built this as their 
goal. We have no goal like that, no ends, and yet 
we cannot take theirs. We are hungry; yet we 
cannot eat their decayed meat. We must find 
something different.§

This explains why Grant, for a canon, could 
produce only shards of John Donne or Rich-
ard Hooker: conservatism, like all concrete 
thought, starts not with the good old days, but 
with the bad new ones.

So what might it mean, in these bad new 
days, to renew Canada’s syncretic and radi-

cal Tory tradition?

‡ “O 18th century! Inconceivable century! What, then, 
did you believe? What did you love, what did you ven-
erate? All of the things you should have refuted, re-
viled, and detested.” Maistre, Examen de la philosophie 
de Bacon (Paris: Poussielgue-Rousand, 1836), p. 174 :

§ W. Christian, ed., George Grant: Selected Letters, p. 
52. In a sort of inverted Hegelianism, Tory philosophy 
abolishes itself backwards through time.

First, there’s still much to be said for a creed 
which compels us stand on guard against that 
most cruel form of “politics by other means,” 
which is to say war itself (whether promoted 
by the Right — “wars on terror” — or Left — 
so-called “humanitarian” interventions), and 
it’s actually against neoconservatism that 
Dart most vigorously preaches (237).¶ Those 
still tempted, after fifteen barren years of “re-
gime change” in the Muslim world, to rally 
to the American empire as a propugnaculum 
christianitate (bulwark of Christianity) in a 
supposed “clash of civilizations” will find a 
sobering read here.

But the most pressing lesson in these pages 
is that nothing can be more foreign to a Tory 
than an ethic of the self, of isolation from the 
community — an ethic whose ideologies have 
never been stronger, ranging from vigilantes 
and “self-made men” on the Right, to the politi-
cally-correct fear of “harassment” on the Left.** 
More practically, this translates to the Tory 
commitment to “social policy … as one of the 
foundation stones of national identity”: surely 
the central dilemma for Canada today, as for 
any federation, remains redistribution (which 
is to say socialism), from more developed to 

¶ In British history the Tories were perennially the 
“peace party,” shunning wars abroad while the mer-
cantilist Whigs pursued their aggressive commercial 
rivalry with the French monarchy. Louis XIV survived 
on his throne because the Tories held Marlborough 
at bay; Napoleon, marching to Waterloo, gambled 
on a quick victory to usher in a Tory ministry that 
would dissolve the Coalition with a separate peace. 
And is it any coincidence that Marx, who so violently 
disdained the English Tories, experienced his own 
“neoconservative moment” avant la lettre, zealously 
embracing Whig imperial wars and the British “civi-
lizing mission” in India?

** This Tory longing for a renewed community is not, 
of course, purely an affair of the Right, and counts 
among several classic left-wing analogs Marcuse’s 
Eros and Civilization. It might be useful then to de-
fine as ‘liberal’ any position which rejects both the 
right-wing, idealistic (ethical, cultural, aesthetic, reli-
gious) critique of modernity as well as the left-wing, 
infrastructural (socio-economic, egalitarian) formu-
lation of that same critique.

High Tory Dreamland
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depressed or impoverished provinces, from re-
source rents to arts and culture. Canadian and 
Tory politics thus remain formally bound up, if 
not in social democracy, then at least in some 
form of commitment to the social — something 
which, as always, will demand sharp opposition 
to the laissez-faire individualism dominant in 
the United States. 

In effect, much of Canada’s political culture is 
exposed here as Americanizing if not outright 
American — noxious to the institutions and 
strength of the Canadian nation. For Dart, lib-
ertarian or individualizing attitudes (small gov-
ernment on the Right, anarchic activism on the 
Left) can only weaken our collective defences 
against what Grant called the “barbaric Empire 
that puts its faith in salvation by the machine”; 
as for Canada’s institutional party politics, Dart 
naturally unleashes a plague on both houses, 
denouncing the “the liberal corporate and me-
dia power elite” (80) for its historic penchant for 
“integration with and annexation to the empire 
to the south,” while skewering the Republican-
style populism embodied in Stephen Harper — 
“a colonial of the most worrisome and activist 
type.”†† In his most politically charged passages, 
Dart exhorts us to surmount “the tribalism of 
left and right” and invokes “that unique Cana-
dian ability to blend both conservatism and 

†† This epithet is perhaps unfair to Harper, who in-
vested considerable political capital reviving and 
refurbishing some of the most neglected symbols of 
Canadian national identity, from the “Royal” military 
monikers to the grand narrative surrounding the War 
of 1812. Harper’s “Québécois nation” gesture was, 
moreover, a considerably more nuanced and Tory 
approach than John Diefenbaker’s citizen-based, “un-
hyphenated” attitude to the French minority.

radicalism.”
These stubbornly heterodox positions, 

which also find substance in Dart’s refusal 
to position Tories as an auxiliary wing of the 
Right in the so-called “Culture Wars” (258), 
may warrant some final remarks on the limits 
of such a system. How, precisely, is this vir-
tuous balance — neither “idealizing society 
while denigrating the state,” nor “romanticiz-
ing the state while demeaning society” — dif-
ferent from the usual platitudes of centrism 
and liberal-democratic compromise (at which 
Dart so rightly sneers)? Can the tremendous 
obstacles to the Tory vision really be resolved 
by reasoned debate between representatives 
in the “marketplace of ideas?” Is this not pure 
wish-fulfillment — the desire to reap the bene-
fits of Canadian modernity while brushing out 
the warts (social fragmentation, loss of iden-
tity and sovereignty)?

Finally, how do we go about reviving tradi-
tions which were anchored in an older way of 
life that has been irrevocably eroded (small pro-
prietors, rural and agricultural life, widespread 
religious observance)? Where Tories tend to 
bang against our own conceptual prison bars is 
precisely in our difficulty accounting for com-
plex historical change, in our reliance on es-
sentially rhetorical explanations for our defeats 
— “decadence,” the triumph of rotten ideas and 
ideologies (“cultural Marxism”), or narratives 
of a Fall whether secular (Rome) or spiritual 
(Eden). Failure to move beyond these tropes 
can only validate the suspicion, long harboured 
by our enemies, that we are incapable of fash-
ioning our “host of furious fancies” into a tough 
and solid philosophical system.

Re-immersing ourselves in the Tory tradition, 
then, is perhaps not where the philosophical and 
political hard work ends, but begins. •

High Tory Dreamland
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To suggest that Canadians have a long and 
glorious tradition of liberty is to invite ridi-

cule. Surely you have mistaken us for someone 
else, you risk being told. Especially if you add 
that our long-standing habit of vigilant restraint 
on excessive government includes a proud right 
to bear arms, you invite vituperation or perhaps 
confinement to an institution for the treatment 
of the mentally unsound. Yet both these state-
ments are sober fact.

It is necessary in this context to specify that 
Canada is not a nation that came suddenly into 
existence in 1982 or 1968, a magnificent enter-
prise by projectors who by wiping the historical 
slate clean could at last devise a post-modern, 
multicultural experiment to fascinate and 
dazzle a world keen to strike off its own shack-
les and emerge into a glorious future. Indeed 
it is necessary to specify that Canada did not 
come suddenly into existence in 1867 when our 
Founders carried out a creative project to pre-
serve their heritage through the novel expedi-
ent of a federal parliamentary system. Our his-
tory goes back a lot further.

The preamble to the Constitution Act 1867, né 
the British North America Act though that name 
has since been wiped from the slate, famously 
declares the inhabitants of what had been the 
provinces of Canada, Nova Scotia and New 
Brunswick to be receiving “a Constitution simi-
lar in Principle to that of the United Kingdom.” 
And that was a very old constitution built upon 
Magna Carta and the guarantee of individual 
liberties against the state.

That perambulatory claim is superficially 

odd, even deranged, since the Dominion of 
Canada had a written federal constitution and 
Britain had neither. But the men who wrote it, 
on both sides of the Atlantic, must have had 
something in mind and if we do not know what 
it was we are in a singularly poor position to 
pass  judgment on it. So consider what the Brit-
ish constitution was at that time.

Unwritten, yes. But not unknown. It con-
sisted of the common law, the traditional 

privileges of parliament, and a series of gener-
ally binding conventions that between them 
kept the state small, perhaps 10% of GDP in the 
heyday of Victorian parliamentary self-govern-
ment. It secured the rights of citizens to free 
speech, to property, to security of the person 
and, perhaps surprisingly, to the right to bear 
arms. The British government, except reveal-
ingly under the would-be absolutist Stuarts, 
had never tried to deprive inhabitants of weap-
ons. Quite the contrary, it had repeatedly legis-
lated that they must possess and know how to 
use them, for instance under Henry VIII impos-
ing stiff fines on any family that did not provide 
a son who attained the ripe age of seven with a 
bow and arrows and ensure that he know how 
to use them.

If you cast your mind back to 1895 and imag-
ine Sherlock Holmes and Dr. John H. Watson 
embarking through the swirling fog on some 
peculiar adventure, you may recall that Wat-
son very probably pocketed his trusty revolver 
as they exited Baker Street. And nobody was 
surprised, from Scotland Yard to Conan Doyle’s 
audience. Nobody thought Watson was likely 
to shoot himself, Holmes or Mrs. Hudson. If he 
used his revolver Inspector Lestrade did not 
swoop to jail him for lacking a suitable permit. 
Indeed that very year the real British Parlia-
ment indignantly rejected a bill to control pis-
tols as “grandmotherly, unnecessary and futile.” 
And with all due respect to granny, who might 
well have been packing heat herself in Victori-

Armed Canadians: A Brief History
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The Right to Bear Arms

an England, it clearly was both unnecessary and 
futile. London, the greatest city in the world, 
had virtually no gun crime despite having virtu-
ally no gun control. And since the British gov-
ernment began restricting arms as it came to 
distrust its citizens, beginning with a Red Scare 
after the First World War, London has become 
less safe and far more prone to gun crimes. This 
was an experience duplicated around the world 
over many years with amaz-
ing consistency when gun 
ownership is restricted.

Those who forged the 
Canadian Constitution in 
the 1860s had precisely 
that British form of con-
stitutional, strictly limited 
government in mind. The 
various powers granted to 
our federal and provincial 
governments were not be-
stowed in the expectation 
that they would make ag-
gressive use of them. Rath-
er, the division of powers 
was intended to keep most 
of what were then the main 
activities of government 
at the local level, where 
indeed they would have 
remained without Ottawa’s fairly recent, post-
Second World War use of its fiscal power to in-
trude upon health, education and welfare. And 
if you actually read our founding debates, which 
have been properly in print only since 1999 in 
stark contrast to the American devotion to the 
Federalist Papers that Sir John A. carried with 
him to Quebec City and Charlottetown, you see 
that everyone hails liberty. Specifically British 
liberty.

Proponents of Confederation say join and 
keep your British liberty. Opponents say stay 
out and keep your British liberty. But no one 
disputes that, in D’Arcy McGee’s words, “There 
is not on the face of the earth a freer people than 
the inhabitants of these colonies.” Nor that it is 
not just a proud and noble thing to be, but a 
defining feature of the people who were being 
asked to join the new Dominion.

They also understood that this liberty was 
hard-won including by struggles against would-

be tyrants within the British Isles. The domi-
nant view at the time was the right to bear arms 
was the essential safeguard of freedom. The fa-
mous legal commentator William Blackstone, 
an indispensable authority for anyone presum-
ing to call themselves educated in the law in 
those days, declared flatly that, “The right of 
his majesty’s Protestant subjects, to have arms 
for their own defence, and to use them for law-

ful purposes, is most clear 
and undeniable.” Moreover, 
having laid out the rights 
of Englishmen, he wrote 
“And, lastly, to vindicate 
these rights, when actu-
ally violated or attacked, the 
subjects of England are enti-
tled, in the first place, to the 
regular administration and 
free course of justice in the 
courts of law; next, to the 
right of petitioning the king 
and parliament for redress 
of grievances; and, lastly, to 
the right of having and us-
ing arms for self-preserva-
tion and defence.”

The now sadly neglected 
Swiss observer Jean-

Louis de Lolme, in his Constitution of England, 
expressed great regard for the British system of 
government and of liberty. But, he warned, “All 
those privileges of the People, considered in 
themselves,” were “but feeble defences against 
the real strength of those who govern.” What, 
he asked, “would then be the resource of the 
People, if ever the Prince, suddenly freeing him-
self from all restraint, and throwing himself as it 
were out of the Constitution,” tried to rule as an 
autocrat? And he answered: “resistance ... the 
question has been decided in favour of this doc-
trine by the Laws of England,” a response pro-
tected by a Bill of Rights that “expressly insured 
to individuals the right of publicly preferring 
complaints against the abuses of Government, 
and moreover, of being provided with arms for 
their own defence.” And the famous Whig his-
torian Lord Macaulay said freedom depended 
ultimately on the “power of the sword” and that 

law-abiding firearms owner
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“the legal check was secondary and auxiliary to 
that which the nation held in its own hands ... 
the security without which every other is insuf-
ficient.”

It is, perhaps, necessary to remind a modern 
audience that these are not American commen-
tators but British ones. And moreover that they 
are vindicating a right set out in Constitutional 
stone in the Bill of Rights written in 1689 in Eng-
land and echoed in that written in 1789 on the 
other side of the Atlantic. If these arguments 
seem to vindicate the American Revolution it 
would neither have surprised nor embarrassed 
those who made them; it was by then widely 
understood in Britain that their own govern-
ment’s policy in the 1760s and 1770s had been 
both unjust and foolish and that the rebels had 
legitimately invoked their ancient British liber-
ties not merely as a reason for taking up arms 
but in doing so.

These were the authorities on whom repu-
table opinion in Canada relied in 1867 and on 
through the 19th century. And they were not 
pure theorists but practical men looking at ex-
perience, especially that of the English Civil War 
and the struggles against Stuart tyranny. Even 
John Locke, the great expositor of the theoreti-
cal basis of individual rights, was only able to 
publish his seminal Two Treatises on Civil Gov-
ernment when he returned from exile following 
the expulsion of James II in the Glorious Revo-
lution.

It is worth observing too that Canada was 
granted self-government in the wake of 

armed uprisings in both Upper and Lower Can-
ada in 1837-38. This aspect of our history is now 
frequently airbrushed out, celebrating William 
Lyon Mackenzie as a newspaper publisher and 
Papineau as a politician while not mentioning 
the bit with the weapons that actually shocked 
the British into sending Lord Durham and 
avoiding a second American-style revolution by 
throwing in the towel even as they were winning 
the battles. Or the fact that in his 1837 Constitu-
tional manifesto Mackenzie expressly included 
“8. The people have the right to bear arms for 
the defence of themselves and the State.”

It will not do to scrub this out of our memo-
ry, or to remove the replica weapons that once 
hung in the Black Creek Pioneer village. The 

fact is that explorers, First Nations and ordi-
nary inhabitants of the various British colonies 
routinely carried swords, spears, bows and ar-
rows, and firearms and used them to get food 
and to protect themselves. You only have to look 
at the pictures of Jacques Cartier, the coureurs 
de bois, Alexander Mackenzie and others to 
see weapons everywhere, used responsibly and 
with considerable skill. It is our heritage even if 
we are ashamed of it. And there is no reason we 
should be.

One more iconic Canadian worth mention-
ing in this context is Louis Riel. Although his 
revolt was not successful as that of Mackenzie 
and Papineau, either as a military venture or in 
bringing the political changes he sought, and he 
was himself mentally unstable as well as being 
as hard to get along with as Mackenzie, he too 
availed himself of the right of armed resistance. 
And it is hard to understand in what sense a 
person considers themselves a proud Canadian 
if they do not hold at least some regard for one 
of Macdonald, Mackenzie, or Riel.

Yes, Macdonald. For Sir John A. was also a 
strong opponent of arms control, on practical 
and on Constitutional grounds. Laws against 
carrying handguns, he told Parliament in 1877, 
would have “the effect of disarming the person 
who ought to be armed, and arming the row-
dies.” As for banning them outright, it wasn’t 
even considered. Moreover, the state actively 
encouraged proficiency with long guns in par-
ticular as a preparedness measure, first against 
possible American invasion and later against 
the looming threat of world wars. Yet now the 
idea that the average citizen ought to be able to 
possess and carry such a weapon is regarded as 
hysterical and deeply un-Canadian.

The gradual squeezing out of the right to bear 
arms begins shortly after the First World 

War, with our own Red Scare about Bolsheviks 
especially of recent immigrant origin. The state 
had periodically limited access to weapons in 
cases where there was genuine concern about 
imminent disorder, for instance among Rideau 
Canal construction gangs, though even there it 
was often overlaid with a disquieting propensity 
to target specific ethnic groups. And aboriginals 
had been targeted with restrictions including on 
ammunition. But after the Great War it becomes, 
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gently at first but persistently, much broader. In 
the 1930s further fears of radical hobos led to a 
tightening, and security concerns during the 
Second World War led among other things to 
fingerprinting as many as one in five Canadians.

Such measures, especially given the tinge of 
bigotry, ought in principle to arouse the suspi-
cion of leftist advocates of “people power.” Yet 
it is in the 1960s, nominally a period of radical 
upheaval from below, that the Canadian state 
began openly to implement 
gun control measures target-
ing not criminals or allegedly 
unreliable fringe elements but 
ordinary Canadians. And R. 
Blake Brown, in his thorough-
ly researched Arming and Dis-
arming: A History of Gun Con-
trol in Canada,* a remarkably 
fair-minded book given his 
clear distaste for private gun 
ownership and his agonizing 
political correctness, correctly 
identifies a growing feeling of 
shock and discontent among 
law-abiding gun owners as 
they perceived that their gov-
ernment no longer trusted them.

Looking at the long sweep of Canadian his-
tory, it is clear that they were right to be 

surprised and dismayed. From Magna Carta on, 
inhabitants of the English-speaking world have 
distrusted their governments not the other way 
around. There was long resistance in Canada, 
as in Britain, to arming the police. And it was 
historically anomalous that by April 1994 Min-
ister of Justice Allan Rock could openly declare 
that only agents of the state should possess 
the power of the sword. Yet by now it is taken 
for granted that it is the Canadian way, to the 
point that Rock’s frank statement to the press 
that “I came to Ottawa with the firm belief that 
the only people in the country who should have 
guns are police officers and soldiers” was met, 
in most quarters, as a truism rather than an af-
front to our heritage.

* Reviewed by Gary Mauser in The Dorchester Review, 
Vol. 3, No. 2, Autumn-Winter 2014.

As late as the 1960s it was not surprising to 
see a teenager on the streetcar with a rifle, head-
ing for the range. Today such a spectacle would 
bring out a rhetorical and an actual SWAT team. 
Yet Canada was not a scene of carnage from its 
founding until Bill C-68 as contemporary rheto-
ric around the issue would lead an uninformed 
observer to conclude it must have been. Indeed, 
Canadians to this day are among the most heav-
ily armed people on earth, roughly 13th  in per 

capita private ownership of 
firearms. Yet we have a very 
low murder rate, overall and 
using firearms, because we 
are not idiots or maniacs. And 
for those who like evidence-
based decision-making, it’s 
worth noting that the French 
are slightly ahead of us in pri-
vate firearms ownership but 
have barely a third of our fire-
arms murder rate. If you think 
guns kill people, you must be-
lieve there is something badly 
wrong with French guns or 
French aim.

The truth is that the long 
habit of freedom has taught us responsibility. 
And that as those who fought for Canada in two 
world wars, in Korea and beyond, mostly under-
stood, to fight for this nation is to fight for free-
dom. And it may be possible to look at all this 
history with disdain, to say it was a great, even 
grotesque mistake, and our success based on 
liberty is a peculiar and distasteful coincidence. 
But it is not possible, at least not for the intel-
lectually honest, to deny that it is our history. 

Canadians were, from long before Confedera-
tion, the freest people on earth. The common 
law protected their individual rights, the parlia-
mentary system protected their political liberty, 
and their weapons protected both the common 
law and the parliamentary system, against Bad 
King John in the 13th century, against Charles I 
and James II in the 17th, and against arrogant 
colonial administrators in the 19th.

Canadians went armed, and to a surprising 
degree still do, and did not and do not wreak 
mayhem on one another. And no, I have not 
mistaken them for somebody else. •
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Officers 
Should Be 

Trained 
to Need

If the military is simply to be 

used for political ends, senior 

officers should be trained 

accordingly — writes 

Col. Pat Stogran

The Dorchester Review has embarked 
on an important discussion about the 
drive towards having an educated of-

ficer corps in the Canadian Forces. In Forced 
to Change: Crisis and Reform in the Canadian 
Armed Forces, Bernd Horn and Bill Bentley 
posit that the Forces are today dismantling 
the reforms to military professionalism that 
took place subsequent to scandals in Soma-
lia, Rwanda, and the former Yugoslavia in the 

1990s. In his review (“Are Canada’s Senior Offi-
cers Poorly Educated?” Autumn-Winter 2015), 
Adam Chapnick concedes that senior brass 
might suffer from “intellectual laziness,” but 
insists that although it will take a number of 
generations to eradicate anti-intellectualism, 
we are on the right track from an academic 
perspective. 

In his reply David Last (“Not as dumb as we 
think we are,” Spring-Summer 2016) agrees that 
the CAF is no laggard in professional military 
education. A rare breed of military officer who 
is arguably as experienced militarily as he is 
qualified academically, Dr. Last states that the 
venerable Royal Military College and Canadian 
Forces College, and the entity created in 2002 
to champion professional development — the 
Canadian Defence Academy — are the envy of 
other countries. For Dr. Last, it is difficult to ac-
cept that CAF professional education could be 
as flawed as Forced to Change would have us 
believe. 

Howard Coombs, who can boast the same 
rare blend of military and academic legitimacy, 
is decidedly less praiseworthy. In “Does Our 
Military Have a Good Brain?” (Spring-Summer 
2016) Coombs challenges Chapnick’s sugges-
tion that the reforms have taken root but will 
take some time to blossom — and, by extension, 
Last’s optimistic assessment. Coombs affirms 
the CDA has lost some of the independence 
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at the tactical level, just as the US military had 
been doing prior to our return to the Southern 
theatre and just as they had done in Vietnam 
before that. Strategically, however, by the time 
McChrystal arrived, Canada was well on its way 
to losing the war. Senior brass can be excused, 
I believe, for not viewing the world and issues 
of national governance through the same lens 
as their bureaucratic counterparts (as Coombs 
observes). However, it is inexcusable that our 
military higher-ups failed to take responsibil-
ity and assert a leadership role in whole-of-
government operations driving to a successful 
conclusion. Later, Ottawa was so relieved to put 
Afghanistan behind it that we did not instigate 
the kind of brass-tacks review that was rightly 
imposed on the bumbling officer corps after the 
military operations of the 1990s went awry.

Indeed I submit that the culture of senior 
management in the Canadian military was, 

and is, so dysfunctional that academic agility 
would correct few of the ills that were appar-
ent in the aftermath of Rwanda and Somalia. At 
that time Lieutenant General Romeo Dallaire 
became a central figure in revising the profes-
sional development gateways for the officer 
corps — and was thus invited to write the fore-
word to Forced to Change. He states that having 
served his entire career during the Cold War 
he was “woefully unprepared to command the 
contemporary operations that emerged after 
the Berlin Wall came down.” He adds that in this 
new reality the warrior ethos is fundamental 
but it is not enough to achieve mission success. 
I would argue that the General demonstrated 
somewhat less than a warrior ethos in Rwanda, 
but very much the ethos of a general officer who 
was destined for the highest appointments in 
National Defence Headquarters.

I must qualify this by stating categorically 
that I have the utmost respect for General Dal-
laire. No one can postulate how they them-
selves might have reacted in the dire situation 
he found himself in. He did the best he could 
under the circumstances and given his training 
and experience up to that point in a stellar mili-
tary career. That said, however, it would have 
behoved the system to review everything about 
that campaign in order to extract any lessons 
learned. The experiences Senator Dallaire ar-

and influence within the CAF that it enjoyed at 
its inception. Coombs goes on to suggest that 
Horn and Bentley should have better contex-
tualized the issue, particularly the “pervasive 
influence” that the American military has had 
on the CAF. One effect of the latter is that the 
knowledge base promulgated in the profession-
al development of our officers is out of step with 
Canadian capabilities. Coombs recalls how a 
senior bureaucrat on the one hand praised his 
military counterparts as “very intelligent” and 
well-informed — but on the other, found them 
incapable of making an effective contribution 
to national governance.

As an old warhorse I have long since been 
put out to pasture, but I was personally 

caught up in the professional development ini-
tiatives of the turn of the century while focus-
sing my every effort on developing my prowess 
as a contemporary war-fighter. Having read 
the book and the subsequent exchange in The 
Dorchester Review, I am of the opinion that 
the drive to enhance the academic standing of 
the CAF professional officer corps was as un-
necessary as it was unsuccessful, and should 
be scaled back considerably if not abandoned 
completely. I would suggest Canadian opera-
tions in Kandahar were an acid test — and that 
tactically and operationally we failed miserably. 
Chapnick suggests that CAF leadership dem-
onstrated “greater intellectual ability” and ap-
plauds “the institution’s commitment to critical 
and creative thinking.” Why, then, in 2009 when 
US General Stanley McChrystal assumed com-
mand of the International Security Force in 
Afghanistan (ISAF) did he proclaim that NATO 
had been acting like “a powerful but stupid bull 
lunging after insurgents,” adding that, “without 
a change of tactics NATO may yet have its ears 
cut off by the Taliban”? 

Canada had been a lead nation in the mili-
tary operations in Southern Afghanistan since 
2005, so the criticism must be interpreted as 
an indictment of the intellectual prowess of the 
Canadian military brass. I would submit that 
senior management in the CF had retrenched 
itself in the Cold War culture of just doing what 
everybody else in NATO was doing, particularly 
the United States. In Afghanistan in 2009, Cana-
dian troops were handily destroying insurgents 
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The culture of 
senior manage-

ment in the Cana-
dian military is so 
dysfunctional that 
academic agility 
would correct few 
of the ills observed 
after Rwanda and 

Somalia

ticulated in Shake Hands With the Devil should 
have triggered a flurry of professional and aca-
demic reverse-engineering at all levels to assure 
we would have an operationally relevant mili-
tary in the new millennium. Instead, the Cana-
dian Forces put the General on a pedestal and 
adopted an overly-academic interpretation of 
his experiences. 

Peter Drucker supposedly said, “Culture eats 
strategy for breakfast.” Indeed, 
the culture of any organization 
is as influential as it is invisible, 
and the NDHQ ethos manifest-
ed itself in the doomed opera-
tion in Rwanda long before the 
genocide erupted. General Dal-
laire wrote that following his 
reconnaissance, which the UN 
described as a “technical mis-
sion,” he crafted what he thought 
were aggressive Rules of Engage-
ment to reflect the explosive 
potential for ethnic conflict and 
better suited for what he called 
a “Chapter six-and-a-half opera-
tion.” He was reticent to recom-
mend to his superiors that the mission be elevat-
ed to a Chapter 7 operation because he believed 
it would only gain him a one-way flight back to 
Ottawa. Simply put, telling one’s superiors what 
they want to hear rather than what they should 
understand is characteristic of the NDHQ cul-
ture and antithetical to the warrior ethos. 

Another manifestation of NDHQ culture in 
the unfolding of the genocide was what 

happened when Dallaire sought permission 
from his superiors to raid the weapons caches 
that were being amassed in preparation for the 
murder spree. Predictably, word came back 
from Kofi Annan at the Department of Peace-
keeping Operations in New York to cease and 
desist. The General recalls how he was beside 
himself with frustration. It is extremely telling 
that the person in New York to whom Dallaire 
repeatedly vented his frustration — only to have 
it fall upon deaf ears — was a fellow Canadian, 
Major-General Maurice Baril. That the com-
mander of an armed force, albeit lightly armed, 
who subscribes to the warrior ethos would obey 
an order to observe and report on a genocide 

is (or should be) inconceivable. To add to the 
disgracefulness of the entire event, Baril went 
on to be promoted to Chief of the Defence Staff. 
The NDHQ culture remains one of blind obedi-
ence bordering on outright obsequiousness and 
it is completely understandable why Dallaire 
acted and reacted the way he did — saluting 
and following orders however distasteful and 
ultimately destructive. It is no wonder that Gen-

eral Dallaire, as an extremely 
dedicated, compassionate 
and intelligent officer, would 
next embark on a crusade to 
enhance the decision-making 
skills of the officer cadre.

Somalia should have elimi-
nated all doubt that change 
was necessary. For Horn and 
Bentley, “it was the torture 
of Shidane Arone, a teenage 
detainee, by Canadian sol-
diers in Somalia on March 
16, 1993, which proved to be 
the catalyst that sparked the 
implosion of the CAF officer 
corps.” Chapnick emphasizes 

quite correctly that notwithstanding the dam-
age done in-theatre, it was “compounded ex-
ponentially by the refusal of much of the senior 
leadership to cooperate with the investigations 
that followed.” This was another illustration of 
the dysfunctional culture among senior officers. 
When the Chief of Defence Staff, Admiral John 
Anderson, appointed by Minister of Defence 
Kim Campbell, visited the ill-fated Airborne 
Regiment in Somalia, he is alleged to have en-
couraged the unit to avoid incidents that might 
embarrass the Minister because she might be 
seeking the leadership of the Progressive Con-
servative Party. 

Such a warning again suggests a degree of ser-
vitude to political imperatives that runs contrary 
to the warrior ethos. Yet this type of behaviour has 
been demonstrated time and time again by suc-
cessive Chiefs of Defence Staff. Anderson and a 
later CDS, General Jean Boyle, were short-toured 
for allegedly tampering with evidence on Soma-
lia, presumably to prevent embarrassment to the 
government and themselves. In another demon-
stration of obsequiousness, Baril famously de-
clared that it was his fault when Prime Minister 
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Chrétien was subjected to public criticism for not 
cancelling a family ski trip at Whistler to attend 
the funeral of King Hussein of Jordan. Baril took 
the blame for the CF’s alleged failure to maintain 
an aircraft in readiness for such contingencies 
— an assertion as demoralizing as it was non-
sensical. The air force would most assuredly have 
responded at short notice had the PMO asked. 
More recently, Air Force General Thomas Lawson 
publicly and emphatically apolo-
gized for misinforming his Min-
ister following the latter’s public 
(and incorrect) assertion that 
Canada’s CF-18s were essential 
to the fight in Iraq because our 
air force was the only one in the 
coalition other than that of the 
United States that could deliver 
precision-guided munitions. As a 
“fighter jock” himself the General 
had to have known that was flat-
out wrong, which made it rea-
sonable to infer that the incident 
was yet another example of the 
propensity of general officers to 
tell their political masters what 
they want to hear.

Most recently in Parliament the possibility 
that our Special Forces in Iraq might engage in 
“combat” became a hot potato for the current 
CDS, General Jonathan Vance. He made the ex-
traordinarily contradictory statement that our 
troops in Iraq — whose mission is to advise, 
train and assist Kurdish forces against ISIL — 
were not on a combat mission although they 
were “lawful participants to an international 
conflict.” This is an invitation to ridicule. First, 
our forces are in close intimate support of the 
Kurdish forces who are doing the killing. Sec-
ondly, the decision to involve the Canadians 
in close combat rests entirely in the hands of 
the opposing forces. Moreover, it is now admit-
ted that our soldiers did directly engage enemy 
forces who demonstrated hostile intent. It is 
deeply to be regretted that successive Defence 
Chiefs would go to such lengths to please their 
political masters and even worse that their ex-
ample sets the standard for all senior officers 
to emulate if they hope to be promoted and re-
ceive choice appointments. 

In conclusion I believe our officer corps 
should be trained-to-need. I submit that gov-

ernment-funded graduate and post-graduate 
education is not needed. As David Last wrote 
elsewhere, in the Canadian Military Journal, 
military officers are “managers of violence,” but 
when we intervene in a place like Afghanistan 
such a mission requires the orchestration of 
all the instruments of national power includ-

ing diplomatic, policy, social, 
humanitarian, and economic 
drivers. Since it is unlikely that 
the Government of Canada 
would ever articulate a clearly-
discernible objective for a mili-
tary deployment overseas — or 
that it would ever empower 
senior officers with overall 
control of all assets in-theatre 
and the latitude to do what-
ever is legally and ethically 
necessary to arrive at a desir-
able end state — I contend 
that senior management in the 
CAF should be trained merely 
to employ military assets to 

satisfy political ends. In other words, there is 
little point in educating Canadian officers  to 
have the intellectual capacity to design and lead 
campaigns the way that the United States does 
when our government will likely never allow 
them to actually do so.

I would further argue that Canadian fighting 
prowess has made a far greater contribution to 
Canada and humankind by deploying against 
forest fires, floods, an ice storm and even a 
heavy dump of snow in Toronto than the 158 
killed, countless wounded, and suicides result-
ing from our military fiasco in Afghanistan. The 
renowned managerial prowess of NDHQ should 
be refocused on earning battle honours for re-
sponding to natural disasters. It would still be 
important that the CAF maintain its high readi-
ness for combat operations — if for no other 
reason than to enable our troops to protect 
themselves when they are sent into harm’s way 
overseas, in order to earn political points for the 
government of the day, and so that Canada can 
be seen to be contributing to peace and stability 
in the world. •
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Old soldier John Williamson took one look 
at the tangled patch of Canadian forest 

wilderness he had exchanged for his lifetime 
army pension entitlement and walked away. 

The former member of the 78th Highlanders 
had been lured to Canada 
— along with just over 3,000 
army veterans in the early 
1830s — as part of a miscon-
ceived and badly managed 
scheme run by the British 
Government. The treatment 
of the old soldiers, many of 
whom had fought under the 
Duke of Wellington at such 
storied battles as Waterloo, 
Talavera and the storming of 
Badajoz, became a scandal 
on both sides of the Atlantic.

The shameful treat-
ment of veterans is a time-
honoured Anglosphere tra-
dition. Consider Kipling’s 
heart-rending 1890 poem, 
“The Last of the Light Brigade” about neglected 
Crimean War veterans: “You wrote we were he-
roes once, sir. Please, write we are starving now.” 
In Canada both Conservative and Liberal fed-
eral governments have been accused of falling 
short of such national obligations.  

What British and Canadian civil servants, 
politicians and ex-army officers made 

of the bungled 1830s scheme soon piled up in 
the public record, but the voices of the weary 
veterans themselves were seldom heard. John 
Williamson in his privately printed memoir 
was one of the very few of the ordinary soldiers 
caught up in the fiasco to make his views public. 

More than 4,000 ex-soldiers were persuaded 

to give up their lifetime pensions for land in the 
British colonies and a lump-sum payment equal 
to no more than four years’ pension. The lump 
sum averaged around £55; not a lot of money 
even in 1831. It works out at less than one-third 

of what an ordinary labour-
er working on the Rideau 
Canal for four years would 
have pocketed.*

Sergeants were entitled to 
200 acres of land in British 
North America or Australia. 
Privates and corporals were 
assigned 100 acres. 

Bureaucratic ineptitude 
meant that for many years 
no one could be certain how 
many Commuted Pension-
ers, as they were known, 
there were in the British 
colonies. What was known 
was that the bulk of them, 
3,161, had applied to go to 
Canada.

Williamson’s 100 acres were part of the Wen-
tworth Township on the Quebec side of Ottawa 
River, north of Carillon.

“A very cursory glance at the situation served to 
convince me of the impracticability of my scheme 
of settling there, the lot was literally a wilderness 
without a human habitation near it,” he related in 
his 1838 memoir, printed in Montreal.   

* A stone cutter working at the time on the Rideau 
Canal could earn that much in six months.  Even an 
unskilled worker on the canal could in theory earn 
around £47 a year. (This is based on seven shillings a 
day for a stone cutter and three shillings a day for an 
unskilled labourer — both working six days a week. 
The unskilled rate ranged from 2/6 to 3/ a day.)

“Please, write we are starving now.”

Paul Cowan describes how mishandled peninsular 

war pensions echoes veterans’ treatment today
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“It would indeed have been the height of folly 
in me, unaccustomed as I had long been with 
country work, being disabled from wounds, and 
somewhat past the prime of life, to have taken 
up my residence in such a situation.” 

Williamson claimed that he travelled back to 
Montreal from Carillon in the company of the 
Governor General of Canada at the time, Lord 
Aylmer. Williamson said the former military 
man lent him a sympathetic ear.

“His Lordship told me that I had acted a very 
foolish part in commuting my pension, and ob-
served, that it was unfortunate that it had ever 
been put into the power of pensioners to do so, 
and said that he would use all his influence to 
have the few remaining commuted pensioners 
restored to their former situation,” wrote Wil-
liamson.

Aylmer and his fellow colonial administra-
tors had very rapidly become disillusioned with 
the scheme as a growing number of paupers, 
nearly all unsuited to pioneer life in the Cana-
dian bush, were dumped on the quaysides of 
Quebec City in 1831 and 1832. 

The idea of encouraging veterans to emigrate 
to the British colonies had first been officially 
mooted in 1828. Secretary at War Sir Henry 
Hardinge, a veteran of the Peninsular War, be-
lieved that among the 96,844 army pensioners 
in 1828 there were around 20,000 able-bodied 
men who would make suitable colonists. He 
proposed that the local poor law board ad-
ministrators in Scotland, England, and Wales 
advance the cost of the passage for these veter-
ans to go to the British colonies, and in return 
would receive half of their pension payments 
until the fare money was recouped. The vet-
erans would keep the other half and their full 
pension would be restored to them within eight 
years. But the British government in 1830 opted 
instead for a complete pension buy-out scheme 
open to veterans from throughout the British 
Isles, including Ireland, which did not have the 
extensive network of poor law administrators 
key to Hardinge’s scheme.

The scheme adopted was cheaper to admin-
ister. Hardinge told the British House of Com-
mons in 1834 that he believed the emigration 
scheme as implemented was “cruel” and “un-
just” and had led to men who had served their 
country well being reduced to begging or gov-

ernment make-work schemes to put food on 
the table. 

“There is no class of men so reckless or so 
thoughtless as these old soldiers; and I think 
that it would not have cost the War Office much 
inquiry to have foreseen what would be the ef-
fect of the temptation so imprudently held out 
to these persons,” he had told his fellow Mem-
bers of Parliament in a speech condemning the 
scheme. 

The Secretary at War in 1834, Edward Ellice, 
said he agreed that “Soldiers had not that pru-
dence, that skill, or that bodily vigour, that were 
necessary to qualify men to become settlers.” He 
told Hardinge that he had arranged for pensions 
to be restored to veterans who had managed to 
repay the money they had received when they 
surrendered their pensions. He did not add that 
the veterans had been charged interest on the 
sum being repaid. 

The would-be settlers often presented a 
sorry sight as they spilled from the cholera-

infested ships which had carried them across 
the Atlantic. Around 50 veterans and an un-
counted number of their family members died 
from cholera on the voyage. A number of veter-
ans arrived owing the ships’ owners for the rum 
and spirits they had consumed on credit. Some 
of the wives were not much better than their 
husbands when it came to alcohol abuse. A Mrs. 
MacPherson died of alcohol poisoning shortly 
after arriving in Quebec City from Scotland. 

Charities and churches in the city found 
themselves scrambling to cope with a grow-
ing number of widows, orphans and paupers. 
The way the scheme operated did not help. The 
veterans had been advanced part of their lump 
sum to pay for their sea passage. The balance 
was to be paid in Canada and was intended 
to buy farming equipment and the supplies 
needed to stay alive until the first harvest was 
brought in. The paperwork needed to calculate 
the balance owing was sent to Halifax and often 
arrived in Quebec City six to eight weeks after 
the veterans and their families.

The taverns of the city proved too much of a 
temptation for the waiting veterans. All too of-
ten they squandered any money they had, and 
any advance they had been given on the second 
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instalment, in the taverns. They also fell prey 
to conmen or robbers. Even after the required 
papers arrived from Halifax there were further 
delays. It was discovered that the various bu-
reaucrats dealing with the veterans in Britain 
had different notions of what paperwork was 
required. Vital documents that should have 
been sent to Canada were retained in Britain.

Sir John Hobhouse, Secretary at War in 1831, 
told the House of Commons that veterans who 
stayed Canada were thriving.

“I believe when they first landed they were 
guilty of some irregularities and excesses; but 
this, perhaps, might be anticipated from this 
class of persons after a long and tedious voyage; 
but since that time they have conducted them-
selves with great steadiness,” he said.

He estimated in 1832 that the commutation 
scheme was saving the British taxpayer £55,000 
a year, at a time when Army pensions cost the 
British Government £1.5 million annually. 

But the truth was that the former soldiers 
were not good pioneer stock. John William-

son agreed with the Lieutenant Governor of 
Upper Canada Sir John Colborne, a veteran of 
Waterloo, when he branded the scheme “cruel.”  
“While serving in the army, which in most cases 
constitute a considerable portion of the man’s 
life, he has had no care in providing for his own 
wants, every thing being found for him; he has, 
therefore, no thought of tomorrow, and to the 
provident care of money he is a total stranger,” 
wrote Williamson. The British Army never en-
couraged its rank and file  to think for them-
selves. One soldier in the 94th Foot who had 
dared speak directly to an officer was informed 
by him: “Damn you sir. You have no right to 
think; there are people paid to think for you — 
do what you are ordered, sir, right or wrong.” 
[When was this said? at the time of the pension 
fiasco, or earlier during battle?]

Many of the veterans were also physically 
unsuited to the hard work required to hack 
a farm out of the bush. Almost 70% of them 
were already over the age of 40 when they ar-
rived. No fewer than 95 of them were over 60 
years old. Some were missing limbs, partially 
paralyzed or were lame. At least one was to-
tally blind. All, however, had been passed as 

fit by doctors in Britain. 
It also became clear that not all the veterans 

understood the terms of the scheme. Some be-
lieved the lump sum was an advance on four 
years’ pension and it would be restored in the 
fifth year — not very different from Hardinge’s 
original proposal. As it turned out, the cost of 
the emergency relief for the veterans and their 
families in the form of clothing, food, and bed-
ding could run to around 50% more from the 
public purse than the men had been entitled to 
as army pensioners.  

But the authorities in Britain stubbornly 
maintained that the surrender of pension 
rights was irrevocable and there was opposi-
tion to emergency relief. One senior War Office 
official wrote to his counterpart at the Colo-
nial Office in 1837 that “no small portion of the 
distress which is now so strongly complained 
of may fairly be attributed to the injudicious 
manner in which assistance has been given to 
these persons, thus encouraging them in im-
provident habits, and teaching them to rely 
rather upon the Government than upon their 
own efforts.” 

Even the land grants proved a major head-
ache. Many of the veterans sold their 100-acre 
grants at knockdown prices. One official sug-
gested the price of a bottle of rum was enough 
to secure a parcel of land that should have 
fetched £25. Established landowners and farm-
ers complained that the value of their property 
had been lowered and the land grants were 
stopped in 1834.

The Canadian authorities estimated that per-
haps 300 veterans, one-in-ten, did make an at-
tempt to clear and farm their land. But only the 
toughest, fittest, and most determined, or those 
with strong healthy children to do the work,  
had any chance of success. One writer reported 
that the trees in her township were 80 feet tall 
and 12 feet in circumference. To clear such land 
was beyond the physical capabilities of broken-
down veterans. 

“We have said, and we repeat it, that no-one 
is fit for settling land in Canada but those who 
have been brought up in agricultural labour, or 
have been in the habit of placing no dependence 
on anything but  their own labour and care.” 
noted the Quebec Gazette in an 1833 editorial.

It quickly became apparent that many of 
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the veterans had no idea that the land needed 
to be cleared.

The success stories, such as that of former 
Sergeant Roger McHugh of the 27th Inniskill-
ing Regiment, whose grandson George repre-
sented Ontario’s Victoria South constituency in 
the House of Commons and was senator for 25 
years, were far outnumbered by the failures. The 
colonial authorities and charity relief agencies 
were swamped with reports of 
veterans and their families beg-
ging on the streets of Canada’s 
cities and towns. 

In 1835 a sweep of Toronto 
saw 17 Irish veterans and 51 of 
their family members hauled 
off the streets and transported 
to a remote army outpost at 
Penetanguishe on Lake Hu-
ron. There they were housed 
in shacks and given a small 
amount of land to cultivate in 
the hope that the community 
would become self-sustain-
ing. But by 1837 most of the 
community, now numbering 
around 100, were still living on 
government rations. In 1846 only one tired-out 
former sergeant remained. 

Elsewhere, colonial officials were divided 
over the best way to stop the pauperized former 
pensioners and their families from freezing or 
starving to death. Old soldiers had been put to 
work building township roads but this could 
only ever be a temporary fix. Some officials ar-
gued that supplying the veterans and their fam-
ilies clothing and rations was better than giving 
them cash hand-outs. But it was found that 
many of the veterans preferred not to haul these 
supplies the 30 to 40 miles back home from the 
government depots and were selling them to 
buy alcohol. 

When arch-reformer Lord Durham took 
up the veterans’ case in 1838 he claimed 

three-quarters of those who came to Canada 
were dead. 

Durham added his voice to the condemna-
tion of the British Government for ever believ-
ing the veterans would make suitable colonists. 

“The labour to be performed by a settler in the 
wilderness is of an arduous and painful char-
acter, and demands great physical and mental 
energy, combined with a facility of adaptation 
to new circumstances seldom found in men of 
mature years or settled habits,” he proclaimed. 

Durham also pointed out that while the Brit-
ish taxpayer may have gained from the scheme, 
a heavy financial burden had been placed on 

the Canadian authorities. 
Legislators in Upper Canada 

added their weight to the calls 
for the pensions to be restored. 
Some even suggested that suc-
cessive harsh winters would 
soon cull the number of num-
ber of pensioned veterans.

A proper head count was 
ordered following Lord Dur-
ham’s intervention. Eventually 
a list of 654 veterans claim-
ing to be in need of help was 
drawn up. In 1840 the Brit-
ish Government reluctantly 
agreed to pay the veterans a 
pension of around fourpence 
each a day. For most veterans 

this was less than half of the original pension 
they had given up. Bureaucrats constantly 
worked to trim down the number of men re-
ceiving even the reduced pension. British gov-
ernment ministers still had little sympathy for 
the old soldiers who had commuted their pen-
sions. “The bargain was certainly improvident; 
but the pensioners did not make it without be-
ing fully aware of the nature of the contract,” 
the Secretary at War between 1846 and 1852 
and a former officer in the Cameron Highland-
ers, Fox Maule, told fellow MPs in 1847. By 1852 
all pension payments had ceased.

One of the supposed benefits of the original 
scheme had been to create a pool of army vet-
erans to help defend Canada. When William 
Lyon MacKenzie launched a rebellion in 1837 
a number of veterans, often shoeless and in 
rags, had indeed volunteered their services to 
the authorities. John Williamson was among 
them. He became a drill sergeant with Mait-
land’s Battalion of the Montreal Volunteers. 
Williamson died in 1840 still never having 
touched a plough. •
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1841” in his Confederation speeches in 1865. 
The full quote can even be found in the debate 
collection edited by Ajzenstat et al.:

In the constitution we propose to continue the 
system of responsible government, which has 
existed in this province since 1841 and which 
has long obtained in the mother country. This 
is a feature of our constitution as we have it 
now, and as we shall have it in the federation ...†

The most eminent political historians of the 
19th century, Alpheus Todd (a contemporary of 
the events) and John George Bourinot, took as 
a given historical fact that the grant of Respon-
sible Government occurred in 1841. Specifically, 
they regarded February 10, 1841 — the date on 
which the Act of Union, 1840 entered into force 
and amalgamated Upper Canada and Lower 
Canada into the United Province of Canada — 
as the turning point.

Alpheus Todd defined Responsible Gov-
ernment as one in which “the personal will of 
the Sovereign can only find public expression 
through official channels, or in the perfor-
mance of acts of state, which have been ad-
vised or approved by responsible ministers.”‡ 
However, Todd’s understanding hinges upon 
the role of the Governor in the 19th century as 
an Imperial officer appointed by and answer-
able to the British Cabinet. In 1841, Colonial 
Secretary Lord John Russell instructed Gov-
ernor General Poulett Thompson, later Lord 
Sydenham, that the principle of responsible 
government would apply only to local matters. 
In Imperial matters, the Governor would act 
not according to the advice of colonial min-
isters but instead “in obedience to his royal 
instructions.” (Todd, p. 8-9) Moreover, Todd 
argued that the reason why the Governor Gen-
eral retained the discretion to refuse ministe-
rial advice under exceptional circumstances is 
because he exercised the prerogative authority 
of the one and indivisible Imperial Crown in 
the name of the Queen, and that the author-

† Canada’s Founding Debates, p. 282). I thank DR 
editor C.P. Champion for pointing this out.

‡ On The Position of a Constitutional Governor Under 
Responsible Government (Ottawa: Library of Parlia-
ment, 1878), p. 5.

T he Dorchester Review has taken John 
Ralston Saul to task more than once for 

portraying Responsible Government in 1848 
as part of a struggle for independence. “In 
practice,” C.P. Champion wrote in 2011, “the 
Province of Canada already had responsible 
government by 1841” under its Governor, Lord 
Sydenham.* In Saul’s defence, most constitu-
tional historians of recent memory, including 
Janet Ajzenstat, Eugene Forsey, Thomas Hockin, 
Peter Hogg, Louis Massicotte, and Barbara Mes-
samore state that Responsible Government was 
granted to Canada in 1848.

But locating Responsible Government in 
1848 divorces it from the Rebellions of 1837, 
the Durham Report of 1839, and the beginning 
of Lord Elgin’s term as Governor in 1847. And 
it ignores contemporary 19th  century authori-
ties who said that the grant of Responsible Gov-
ernment occurred not in 1848 but in 1841. Was 
1841, in fact, the year of Responsible Govern-
ment, rather than 1848?

Sir John A. Macdonald observed that Canada 
had enjoyed Responsible Government “since 

* “Pushing at an Open Door,” Spring-Summer 2011, 
pp. 46-50.
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ity therefore existed outside of colonial in-
stitutions per se. Todd says, “The Governor is 
personally responsible to the Imperial Govern-
ment for his exercise of the prerogative right of 
dissolving parliament ...” (p. 24.)

In 1891, Joseph Adolphe Chapleau, the 
Secretary of State for Canada in Macdonald’s 
cabinet, said “Responsible Government was 
conceded to Canada” in 1841, though he also 
acknowledged that “the principle was not de-
finitively established until 
1847.” (Report to the Imperial 
Privy Council on the Constitu-
tion of Canada). British con-
stitutional scholar Arthur B. 
Keith states that the Act of 
Union, which entered into 
force in 1841, marked the 
“adoption of the principle of 
responsible government.” A 
well-known reference, Mc-
Cord’s Hand-Book of Cana-
dian Dates (1888) by Fred A. 
McCord, assistant law clerk 
in the House of Commons, 
on page 11 gives the date of 
“Responsible Government” as 
February 10, 1841.

So which is it? Why would recent scholars 
so eagerly contradict authorities like Todd, 

who actually witnessed these events?
The short answer is: semantics. The longer 

answer is that these early and later scholars 
had in mind different definitions of Responsible 
Government — particularly with respect to col-
lective ministerial responsibility. It’s partly a 
question of how successive Colonial governors 
like Baron Sydenham, Sir Charles Bagot, Lord 
Metcalfe, and Earl Cathcart interpreted their 
commissions and instructions, and how their 
patrons in the UK, Lord John Russell and Earl 
Grey, interpreted the scope of “internal affairs” 
of the Province versus the interests of the Brit-
ish Empire as a whole.

R. MacGregor Dawson, the historian and 
Mackenzie King biographer, has provided the 
missing link. Dawson described the system of 
government in the United Province of Canada 
between 1841 and 1847 as a “transitionary peri-
od” and “a half-way policy.” Sharing this half-way 

position, historians Audrey O’Brien and Marc 
Bosc state that the Act of Union, 1840 “signalled 
the acceptance of the  principle  of responsible 
government by the colonial administration.”

While the principle was adopted in 1841, full 
practice took a few years to catch up. Sydenham 
implemented only one of the necessary prereq-
uisites for Responsible Government: individual 
ministerial responsibility. While Sydenham 
turned the Executive Council into a coherent 

governing body by creating 
ministries placing them each 
under the responsibility of one 
minister, he also acted like 
a prime minister by actively 
leading the Executive Council 
and using his authority and 
patronage to ensure that his 
ministers continued to main-
tain the support of the assem-
bly.

Between 1841 and 1847, 
Sydenham and his immediate 
successors did not effectively 
implement the other neces-
sary condition for Respon-
sible Government: collective 

ministerial responsibility. As O’Brien and Bosc 
conclude, Sydenham’s system of individual min-
isterial responsibility in the hands of an active 
governor who dispensed patronage liberally 
“pave[d] the way for the introduction of respon-
sible or cabinet government of the type which 
still exists.” They describe collective ministe-
rial responsibility as having emerged later than 
individual ministerial responsibility and argue 
that it came about when “Ministers [were] ex-
pected to take responsibility for, and defend, 
all Cabinet decisions.” They also contend that 
collective ministerial responsibility promotes 
“stability [...] by uniting the responsibilities of 
the individual Ministers under the collective re-
sponsibility of the Crown.” In other words, since 
all Ministers in Cabinet receive their commis-
sion of authority to govern from the Crown, and 
since the Crown of Canada in right of Canada is 
indivisible, the Crown can only enact one deci-
sion on any given matter. 

In the 1840s, the United Province of Canada 
was a Crown colony of the British Empire; the 
personal union of several Crowns would not 

Sydenham acted 
like a prime min-

ister in 1841, using 
his authority and 

patronage to ensure 
that his ministers 

continued to main-
tain the support of 

the assembly.
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emerge until the 1930s, after the passage of 
the Statute of Westminster. The Governor Gen-
eral of British North America, like all Governors 
stationed throughout the Empire, received his 
commission from the Queen and his instruc-
tions from the Colonial Secretary and was 
therefore an agent of the Imperial Crown and 
reported to the Colonial Secretary. 
Governors were therefore 
bound to act in accor-
dance with their letters 
and instructions.

So was it 1841 or 1848? 
The answer depends 

on whether historians 
regard collective minis-
terial responsibility and 
cabinet solidarity as one 
of the necessary condi-
tions of this system of 
government.

Strictly speaking, 
Bourinot’s definition 
(“Ministers of the Crown 
are responsible for all 
acts of the Crown”) could 
be interpreted as refer-
ring only to individual 
ministerial responsibil-
ity — not collective ministerial responsibility 
and solidarity — because individual ministers 
who disagree with one another could still take 
responsibility, separately and without solidar-
ity with one another, for all acts of the Crown.

In practice, however, what MacGregor Daw-
son calls the “transition” or “half-way policy” 
when Governors acted like First Ministers, 
implicated themselves directly in politics, and 
tried to persuade the assembly to accept his 
ministers rather than replacing his ministers 
in accordance with the assembly’s wishes, 
proved unworkable and contradictory — a 
situation that was resolved by Lord Elgin in 
1848-49. Responsible Government cannot ex-
ist if the assembly holds no confidence in the 
ministry and if ministers cannot act collective-
ly and in solidarity with each other, as Baldwin 
and LaFontaine’s ministry was able to do, with 
Elgin’s support. 

A word on scholars: Ajzenstat identifies as 
two schools of thought. First, there are the 
“Liberals” who regard “the overthrow of co-
lonial oligarchies” (the Château Clique and 
the Family Compact) in “the struggle for re-
sponsible government” as central. Secondly, 
there are the “Laurentians,“ who in the mid-

20th century established the 
”approach to Canadian 
history now associated 
with Canadian-identity 
scholars.”

Liberals regarded the 
political history of the 
mid-19th century as para-
mount and focussed on 
how political institutions, 
particularly parliament 
and the executive evolved, 
from the Rebellions of 
1837 to the grant of Re-
sponsible Government. 
In contrast, Laurentians, 
when they deigned to dis-
cuss institutions and the 
BNA Act at all, focused on 
the division of powers. The 
Liberal school was domi-
nant until the mid-20th 
century, when the Lauren-
tian “nationalist” school 

saturated academia and the scholarship. The 
shift in the debate about Responsible Govern-
ment occurred at about the same time. After 
Dawson, most scholars came to regard 1848 as 
the operative date.

The British accepted Responsible Govern-
ment in principle in 1841 — and the governors 
began to practise it. But the Canadians did not 
implement it in practice properly until 1848, 
when Elgin, acting on Colonial Secretary Lord 
Grey’s instructions, recognized that the major-
ity in the assembly alone — and no longer in 
conjunction with the Governor’s patronage — 
determines who governs.

Thus Elgin appointed a new ministry ac-
cordingly in January 1848 — and, importantly, 
backed it up in the Annexation Manifesto crisis 
of 1849 — and Responsible Government has re-
mained intact, both in principle and in practice, 
ever since. •

Baron Sydenham in 1840: 

Canada’s 1st Prime Minister?

W.H. MOTE / TORONTO REFERENCE LIBRARY
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Multiculturalism is at the root of Canada’s 
officially and generally much celebrated 

diversity. It’s in the Constitution. Within a few 
years of a Royal Commission in 1963 setting out 
to explore Canada’s bilingualism and bicultural-
ism Pierre Trudeau was proclaiming that Cana-
da was multicultural.

The idea is that Canada, and by implication 
any really good country, is simply a legal struc-
ture with a territorial jurisdiction in which any 
people should be able to live happily without a 
culture specific to the territory and legal struc-
ture. Within the territory and legal structure 
any number of cultures should be accepted, 
respected, constitutionally protected. We’ll all 
be happy subscribing to universal values that 
both transcend and respect specific cultures. It 
is premised that we all have a culture and that 
its flourishing is essential to our well being, but 
it is denied that they have any relation to place.

What are these cultures and why do they 
matter?

They are ways of living together that grew up 
over hundreds of years in other countries: lan-
guage, manners, cuisine, religion, law. The ele-
ments of culture are numberless.

So some time in the Dark Ages the Ruritans, 
from somewhere else, came to what is now Ru-
ritania and gained an ascendancy over those 
who were already there, who may have been 
far from indigenous, and in time a culture, 
language and all, emerged. It was a fusion, the 
result of some melting pot, though no perfect 
representation of the populace that went into 
it’s making. Power and circumstance led to 
some elements dominating and others disap-
pearing. But despite, perhaps, periods of sub-
jugation from others with their own cultures, a 
culture emerged.

And that culture became the basis of a life 
together, subordinate perhaps for a time to an 

empire, for empires were the first, if qualified, 
accommodators of multiculturalism, but, in 
the 19th or early 20th century, the basis of a na-
tion state.

So they became Ruritanians. But many of 
them, for whatever reasons, decided to emi-
grate. And some came to Canada.

They, like those who had already come from 
many other countries, mainly supposed that 
in leaving their old country for a new country 
they would not only abandon their allegiance to 
Queen Flavia for allegiance to Queen Victoria, 
but cease to be Ruritanians and become Ca-
nadians. They might still be fond of Ruritanian 
cooking and keep in touch with relatives. Send 
them money. Sing old songs. But most would 
get on with their lives and adapt, that is to say 
assimilate, to a new culture: learn English, be-
gin to understand our laws and ways, mix with 
other Canadians, largely British, but others 
from elsewhere in the course of assimilation.

Some, though, kept up links with their old 
country, by keeping in touch with increasingly 
remote relatives but also by keeping up ele-
ments of its culture in their new country, follow-
ing the news from the old country, forming as-
sociations where Ruritanians could be together 
and be Ruritanian. When the Bi and Bi Royal 
Commission was sent out on the assumption 
that Canada had two cultures, French Canadian 
and English Canadian, they protested and mul-
ticulturalism was born.

The cultures multiculturalism promotes are 
all the result of people living together for 

centuries in other countries developing a way of 
living together. This it posits is a fundamental 
human value. But it denies that people living 
in Canada for centuries now should develop a 
Canadian culture, even one to which in a melt-
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ing pot Ruritanians might make their contribu-
tion. The process by which cultures developed 
in other countries and other times, and may 
still be developing elsewhere in the world, must 
stop at the Canadian border. And if, before we 
saw the light in the sixties, a Canadian culture 
had been developing, it must be distilled into its 
elements, which can then be put in their place.

That Canadian culture was not, however, sim-
ply a mix of the cultures those 
who had come to Canada had 
brought with them. Whatever 
brought people to the New 
World, different circumstanc-
es in a new land, time, all con-
tributed to the development of 
a new culture, however much 
it carried over from old cul-
tures. Americans by 1776 had 
developed their own culture, 
however much they appealed 
to their rights as Englishmen 
in their revolt against the King. 
So Canadians by 1867, though 
self-consciously British, were 
also consciously American 
and had developed a Canadian 
culture.

Ruritanian Canadians too must see their 
culture change in a new land and in new times. 
That they have in common with Canadians of 
whatever background. But multiculturalism, 
though impeccably progressive, is bizarrely 
conservative. It overlooks culture’s constant 
flux in time, new lands and living with others. It 
seems to see cultures as static, most obviously 
when it attaches itself to folk things. Back in Ru-
ritania Ruritanian culture is changing. Here in 
Canada it must remain the same.

While Canada’s multiculturalism is of-
fered by its promoters as a model to the 

world, its beneficiaries have sometimes shown 
that they have no interest in its being extended 
to the countries where their culture grew up. 
Some Canadians with origins in the former Yu-
goslavia showed keenness for ethnic cleansing 
as that difficult experiment in multiculturalism 
broke up.

And, more benignly, Canadians keen on Can-
ada’s multiculturalism who travel to Ruritania 

may lament at dinner parties on their return 
that young Ruritanians are hanging out in the 
McDonald’s in Strelsau, dressed in Benetton, 
and listening to Justin Bieber.

Just a few years before multiculturalism be-
came a “Canadian value,” John Diefenbaker, 
whose paternal ancestors were German, was 
inveighing against the idea of “hyphenated Ca-
nadians.” As Dief, and perhaps most Canadians 

around 1960, saw it, to call 
someone a Ruritanian Cana-
dian was to qualify their Cana-
dianism. It was a kind of put-
down suggesting both a failure 
of the subject to become fully 
Canadian and a failure of un-
hyphenated Canadians to ac-
cept immigrants and descen-
dants of immigrants as fully 
Canadian.

In 2016 we must all be hy-
phenated Canadians. For it is 
the implication of multicul-
turalism that each of us must 
have a culture but that there 
is no Canadian culture, for 
that would imply that there is 

some way of living here together beyond legal 
status as citizens of a multicultural country. 
It would imply that immigrants are expected 
to assimilate, even if cultural elements they 
might bring to Canada, a cuisine or music, 
caught on with other Canadians and became 
part of Canadian culture. It would entail that 
newcomers would be at some disadvantage to 
other Canadians while they learned the ropes, 
as it were, instead of being from the moment of 
their arrival on a level field with all Canadians, 
all of whom under the theory of multicultural-
ism had their own not Canadian cultures and 
no need to assimilate.

In the 2011 census 5,834,535 respondents 
identified themselves as simply Canadian. The 
suspicion of multiculturalists is that these soi 
disants unhyphenated Canadians are Anglo-
Canadians, largely, though not necessarily all, 
of British descent, who have failed to “get with 
the programme” and think there is a Canadian 
culture.

Some “old stock” Canadians have “got with 
the programme” and proudly assert that they 

Multiculturaluism 
posits that Canada 

is simply a place 
and a legal struc-
ture in which any 
people should be 

able to live happily 
without a culture 

specific to the place 
and legal structure



are Scots, or even Cornish, Canadians just as 
others are Ruritanian Canadians. But those 
who have not may be deemed guilty of invoking 
a kind of “old stock” privilege. Of thinking that a 
kind of British American culture that was preva-
lent until the sixties was Canadian culture and 
all Canadians, wherever they or their ancestors 
came from, should adopt it.

The relationship of multiculturalism and 
bilingualism in our national ideology is not as 
simple as the swift abandonment of bicultural-
ism for multiculturalism suggests. Liquor stores 
in Ontario are punctiliously bilingual. What is 
the point? Private businesses may offer services 
in various languages from commercial consid-
erations. Bank machines in Toronto often offer 
Chinese or other languages more readily than 
French. The LCBO is not offering French to cur-
ry business with Franco-Ontarians, who are not 
many and 99.44% fluently bilingual. Whether 
there is always a clerk on hand to deal with cus-
tomers in French can rarely be tested. The point 

being made is that French Canadians belong in 
Ontario, that by means of the most important 
element of culture, language, they should be 
made to feel at home here. English on the other 
hand can be seen as simply a lingua franca.

Quebec’s “distinct society” assumes more 
than bilingualism a whole Québécois culture 
whose multicultural elements only add a bit of 
spice. Haitian, West African or Caribbean Fran-
cophones are only confirmations that French 
culture is a “world class” culture. They must not 
detract from its being French, or from its having 
its particular Canadien inflection.

A paradoxical defence of multiculturalism 
has long been the observation that immi-

grants do in fact to a large extent assimilate, 
most obviously in learning English or French. 
Bilingualism is as entrenched a value as mul-
ticulturalism. Government efforts at teaching 
English as a second language far outstrip the 
support of heritage languages, support that 

Puzzles of Multiculturalism



is only indicated because children of immi-
grants, even young immigrants, live in English. 
But it can be no defence of a value or a policy 
that it is effete.

The young with a Ruritanian background 
must often disappoint the multiculturalists. 
They forget about football and play or follow 
hockey and baseball. They lose whatever they 
had of their mother tongue. They’d rather go to 
a King Street club in Toronto 
than Ruritanian dances.

As those who came to Can-
ada with a different culture (or 
could one say “from a different 
culture”) and their children as-
similate, their Ruritanianism 
becomes very different from 
that of their cousins back in 
Ruritania. In time it becomes a 
bare identity or an attachment. 
Cousins back in Ruritania will 
see them as Canadians with a 
rather quaint understanding 
of Ruritania.

Some, pursuing a career in 
the media or the arts, or per-
haps politics, become profes-
sional multiculturals. Under the hegemony of 
multiculturalism there is a ready market for “di-
verse voices” and “extraordinary stories.” These 
voices may be far from representative of those 
they presume to speak for, who are getting on 
with their lives and more interested in their 
here and now than their background.

Preceding but carrying on with the multi-
cultural vogue there has been a vast govern-
ment support of Canadian culture: the CBC, the 
Massey Commission, the Canada Council and 
so on. The premise of this movement was that 
there was and could be a Canadian culture, if we 
could keep it from being swamped by American 
culture. But now the Canada Council and all are 
pursuing diversity.

Articles regularly appear setting out our dis-
tinct ways: our Canadian accent, our politeness, 
our “eh,” our fondness for Tim’s coffee. These 
premise and exhibit a fondness for their being a 
way of being Canadian, a Canadian culture, that 
is at odds with our official multiculturalism.

Opposition to multiculturalism has been 
generally equated with racism, though race 

Puzzles of Multiculturalism

and culture are very different concepts. But 
the presumption is that if you don’t care that 
your neighbour is of recent or remote Rurita-
nian origin you are guilty of a racist disrespect. 
For multiculturalism demands not simply not 
caring, as we should be colour blind insofar as 
race is a matter of colour, but respect for differ-
ence. Our multitude of cultures are not simply 
to be accepted as perhaps transient fact, but 

respected and sustained. In 
our social intercourse we are 
supposed to foreground not 
what we have in common but 
to fetishize small differences.

We are encouraged to think 
that Canada’s low level of eth-
nic conflict can be credited to 
multiculturalism. But back in 
1961, before multiculturalism, 
ethnic conflict in English Can-
ada was low despite over 30% 
of the population having come 
to Canada with different cul-
tures. And though we think we 
invented it, multiculturalism 
has been promoted in Europe, 
where some now think that it 

has contributed to ethnic conflict by discourag-
ing the integration — or could that be assimila-
tion — of immigrants in their new countries.

The cultures Canada is to make at home are 
all as grand as chauvinist Ruritanians think Ru-
ritanian culture is, with its wonderful cuisine, 
its great poets, its noble struggles and so on. 
If reports reach Canada that back in Ruritania 
some are unhappy with globalization, migrants, 
the sway of foreign movies, music and televi-
sion, we are aghast at the eruption of old world 
chauvinism clinging to Ruritanian culture. But 
in Canada we’re all for the protection of Rurita-
nian culture.

Because of its confusion multiculturalism 
must be an ineffectual ideal. But it is not with-
out its effects. It sows confusion. In a country 
challenged by two cultures and a cognate and 
dominating culture to the south, it stands in the 
way of our understanding who we are here.

But despite the efforts of governments, Ca-
nadians still persist, wherever they or their 
forebears came from, in being Canadians. Are 
they wrong to? •

Multiculturalism 
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I                      visited my family’s ancestral land of Poland 
for the first time earlier this year. It is per-

haps a testament to Ontario’s education system 
(though its merits seem to be fewer and fewer 
at present) that I was taught early in life about 
atrocities carried out particularly upon the Jews 
in the course of the Second World War. But I, 
like many, felt the need to see and learn more. 
Thus what I had planned as a leisurely grand 
tour became, by way of a sombre visit to the 
most notorious Nazi death camp on Polish soil, 
a sobering experience.

I was familiar with the cold facts and figures. 
I had seen many maps illustrating the size of 
Jewish communities in Poland before and after 
the war. It was there at Auschwitz though, while 

contemplating the sheer physical scale of the 
crimes committed, that I was presented with 
another map similar to ones I had seen many 
times before. This map, in block 27 of the Mu-
seum (Shoah), reminded me that before the war 
Poland was home to one-third of Europe’s Jews. 
This was by far the densest community of its 
kind, with most of the remainder also scattered 
across Eastern Europe. Indeed, Poland was 
home to the second-largest Jewish community 
in the world next to the United States — many 
American Jews having themselves emigrated 
from Poland.

For me this raised the question: how had 
Poland become one of the most important cen-
tres of Jewish settlement and culture in history 
in the first place? The answer goes back to the 
foundations of the Polish state.

The very name of the land lent itself to cul-
tural explanations for early Jewish settlement. 
Fleeing Western European persecution, Jewish 
refugees are said to have heard a divine voice ut-

TRAVEL

Origins of Poland’s Jewry
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‘Reception of the Jews in Poland,’ painted in 1889 by Jan Matejko
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Poland’s Jewry

ter in Hebrew “Poh lin” upon arriving in Poland: 
“Dwell here.” (The German is “Polen.”) A similar 
version simply has Poland’s Latinized name 
heard by arriving Jews as the Hebrew Poh lan 
Yah: “Here dwells the Lord.”

As usual reliable sources are more nuanced, 
though they too present a land that would be-
come known as Paradisus Iudaeorum through-
out Europe. As a visiting scholar would remark 
in the 18th century, “[The Jews] 
appear to be more the lords 
of the country than even the 
Poles themselves.”

The very first Jews to find 
their way to Poland arrived 
there in the second half of 
the 8th century before the 
traditional date of Poland’s 
founding as a state. They 
were traders who had estab-
lished outposts on the trade 
routes from Western Europe 
towards Khazaria and along 
the Danube to the Eastern 
Roman Empire. One of these 
routes wound through Kra-
kow on its way East. Having already been estab-
lished as a major trading centre, Krakow and its 
trade roads provided as good a location as any 
for another such Jewish outpost.

Roughly a century later, the Kingdom of Po-
land came into existence. Her first king entered 
into communion with the Roman Catholic 
Church and established it as the most easterly 
bulwark of the Latin Rite. Though proud, the 
earliest kings of Poland recognized the need to 
foster economic growth. Thus in the 13th cen-
tury, Poland’s king issued what would become 
the foundation of Jewish rights in a general 
charter that allowed Jews to travel freely, trade 
throughout lands held by the crown, practice 
their religion, and provided exemptions from 
serfdom. It even established an independent 
Jewish judiciary.

The nature of Poland’s relatively distinct feu-
dal system allowed for a noble class that 

began and continued to develop as uniquely 

powerful in Europe. This would lead to frequent 
power struggles with the crown and an increas-
ingly disjointed dominion. Indeed, a quirk of the 
Polish state was the possibility that charters not 
renewed by the succeeding king or noble lord 
could be deemed void.

This situation actually led to even greater 
opportunity for Jewish settlers. Poland was not 
free from anti-Semitic prejudice. But where 

Jews did come upon nobles 
who proved to be less than 
accommodating, they simply 
moved to towns with more 
liberal provisions or waited 
to lobby more tolerant suc-
cessors. More often than not, 
the nobility’s attitudes to-
wards the Jews reflected their 
desire for the greater tax rev-
enue and economic develop-
ment the newcomers were 
expected to provide. There 
are even examples of the 
nobility encouraging Jewish 
settlement in their towns as 
a way to check the strangle-
holds of certain trade guilds.

In pursuit of economic growth Poland 
would continue to expand its allowances for 
Jews to participate in a far greater range of eco-
nomic activities than those they were restricted 
to in the West. They were even appointed as 
managers of noble estates.

Though this situation tended to vary from 
time to time and from county to county, this 
overall tolerant state of affairs emerged along 
the very trade routes that had brought Poland 
her first Jewish settlers.

A visiting Papal legate would write in the 16th 
century:

In these principalities one still comes upon 
masses of Jews who are not disdained as much 
as in some other lands. They do not live here 
under pitiful conditions and do not engage in 
lowly pursuits ... But rather, they possess land, 
engage in commerce, and devote themselves 
to study, especially medicine and astrology ... 

Poland was not free 
from anti-Semitic 

prejudice. But where 
Jews met nobles who 
were less accommo-
dating, they simply 

moved to towns with 
more liberal provi-
sions or waited to 

lobby more tolerant 
successors.
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They possess considerable wealth and they are 
not only among the respectable citizens, but 
occasionally even dominate them. They wear 
no special marks to distinguish them from 
Christians and are even permitted to wear the 
sword and to go about armed. In general, they 
enjoy equal rights.

Jews in Poland numbered about 30,000 at 
the beginning of the 16th century. From here 
the population would increase rapidly with an 
influx of settlers that had been expelled fol-
lowing (ironically) a partition of Hungary and 
a renewal of Western European hostilities that 
stemmed from the heightening religious fer-
vour of the Reformation. The Jewish population 
of Poland by the latter part of the 16th century 
numbered roughly 150,000 and increased fur-
ther to 450,000 by the mid-17th century.

Though it’s tempting to attribute these fig-
ures solely to immigration, they represent in 
equal part both newcomers and markedly 
higher birth rates coupled with markedly lower 
death rates compared to their Polish compatri-
ots. These phenomena are frequently attributed 
to a combination of more developed support 
structures within Jewish communities, a great-
er degree of isolation reducing the spread of dis-
ease, and freedom from involvement in military 
affairs.

However these factors also serve as a remind-
er that while Jews in Poland enjoyed a degree of 
tolerance markedly greater than in any other 
European state, anti-Semitic attitudes still per-
sisted, especially among the lower classes. Ac-
cusations similar to those levelled in Western 
Europe — such as rumours of child sacrifice 
and host desecration — were especially preva-
lent during periods of economic decline. In-
terestingly, the nobility played little to no part 
in the writing or propagation of anti-Semitic 
works of the late 16th century.

Indeed, having heard of the relatively toler-
ant conditions for Jews in Poland, popes issued 
directives for Polish clergy to preach sermons in 
synagogues to convert Jews. Unfortunately for 
Their Holinesses, Polish clergy had established 
deep economic ties with Jews that even includ-
ed contracts to manage Church estates. True to 
form, this served to moderate ideological hos-
tility and papal directives had little effect.

Coinciding with significant increases in 
the Jewish population was the transitioning 
of Poland from kingdom to commonwealth in 
the mid-16th century. The childless king sought 
to ensure continuity of the union between the 
crown of Poland and the duchy of Lithuania 
that had been secured three centuries prior. 
Since no successor existed who could claim 
both titles, they were incorporated into an en-
tirely new domain that would become one of 
Europe’s largest states: the Polish-Lithuanian 
Commonwealth. In this new realm the powers 
of the nobility and quirks of the realm became 
even more pronounced, with an elected mon-
arch presiding over a Parliament of nobles in 
which any one member could veto any proceed-
ing with a word, in what was termed the libe-
rum veto. Though hailed as progressive, such 
grand expressions of individual power could 
only lead to disaster.

With new state institutions came tax re-
form. Though when compared to com-

munities in Western Europe Jews in Poland 
had an advantageous position when it came to 
individual rights, these ended when it came to 
the question of money owed to the state. Having 
encouraged Jews to settle almost entirely on the 
promise of economic growth, the state was only 
too eager to frequently raise taxes on Jews. Thus 
Jews (like everyone else) tended to hide their 
true household numbers from census takers to 
lower their taxation commitments.

This was especially important for Jewish 
communities since each individual community 
was required to pay their share of tax in lump 
sums to the state. Presumably nobles started to 
get wise to the goings-on when they were lob-
bied by more Jews than the tax rolls reported 
were residing in their domains. Indeed, Jew-
ish communities had put forward a significant 
number of political advocates as the centuries 
passed — prompted by the necessity of lobbying 
incoming royals and nobles in order to renew 
expired charters.

These lobbying efforts would prove crucial 
in the establishment of a Jewish institution 
unique in Europe for its longevity and breadth 
of authority. By the end of the 16th century the 

Poland’s Jewry
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Polish Parliament had given consent to what 
was called Congressus Iudaeorum, and what 
Jews would call the Council of the Four Lands 
— that is, the four regions of the Polish-Lith-
uanian Commonwealth. Operating as a bi-
cameral parliament with a lay assembly and 
council of rabbis, it met twice annually and 
served as a combination of appellate court, 
regulator of religious observances, and man-
ager of fiscal ordinances including the collec-
tion of taxes.

Not surprisingly the Commonwealth’s pri-
mary motivation for legitimizing the Council 
was to facilitate taxation. Rather than collect-
ing revenue from each community, the Council 
made a lump sum on behalf of Polish Jewry.

This new method of taxation allowed the 
state to focus greater resources on pressing 
problems such as foreign invasion and the 
roiling Counter-Reformation. At the Com-
monwealth’s inception, the Polish nobility had 
prided itself on being an enlightened gentry in 
concert with its Western counterparts.

Indeed, the majority of the nobles had 
converted to Reformation heresies propa-
gated by their Western neighbours. The 
eastern bulwark of the Latin Church was, at 
one stage, on its way to becoming the new-
est Protestant state — and no doubt would 
have done so had Roman Catholicism not 
been married to expressions of patriotism in 
the face of foreign invasions. Poland’s major 
belligerents were non-Catholic and proud of 
it. During Sweden’s highly successful inva-
sions of Poland in the mid-17th century the 
Swedish king is said to have remarked to Oli-
ver Cromwell that there soon wouldn’t be a 
single papist left in Poland.

The eventual victory over successive non-
Catholic invaders sealed Poland’s fate as one of 
Europe’s most fervently Catholic states — and 
the nobility embraced this new reality with gus-
to. With Roman Catholic fervour reaching new 
heights, the Church was ready to have another 
go at renewal. Pope Benedict XIV issued an en-
cyclical in the mid-18th century on the subject of 
the Jews in Poland in which he urged isolation 
for Jews and declared, “All those activities that 
are now allowed in Poland are forbidden.”

Though not carried out to the letter, the 
Pope’s edict aggravated Poles’ mounting ideo-
logical zeal. Combined with further economic 
decline and an increasingly fragile state, Poles 
moved to circumscribe Jewish liberties. Neigh-
bouring powers had figured out that it was 
remarkably simple to strangle Polish state 
mechanisms if they had a few nobles willing to 
exercise their liberum veto with some frequen-
cy. In need of money and finding new levels of 
mistrust in their Jewish estates, the Council of 
the Four Lands was dissolved in the mid-18th 
century. The Commonwealth did not long out-
last the Council. Poland was partitioned out of 
existence in the last years of the 18th century.

Inglorious though its end was, the legacy of 
Poland’s centuries of unique tolerance towards 
Jews over an area that at its height represented 
nearly half of Eastern Europe is striking. These 
policies allowed a people that had already en-
dured immense persecution to achieve some 
measure of respite and even pride in institu-
tions they could call their own. My visit many 
centuries later, to the melancholy traces of their 
presence — battered and bruised but not yet 
lost — allowed me to take a little pride in the 
history of my ancestral land. •

Poland’s Jewry
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Placemakers, emperors, kings, entrepreneurs: a brief 
history of real estate development. Herb Auerbach 
with Ira Nadel. Figure 1, 2016.

Early in his career 
Herb Auerbach left 

New York to become resi-
dent architect for Place 
Ville Marie in the heart 
of Montreal. His bosses 
on the major office and 
retail complex were ar-
chitect I.M. Pei, designer 
Henry N. Cobb, and ulti-
mately American devel-
oper William Zeckendorf 
of Webb and Knapp. At 
the conclusion of that 
transformative project in 
1964, he chose to remain 
in Canada as real estate 
development consultant 
and vice-president of de-
velopment for Concordia 
Estates Development Company. Since then he 
has wheeled and dealed with international vi-
sionaries and local scoundrels, not to mention 
international scoundrels and local visionaries. 
Auerbach describes his book as “ a personal look 
at history through the lens of real estate develop-
ment.” Any personal look at history is bound to 
be something of a self-portrait, and I recognised 
him in every vignette, whether the character por-
trayed is himself or Cardinal Richelieu. 

Often autobiography introduces history. 
The chapter on France starts with a love story 
set during the Cold War age, the time of the 
Korean War. With a Bachelor of Architecture 
degree from the Pratt Institute and a commis-
sion in the US Army Corps of Engineers, the 
young Herb Auerbach was assigned to com-
munications zone headquarters in Orleans, 

France.  Here he met Mary James, a civilian em-
ployed by the American army. They fell in love, 
were married and lived happily ever after until 

Mary’s death a few months 
before the publication of 
this book. After two years 
in Orleans taking every 
opportunity to visit the 
chateaux along the Loire 
River, followed by two 
years in Paris working 
with a French-American 
architectural firm, Herb 
returned to America with 
a sense of how cities and 
buildings had developed 
in the past and a mindset 
ready for the challenges of 
the future. He had a family 
and he had a career.

When I met him on a 
project in my community, 
I was impressed by his 
imagination, creativity 

and genuine interest in human and environ-
mental contexts. So I was taken aback to be 
told that this charismatic representative of the 
corporation with which we were talking was a 
“Real Estate Developer.” He admits his profes-
sion has a “bad rap,” perhaps an occupational 
hazard associated with a creative imagination 
and a willingness to take risks.

In recent decades he has taught at Simon 
Fraser University in Vancouver, where his inter-
est in the history of his subject blossomed into 
this informative and pleasantly eccentric book: 
a collection of stories from various epochs, sup-
plemented by autobiographical snippets, with 
beautiful illustrations and layout.

After musing on the question “Why we 
build” and considering the relationship be-

History as Real Estate Development
Phyllis Reeve
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tween land and laws, he guides us on a realtor’s 
tour of the ages: the city of Ur and the ziggurat, 
Alexandria in ancient Egypt, Rome as republic 
and empire, Tudor England, fortress towns old 
and new, the walled city of Richelieu, pictur-
esque towns and garden suburbs, the new Paris 
of Napoleon III, utopias for profit, the railroad’s 
part in the development of the forest of Le Vé-
sinet in France and Shaker Heights in Ohio, the 
high-rise and the State, the 
automobile’s creation of sub-
urbs and shopping malls, and 
at last into the future with a 
look at lunar real estate, a 
possibility he does not entire-
ly write off.

A double-page spread of 
two dozen characters from 
these stories ranges from Al-
exander the Great to Zeck-
endoff, and randomly places 
Donald Trump between 
Emperor Taizu, founder of 
China’s Song Dynasty in 960 
AD and Sir Christopher Wren, 
rebuilder of 17th century Lon-
don. These are men on a mis-
sion, often larger than life and not afraid to fail 
(at least, not in business - politics may be another 
issue). Trump earns Auerbach’s admiration for 
his imaginative pursuit of the air rights above the 
Tiffany building in New York City, not because he 
planned to build on top of Tiffany’s but because 
he needed to prevent anyone else from blocking 
the view of his adjacent eponymous Tower.

Among Auerbach’s facts, serendipitous dis-
coveries, and suggested possibilities are 

the following: 

• Termites are the only creatures beside hu-
mans that aspire to build higher. 

• The concepts of title and laws to protect per-
sonal property originated in biblical times, as 
illustrated by the story of Abraham and the 
establishment of the Tombs of the Patriarchs, 
which demonstrated the importance of fee 
simple ownership. 

• Plato and Aristotle debated private owner-
ship, Aristotle generally for and Plato gener-
ally against, but both with qualifications.

• Henry VIII’s expropriation of church prop-
erty and dissolution of monasteries enabled 
development opportunities for the Drapers 
Company, an organization of successful busi-
nessmen who raised funds for charity. China, 
ancient and modern, has also understood 
the concept of exchanging land for loyalty. 
In another chapter, Napoleon III enthusiasti-
cally expropriates so his developer/architect 

Haussman can transform 
19th century Paris and we in-
spect l’Opéra as a cautionary 
example of private-public 
partnership.
• Strong evidence 
indicates that the American 
Revolution may not have 
been fought over tea or taxa-
tion without representation, 
but over land. Over-regula-
tion hindered the grabbing 
of land.
• The ziggurat, a ter-
raced but low-stepped pyra-
mid of successively receding 
levels, worked for the city of 
Uruk in 4000 BC, a Mayan 

temple in the Yucatan and a show-off of-
fice building in Sacramento, but not for 21st 
century commercial buildings or apart-
ment complexes.

• Alexander the Great, in the process of explain-
ing to his young architect Dinocrates why one 
suggested site for the future City of Alexan-
dria would be preferable to another, devel-
oped the first rule of real estate development: 
τοποθεσία τοποθεσία τοποθεσία (Topothesia 
topothesia topothesia — something like “loca-
tion location location”). Vancouver’s Marine 
Building and Alexandria’s Pharos are build-
ings emblematic of cities with a vocation of 
maritime commerce.

• Italians excel as tile and marble setters and 
pourers of concrete, and there is an historical 
reason.

• “Condominium” has at least four different 
meanings.

• Picturesque towns, garden suburbs and 
planned cities usually succeed. Planned com-
munities, whether company towns, religious 
communities, or collectives, usually fail.

When I met Auerbach 
I was impressed by his 
imagination, creativity 

and genuine interest 
in human and envi-
ronmental contexts. 

So I was taken aback 
to be told that he was 

a ‘Real Estate 
Developer.’

Herb Auerbach
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• Railways, from a child’s Lionel electric train to 
Grand Central Station, enhance development 
and may cause parks. 

• Frederick Law Olmsted designed Central Park 
in New York and Mount Royal Park in Montreal, 
the latter important in my own autobiography.

• As the automobile began to facilitate suburbs 
and shopping malls, Herb Auerbach in 1955 
was part of the team re-designing Roosevelt 
Field in New York State from an airfield to a 
single-level open air mall, the successor of 
European Arcades and predecessor of mega-
malls such at NorthPark Center in Houston, 
Texas. 

• The radial plan of Washington, DC derives 
its shape from the 15th century fortress town 
of Grammichele in Sicily and Tel Beer Sheba 
built in Israel in the 9th century BC.

Herb does not mention our local venture, 
but comments such as this ring a bell: 

It is commonplace in real estate development 
that just when a developer sees the ‘finish line,’ 
someone or some entity erects another ob-
stacle ... As they pursue their various goals, real 
estate developers may find themselves battling 
diverse opponents, including hostile communi-
ties, impatient lenders, new civic leaders, natu-
ral disasters and changing market conditions. 

While the community reeled from the impact of 
unforeseen setbacks, Auerbach persisted, exud-
ing optimism, not letting on that he had been 
through this before, until he announced that it 
was time to walk away, and did so.

The Afterword tries to summarize the 
characteristics of a real estate developer, con-
cluding that they boil down to a basic instinct. 
It is rare for a person with the developer in-
stinct. Herb remarks, to pass a vacant piece 
of land or an under-utilized building without 
asking ‘What can I build on that property?’ or 
‘How could I better utilize that building?’” In 
him this instinct is part of an insatiable curios-
ity and compulsion to follow an idea or a fact 
as far as it will take him.

In light of the recent presidential election, 
Americans and the rest of the world might 
like to hear that most successful developers 
are able to negotiate difficult deals in the best 
interests of those they are hired to represent. 
We hope Auerbach is correct in his convic-
tion that his “Placemakers” believed their 
projects had merit beyond the profit motive: 
“Whether they were George Cadbury building 
a company town, Donald Trump constructing 
a tower or William Levitt shaping a suburb, 
these developers all believed their projects 
aided the public good.” •

Vancouver’s Marine Building, 1931
SPALDING, CITY OF VANCOUVER ARCHIVES
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A ‘Basic Dictatorship’ Problem
James Bowden uncovers the roots of the 

Prime Minister’s admiration for Communist tyrants

The Prime Minister of Canada has a “Basic 
Dictatorship” Problem. To borrow his 

infamous phrasing from 2013, Mr. Trudeau 
has expressed a disturbing and obsequious 
admiration for both China’s “basic dictator-
ship” and now for Cuba and its “longest-
serving president,” Fidel Castro, who died on 
November 26.

‘A level of admiration’ 
In November 2013, Trudeau attended a fun-

draiser that the Liberal Party described as a 
“ladies’ night” involving “cocktails, candid con-
versation, and curiosity-inducing ideas.” Before 
these fawning supporters the moderator asked 
Trudeau: “Which nation, besides Canada, 
which nation’s administration do you most ad-
mire?” And he replied: 

There’s a level of admiration I actually have for 
China. Their basic dictatorship is actually al-
lowing them to turn their economy around on 
a dime, and say, ‘we need to go greenest fast-
est,’ y’know, ‘we need to start investing in solar.’ 
There is a flexibility that I know Stephen Harp-
er must dream about, of having a dictatorship 
that he can do everything he wanted, uh, that I 
find quite interesting.

Trudeau thus unequivocally expressed his 
“admiration” for a “basic dictatorship” that 
has since 1949 committed various atroci-
ties, including — like all Communist regimes 
— mass murder of political opponents and 
forced famines that starved to death millions 
of peasants in Mao’s Great Leap Forward. Per-
haps Trudeau means that he admires China’s 
“basic dictatorship” only since the Great Leap 
Forward and the Cultural Revolution. In that 
case, Human Rights Watch describes what 

China truly is today:

Ruled by the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) 
for more than six decades, China remains an 
authoritarian state, one that systematically 
curtails a wide range of fundamental human 
rights, including freedom of expression, asso-
ciation, assembly, and religion. 

Trudeau talks of China’s command-and-
control economy’s turn toward sustainable en-
ergy sources. But then, oddly, he ends his com-
ment with a rhetorical flourish on how Stephen 
Harper, when he was prime minister, must have 
fantasized about wielding the immense power 
of the Chinese president, thereby deflecting 
some attention and responsibility away from 
his own self-described “admiration” for dicta-
torship. Indeed, Harper was such a dictator that 
the Liberals defeated the Conservatives in a free 
and fair election which saw Harper’s resigna-
tion and an orderly transition of power on Nov. 
4, 2015. 

Trudeau later offered this mendacious re-
interpretation of his earlier remarks at a subse-
quent press conference:

The point I made was that despite all of our 
freedoms and our extraordinary system of 
government and democracy, we are up against 
countries that play by different rules that we 
would never accept, but that find themselves, 
uh, able to address big issues quickly and 
completely.

But of course that was not the point that 
Trudeau was making. Instead, he clearly ex-
pressed personal “admiration” for a “basic 
dictatorship” and implied that authoritarian 
regimes are superior to liberal democracies, at 
least on the issue of sustainable energy. 

Return to Contents
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RIP Fidel Castro
The Prime Minister’s Nov. 26 press release on 

the death of Castro is worth quoting in full for 
the record:

The Prime Minister, Justin Trudeau, today issued 
the following statement on the death of former 
Cuban President Fidel Castro:

It is with deep sorrow that I learned today of the 
death of Cuba’s longest serving President.

Fidel Castro was a larger than life leader who 
served his people for almost half a century. A 
legendary revolutionary and orator, Mr. Castro 
made significant improvements to the education 
and healthcare of his island nation.

While a controversial figure, both Mr. Castro’s 
supporters and detractors recognized his tre-
mendous dedication and love for the Cuban 
people who had a deep and lasting affection for 
‘el Comandante.’

I know my father was very proud to call him 
a friend and I had the opportunity to meet Fi-
del when my father passed away. It was also 
a real honour to meet his three sons and his 
brother President Raúl Castro during my re-
cent visit to Cuba.

On behalf of all Canadians, Sophie and I offer 
our deepest condolences to the family, friends 
and many, many supporters of Mr. Castro. We 
join the people of Cuba today in mourning the 
loss of this remarkable leader.

Trudeau has eulogized the dictator in euphe-
mism as a “legendary revolutionary and orator” 
instead of confronting Castro’s brutal legacy: 
like all Communists dictators, he imposed his 
utopia by wading through a sea of blood, jailing 
and murdering political opponents, and then 
maintained his dictatorship through authori-
tarian repression. 

The Prime Minister glosses over Communist 
dictatorship and, in a statement that sounds 
like a joke, Trudeau deigns to acknowledge Cas-
tro as a “controversial figure” -- as if his record 
were merely a matter of polite disagreement. 

Trudeau even throws in a welfare nationalist 
line about healthcare and education. Perhaps, 
we should add, the Castros provided a certain 
standard of education and healthcare to all 
those Cubans whom they hadn’t already mur-
dered, detained, or exiled. If Cubans expressed 
a “deep and lasting affection for ‘el Commad-
ante’” they had no choice in the matter. Over-
all, Trudeau clearly fell for the Potemkin Village 
routine that all dictators put on for visiting for-
eign dignitaries. 

In 1999, Human Rights Watch noted:

The Cuban Criminal Code lies at the core of 
Cuba’s repressive machinery, unabashedly pro-
hibiting nonviolent dissent. With the Crimi-
nal Code in hand, Cuban officials have broad 
authority to repress peaceful government op-
ponents at home. Cuban law tightly restricts 
the freedoms of speech, association, assembly, 
ress, and movement. In an extraordinary June 
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1998 statement, Cuban Justice Minister Roberto 
Díaz Sotolongo justified Cuba’s restrictions on 
dissent by explaining that, as Spain had institut-
ed laws to protect the monarch from criticism, 
Cuba was justified in protecting Fidel Castro 
from criticism, since he served a similar func-
tion as Cuba’s ‘king.’

There is no due process, habeas corpus, free-
dom of expression, freedom of movement, free 
markets, political parties, and certainly no free 
and fair elections. In short, Cuba’s basic dictator-
ship outlaws and criminalizes all that which the 
Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms up-
holds and guarantees for Canadians. 

Political Romanticism
Trudeau demonstrates a disturbing naiveté 

about the nature of dictatorships, falling for the 
Potemkin Village and the mythology of dictator-
ship as an efficient form of government. 

In reality, dictatorships are inefficient. Indian 
economist Amartya Sen has shown that dicta-
torships cause famines, which shows that they 
cannot or do not distribute resources efficiently 
and justly — which should be obvious to any 20th-
century observer. We need look no further than 
Stalin’s Holodomor in Ukraine or Mao’s Great 
Leap Forward. 

Good government fundamentally depends 
upon a strong link between taxation, representa-
tion, and expenditure, which bind together the 
accountability and responsibility of the govern-
ment and the consent of the governed. We know 
what happens when that relationship breaks 
down: many petro-States are authoritarian pre-
cisely because the government can rely on roy-
alties from natural resources for revenue rather 
than having to rely on taxation of the people. 
Consent and accountability break down when 
people have no stake in the government. 

Classical liberals in the 19th century well un-
derstood this principle, especially Lord Durham. 
In his famous report on the Canadas, which pro-
vided the blueprint for liberty and self-govern-
ment in the British Empire in the 19th century, 
he maintained that the Royal Recommendation 
(the requirement that Ministers of the Crown 
sanction and take responsibility for all money 
bills) coupled with the principle that all money 
bills must be introduced by the people’s elected 
representatives in the assembly was a necessary 

condition for Responsible Government. Durham 
even referred to this principle as a “the real pro-
tection of the people.” 

Regrettably, Mr. Trudeau has consistently 
shown that he either does not understand 

or is confused about the difference between the 
executive and the legislature. He presumes to 
speak “on behalf of all Canadians,” as he did in 
that press release about Fidel Castro’s death, and 
he has taken to asserting that “Canada is back” 
— the implication being that only the Liberals 
can legitimately represent Canada. This implies 
that other parties are unpatriotic and do not rep-
resent the millions of Canadians who voted for 
them. This is ironic and contradictory given that 
Trudeau has also described Canada as a “post-
national” state, which may make patriotism itself 
a thing of the past. 

Let’s do a quick civics review. In our parlia-
mentary system, the Prime Minister and Cabinet 
represent Canada as a State and as an interna-
tional legal person (as in le pays), and they govern 
in a way that should promote Canada’s national 
interest. But the Prime Minister and Cabinet 
cannot “represent all Canadians” in the sense of 
“reflecting their values in government.” It is the 
Sovereign and Governor General who represent 
Canada in the sense of la patrie. 

Only the House of Commons “represents all 
Canadians” as a political nation because we elect 
Members of Parliament. Within the House of 
Commons, the loyal opposition represents “the 
political minority” and makes the representa-
tion of political dissent integral to Westminster 
parliamentarism,* and the government’s legiti-
macy depends on commanding the confidence of 
a majority of MPs within the chamber. Therefore, 
no Prime Minister could ever claim to “represent 
all Canadians” unless his party won all 338 seats 
in the House of Commons in what would then be 
a one-party State — rather like the Communist 
countries that Justin Trudeau claims to admire  
so much. As Ajzenstat states, “the supreme ben-
efit of parliamentary government is that it pro-

* Janet Ajzenstat, “Bicameralism and Canada’s Founders: 
The Origins of the Canadian Senate,” in Protecting Cana-
dian Democracy: The Senate You Never Knew, ed. Serge 
Joyal (University of Toronto Press, 2003), pp. 3, 7.

Admiring Tyrants
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tects political opposition, the right to dissent.” 
At the party event in 2013 where Trudeau ex-

pressed admiration for Chinese dictatorship, he 
also praised the “consensus government” that per-
tains in the Northwest Territories and Nunavut.  

But if I were to reach out and say which kind 
of administration I most admire, I think there’s 
something to be said right here in Canada for the 
way our territories are run. Nunavut, Northwest 
Territories, and the Yukon are done without po-
litical parties around consensus. And are much 
more like a municipal government. And I think 
there’s a lot to be said for people pulling together 
to try and solve issues rather than to score points 
off of each other. And I think we need a little 
more of that.

Trudeau is essentially right in his description 
of how consensus government works. But he is 
wrong about the Yukon, which in fact has had 
standard responsible government with compet-
ing political parties since 1978. Only the North-
west Territories and Nunavut have consensus 
government.

While this comment received less attention, 
this remark and his praise for China are not as 
tangential as they might first appear. The only 
difference between consensus government and 
an authoritarian regime is whether the threat of 
force and coercion are necessary to mandating, 
manufacturing, and maintaining that consensus. 
In small communities, a genuine consensus can 
emerge legitimately and peacefully. But this is 
impossible in a large State. 

What appears to animate Justin Trudeau’s po-
litical thought therefore, is, above all, something 
akin to Counter-Enlightenment Romanticism.  It 
seems to be a “philosophy of community” where 
“all strive to be virtuous according to the same 
definition of virtue.”† In its mild and benign form, 
political Romanticism manifests itself as a kind of 
“civic republicanism,” which derives more from the 
Ancients like Aristotle and his views on a “virtuous 
and participatory citizenry” than the Moderns. In 
its worse forms, Romanticism derives from Coun-
ter-Enlightenment philosophy from Rousseau on-
ward, with infusions from Hegel and Marx. 

† Ajzenstat, The Once and Future Canadian Democracy: 
An Essay in Political Thought (MQUP, 2003), pp. 8, 9.

Romantics see the absence of consensus as 
an existential threat to the general will and the 
public interest. Therefore, anyone who disrupts 
that consensus prevents the political nation 
from realizing the general will and becomes an 
impediment that must be removed. Romantics 
also view history as teleological and thus as a 
force inexorably moving in one direction toward 
a clear endpoint. 

Trudeau expresses his teleological “sunny 
ways” romanticism in his blithe phrase, 

which has since become a meme, “Because it’s 
[insert current year].” In other words, anyone 
who attempts to disrupt, slow down, or alter the 
course of history must simply step out of the way 
of progress. Trudeau’s “post-nationalism” best 
corresponds to what political scientists would 
call “post-materialist politics,” which concerns 
itself with “opening opportunities for political 
demands” — particularly of historically margin-
alized groups — and participation rather than 
the distribution of scarce resources. In short, as 
Ajzenstat puts it, “romantics shrink from the ad-
versarial politics of the parliamentary system.” 
Trudeau laments the “politics of division,” envel-
oping himself in what Weber would call “monar-
chical authority” in his official biography, as the 
living embodiment of Canadian unity: 

His passion for public service and vision for 
Canada are shaped by his experiences and influ-
ences — his father, Pierre, and mother, Marga-
ret; the Trudeau and Sinclair families; his roots 
in the East and West, French and English.

Note that “The Trudeau and Sinclair families; 
his roots in East and West, French and English” 
evokes the Tudors, with their rose both red and 
white, with roots in the Houses of Lancaster and 
York, both North and South. 

However as Christopher Hitchens observed, 
“politics is division by definition,” because 
in a liberal-democratic society, we are free to 
express disagreement and because our parlia-
mentary system itself legitimates opposition 
and adversarialism in order to maintain the 
accountability of the government. Politics is by 
nature divisive. Without the disagreement and 
dissent that comes from persons who sincerely 
hold opposing views and beliefs, politics would 
cease to exist. •

Admiring Tyrants
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The Rights of English Quebecers
In his article, “What if your understanding 
of Quebec was quite wrong?” (in the previous 
issue of The Dorchester Review), François 
Charbonneau writes that, “French Canadians 
and immigrants coming to Quebec do not have 
a guaranteed right to attend schools of the lin-
guistic minority (i.e., English-language schools) 
under Bill 101, but the situation is exactly the 
same under section 23 of the 
Canadian Charter of Rights 
and Freedoms in the rest of 
the country” (p. 54, emphasis 
mine).

I was distraught to come 
across so blatant a misrepre-
sentation. In fact, section 59 
of the Constitution Act, 1982 
explicitly and indefinitely sus-
pends the s. 23 minority lan-
guage education rights of Que-
becers: 

“59. (1) Paragraph 23(1)(a) 
shall come into force in re-
spect of Quebec on a day to be 
fixed by proclamation issued by the Queen or 
the Governor General under the Great Seal of 
Canada.

“(2) A proclamation under subsection (1) 
shall be issued only where authorized by the 
legislative assembly or government of Quebec.

“(3) This section may be repealed on the day 
paragraph 23(1)(a) comes into force in respect 
of Quebec and this Act amended and renum-
bered, consequentially upon the repeal of this 
section, by proclamation issued by the Queen 
or the Governor General under the Great Seal 
of Canada.”

That is to say, whereas paragraph 23(1)(a) 
of the Charter provides for minority language 
education to all Canadian citizens “whose first 
language learned and still understood is that of 
the English or French linguistic minority pop-
ulation of the province in which they reside,” 
section 59 of the Act suspends the right of natu-
ralized (American, British, Jamaican, Indian, 
etc.) immigrants residing in Quebec and their 

children to receive education in their “first (of-
ficial) language learned and still understood.” 
This suspension of Charter rights is indefinite, 
basically provided for until such time as Quebec 
comes to its senses.

Charbonneau goes on to say that “immi-
grants coming to predominantly English-
language provinces in Canada do not have a 
constitutionally protected right to attend the 
schools of the linguistic minority either,” which 
is a blatant lie. As the Charter explicitly states, 
all Canadian citizens outside Quebec have 
the right to education in the minority official 

language if it was their first 
language, regardless of their 
parents’ mother tongue or 
educational background. This 
means that French-speaking 
immigrants can most defi-
nitely avail themselves of mi-
nority French-language edu-
cation everywhere in Canada. 
Only in Quebec are parents 
required to have been “edu-
cated in English in Canada.” 
In fact, only Quebec is even al-
lowed to consider the parents’ 
background when deciding 
on the child’s rights at all.

Finally, Charbonneau calls upon the tired 
scare tactics underlying much of Francophone 
nationalism: “Of course, predominantly Eng-
lish-language provinces and territories might 
allow more liberal access to French language 
schools than Quebec does for English schools, 
but then again no reasonable person could seri-
ously claim that the English language is under 
any sort of threat, whereas the French language 
is spoken by fewer than 2% of North Americans.” 

Besides the obvious logical inconsistencies 
here (when did the context of the shift to “North 
America”? Is a dwindling number of speakers 
cause enough to circumscribe individual civil 
rights — should immigrants now be forced to 
attend Mohawk-language schools because that 
language is even more threatened? Is it even 
the duty of immigrants to take up the mantle 
of a dying minority language? If the French 
language can be shown to be no longer in de-
cline, will Charbonneau argue for Bill 101 to be 
repealed? One could go on if one wished to be 

There is real cause 
for concern over the 
future of the English 
language in Quebec 
and the viability of 
its institutions — 

with low birthrates 
on top of the mas-

sive exodus
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further sickened), there is real cause for con-
cern over the future of the English language in 
Quebec and the viability of its institutions. As 
the community faces the same low birthrates as 
the overall population, on top of a massive exo-
dus towards the end of the 20th Century which 
saw the English-speaking population in Quebec 
roughly halved, it is deprived of any renewal 
through immigration. 

Faced with a seemingly endless parade of 
school closures and forced to withdraw from 
peripheral English-speaking communities alto-
gether, the heads of the English Montreal School 
Board and Lester B. Pearson School Board, the 
two main English-language school boards in the 
Montreal region, have made repeated requests 
to the provincial government for “oxygen” in 
the form of allowing English mother tongue im-
migrant children to attend the English system 
to bolster declining enrolment! According to 
Charbonneau, the fact that New Yorkers speak 
English makes these requests “unreasonable.” 
This is a shameful attempt at distraction.

It is time for Quebec to come to terms with its 
Charter obligations to English mother tongue 
immigrants and the English community in this 
province. We are not a threat to the viability of 
the French language here, we merely wish to 
survive. Charbonneau’s egregious misreading of 
the Constitution is most unwelcome.

Jordan Black
Montreal, P.Q.

Charbonneau responds:
When I wrote my previous article, I didn’t 
think it useful to bore my readers with consti-
tutional subtleties that have no real bearing on 
reality, but as Mr. Black has chosen that path, 
let me oblige him. My claim was that English 
Canada and Québec are pretty much equivalent 
when it comes to access to minority language 
schools: English Canadians in the ROC don’t 
have a constitutionally guaranteed right to ac-
cess French language schools, a point unchal-
lenged by Mr. Black. I also claimed that neither 
do immigrants, and I stand by that statement. I 
could, of course, have been more specific: it is 
true that immigrants coming to Canada who al-
ready have French as a first language can access 
these schools. But how many tens of thousands 

of immigrants coming to majority English-
Language provinces each year does Mr. Black 
think fit that description? Here’s the answer: 
Out of the 939, 520 immigrants that have come 
to Canada (Québec not included) between 2006 
and 2011, a mere 12,563 had French as a first 
language, while more than 90% had English as 
a first official language learned. The fact is that 
out of all immigrants coming to English Cana-
da, barely above 1% of immigrants have French 
as a first language and thus have a theoretical 
right to send their children to French-language 
school. My claim was that English Canada and 
Québec are identical when it comes to access 
to minority language schools (English in Qué-
bec, French in the rest of Canada), but Québec 
is much more generous with its linguistic mi-
nority, massively funding its institutions where 
it has no “absolute” constitutional obligation to 
do so (such as healthcare and universities) while 
the rest of Canada (apart from New Brunswick) 
absolutely pales in comparison when it comes 
to the treatment of its own linguistic minorities. 
I stand by all these facts.

Linguistically careless immigration policies 
in Canada for the past 150 years have been det-
rimental to French Canada and can account for 
the slow but steady decline of the proportional 
demographic weight of French speakers in 
comparison to English language speakers in the 
country. Francophone communities don’t profit 
from immigration as does the rest of society, un-
less of course they take matters into their own 
hand, which is exactly what Québec has done, 
with measurable success, by adopting Bill 101. 

Most Québécois understand that linguistic 
laissez-faire would be the end of us. If Canada 
were founded on a democratically-adopted 
compact that aimed, amongst other things, to 
find a linguistic equilibrium that would allow 
all nations within it (including, by the way, the 
Mohawks) to thrive from the positive impact of 
immigration, things would be different. What 
we have instead is a situation by which French 
Canada tries with its limited means to achieve 
through legislation what the rest of Canada 
achieves effortlessly through sheer demograph-
ic weight, all the while being called fascists and 
xenophobes. Don’t be surprised if, under these 
circumstances, some of us think that we would 
be better off with a country of our own. •

Letters
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Québécois— who knew?
Lionel Albert describes the name game 
that English Canadians are meant to lose

June 24 is a busy day in the calendar. Besides 
Midsummer Day and Newfoundland’s Dis-

covery Day, it marks the feast of St. John the 
Baptist, patron saint of French Canadians.

Although the holiday is observed wherever 
French Canadians get together, community 
celebrations really warm up in that big swath 
extending from Kapuskasing, Ontario through 
Quebec to Edmunston, New Brunswick. In 
small towns and villages and even in outlying 
francophone neighbourhoods of cities, the fes-
tivities are low-key and almost devoid of poli-
tics. Everybody has a good time.

Then there are the politicians. In Quebec, 
they have their own holiday on the same day, 
called Fête Nationale. Nobody has a good time. 
There is always a grievance against English Can-
ada to talk about (my former Bloc MP’s favou-
rite target was Alberta).

So it was not surprising that then Liberal 
leader Stéphane Dion, speaking at Montreal’s 
City Hall on June 24, 2007, added his complaint 
to the pile. His grievance was that the Tories 
never explained who was included in “the 
Québécois form a nation” as phrased in English 
in the resolution passed by the House of Com-
mons the previous November. Apparently, the 
terse reply that the Prime Minister, Stephen 
Harper, had given to the same question in a 
Nov. 26, 2006 news conference — namely “They 
know who they are” — was not enough. 

Well, who are the Québécois?
Long ago, when our continent was not yet 

fully formed, a powerful head of water sliced 

through a high ridge to force its way eastward, 
creating cliffs. Thousands of years later, local 
Abenaki Indians called that spot something 
that sounded like kay-beck meaning “where the 
river narrows.” In 1608, Samuel de Champlain, 
who established a permanent French settle-
ment there, spelled it Québecq; eventually set-
tling on Québec. It is from this town that the 
French territory officially called Nouvelle-France 
(New France), but almost universally known as 
“Canada,” was governed.

On several occasions prior to the Seven 
Years War (“French and Indian War” in US 

usage), the British tried to conquer Canada by 
capturing Quebec. It was part of their rivalry 
against the French and their Spanish allies 
spanning several continents. But, increasingly, 
the British were also representing the more im-
mediate interests of their American colonists  
who sought protection against frequent French-
led raiding parties coming down the Connecti-
cut and other rivers, not to mention that they 
coveted the French territory beyond the Appa-
lachian mountains. The English succeeded only 
once, in 1629, when the Kirke brothers occupied 
Quebec until France regained Canada by treaty 
in 1632. In the English world, it was recognized 
that the natural fortress that was Quebec was 
the problem. The rest of Canada, such as Mon-
treal, was seen as an easy prize.

 Like their aging King George II, the British 
on both sides of the Atlantic followed General 
James Wolfe’s 1759 expedition against Quebec, 
hungry for victory. And victory is what they 
got. The news of Wolfe’s success on the plains 
outside the gates of Quebec struck the British 
world with electrifying force.

 In London, the despatch was made pub-
lic on Oct. 17 in The Monthly Chronologer (in 
The London Magazine or Gentlemen’s Intelli-
gencer) for October 1759:

Lionel Albert, born and educated in Mon-
treal (McGill B.A. 1951), is a retired computer 
systems consultant. He has lived and worked 
across Canada and in Britain and Germany. 
He is co-author, with William F. Shaw, of Parti-
tion: the Price of Quebec’s Independence. 
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On the receipt of the ... news, the guns at the 
Park and Tower were fired, in the evening were 
great illuminations, bonfires, &c. in the city 
and suburbs, and the rejoicings soon after were 
general in all parts of the united kingdoms and 
Ireland ... His majesty was pleased to order a 
gratuity of 500£ [sic] to Sir James Douglas, cap-
tain of the Alcide man of war; as also to colonel 
Hale, who brought the account of the taking of 
Quebec.

One preacher in New London, Connecticut 
exclaimed, with the psalmist, “This was the 
Lord’s doing and it is marvellous in our eyes!” 

Memorial windows dedicated to Wolfe were 
put up and poems written, all featuring the 
name QUEBEC. The glamour surrounding that 
name remained in the English-speaking con-
sciousness for centuries. There still are streets 
named “Quebec” in London and in US states 
along the eastern seaboard. The letter Q is called 
“Quebec” in the NATO phonetic alphabet. 

Evelyn Waugh, in his novel Brideshead Revis-
ited, wrote, 

Hooper had wept often, but never for Henry’s 
speech on St. Crispin’s day, nor for the epitaph at 
Thermopylae. The history they taught him had 
had few battles in it but, instead, a profusion of 
detail about humane legislation and recent in-

dustrial change. Gallipoli, Balaclava, Quebec, 
Lepanto, Bannockburn, Roncevales, and Mara-
thon — these, and the Battle in the West where 
Arthur fell, and a hundred such names whose 
trumpet-notes, even now in my sere and lawless 
state, called to me irresistibly across the inter-
vening years with all the clarity and strength of 
boyhood, sounded in vain to Hooper.

So “Quebec” ranks not only in British military 
history but, in the English literary imagination, 
as one of the great battles of all time. 

At some point in the Second World War, then 
Minister of Education R.A. Butler came to see 
Winston Churchill, to voice his anxiety about 
the failure of the education system to instil 
patriotism in the nation’s youth. He wondered 
what could be done about it. “Tell the children 
that Wolfe took Quebec,” advised the Prime 
Minister.

At the end of the Seven Years War, officials la-
boured to produce the commission for General 
James Murray who would be given the task of 
governing Canada. On July 4, 1763, Secretary of 
State Lord Egremont sent the Board of Trade a 
draft stating, 

That the King approves the Erecting of three 
new governments in North America, under 

CAPITULATION OF MONTREAL, 1760
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the Denominations your Lordships propose, of 
Canada, East Florida [now the state of Florida 
east of the Apalachicola River] and West Flori-
da [the rest of Florida plus the coastal area of 
the state of Alabama and of the state of Louisi-
ana east of the Mississippi] ...

So the land that both the French and the Brit-
ish had called “Canada” was, at first, to keep its 
name. It included all of the territory that was de-
scribed by Vaudreuil, the last French governor, 
at the capitulation of Montreal, including the 
Ohio valley and most of the territory between 
the Appalachians and the Mississippi River.

In a major pivot whose reasoning is beyond 
the scope of this article, possibly reflect-

ing nascent distrust of the American colonists 
as well as a desire to conciliate those Indians 
who had been allies of the French, the Board of 
Trade, an arm of the Privy Council, replied that 
the new province in the north would be much 
smaller while the Ohio and Mississippi valleys 
would come under military rule, temporarily 
reserved for the native Indians. In effect, it was 
telling both Americans and French, “Keep out.”

The same decision had more disappoint-
ments for the Americans. As the southern 
boundary of the new province, officials drew an 
arbitrary straight line coinciding with the 45th 

parallel from a spot near the present Cornwall, 
Ontario to the head of the Connecticut River 
and thence vaguely over a notional height of 
land eastward. This deprived the existing prov-
inces of New York and New Hampshire (either 
including the present state of Vermont), New 
England (Massachusetts and the present state 
of Maine) and Nova Scotia of additional territo-
ry north to the St. Lawrence, which would have 
satisfied their longstanding demands that the 
nine “illegal” French settlements on the south 
shore of the St Lawrence River be removed.

The letter embodying these decisions was 
duly signed by Lord Halifax, head of the Board 
of Trade, on September 19, 1763, the geographi-
cal description concluding with “and that It be 
called the Province of Quebec.” This was appar-
ently the first recorded use of that designation.

If the British government expected the name 
“Quebec” to please the Americans, they eventu-
ally learned otherwise. By 1776, when the revo-

lutionaries were drawing up their Declaration 
of Independence, they enumerated the then re-
cent Quebec Act as one of the “Intolerable Acts” 
but did not use its name, instead referring to “a 
neighbouring province.” The name had become 
“intolerable” as well.

By 1783, the thirteen colonies were gone 
and the 45th parallel became an international 
boundary. “Quebec” remained the name of the 
province but British officials and settlers in-
cluding Loyalists, as well as their French-speak-
ing fellow-subjects, continued to say “Canada,” 
referring to the French inhabitants in English as 
“Canadians” and in French as Canadiens. Then, 
in 1791, the province was divided in two, called 
Upper Canada (Great Lakes eastward to the Ot-
tawa River) and Lower Canada (Ottawa River 
eastward to the mouth of the St Lawrence).

The name “Quebec,” for anything except the 
city, disappeared for seventy-six years. Offi-
cially, the inhabitants were “Upper-Canadians” 
and “Lower-Canadians.” In practice, the French-
speaking called themselves Canadiens as they 
always had or, when discussing political mat-
ters, Bas-Canadiens (Lower-Canadians) In 1841, 
the two provinces were combined by the Act of 
Union under the name “Canada” — sometimes 
“United Canada.”

Early in 1867, the Fathers of Confederation 
had not yet agreed on names for the two 

new provinces to be created out of United Can-
ada. Most people still used “Upper” and “Lower” 
Canada even though these no longer existed, be-
ing, since 1841, Canada West and Canada East 
for postal and civil law purposes only. Since the 
name “Canada” had been agreed for the whole 
of British North America, “Upper Canada” and 
“Lower Canada” were thought inappropriate. 
This ignored the example of the Netherlands — 
popularly called “Holland” in several languages 
— even though the two provinces at the heart 
of that country (out of the eleven) are called 
“North Holland” and “South Holland.”

Well into the 20th century, people in the Mari-
time provinces referred to Quebec and Ontario 
as “the Canadas” or simply “Canada.” Genera-
tions of schoolchildren are still puzzled by the 
inscription at Bella Coola, B.C. by the first man 
recorded to have crossed North America, → 

Québécois— who knew?
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“Alex. MacKenzie from Canada by land 22nd July 
1793.” 

As a solution to this essentially non-existent 
problem, Colonial Office officials suggested 
that “Quebec” be revived, this time as the name 
of the lower, easternmost province. By reverse 
reasoning, they also proposed that the upper, 
westernmost province be called “Toronto.” The 
delegates from Canada, in London at the time, 
opted for “Ontario” (after the adjacent lake).

Ordinary folk found “Que-
bec” hard to get used to. 

For years, mail had been ad-
dressed to “Montreal, Lower 
Canada” or “Montreal, Cana-
da East” or simply “Montreal, 
Canada.” People felt stupid 
writing “Montreal, Quebec,” 
just as they would if they had 
to write “Hamilton, Toronto” 
or “Calgary, Edmonton.” The 
habit naturally arose of writ-
ing “Montreal” followed by 
“Province of Quebec” which 
evolved through “P. Quebec” 
and “P. Que.” to “Montreal, 
P.Q.” The Quebec nationalists hate “P.Q.” because 
they detest the P as standing for “province.” 
When Canada Post decided to standardize the 
form of abbreviation with the American postal 
service, they retained PQ but added a synonym 
QC in the usual Ottawa fashion of appeasing the 
separatists. They then used only QC in software 
handed out to big addressing users but PQ re-
mains perfectly legal.

As the years passed, the province grew in 
importance and the city of Quebec (which was 
larger than Toronto at Confederation) declined. 
In later years, “Quebec” came to mean the prov-
ince more than the city — hence the need for 
the English-language name “Quebec City.” The 
French have no such problem as the distinction 
is automatically looked after by rules of gram-
mar. “A Québec” means in or to Quebec City. “Au 
Québec” means in or to Quebec province. That is 
how the French language can handle “Québec” 
for both the city and the province. The English 
usage is parallel to the term “New York City” 
which is used in the US to distinguish the city 

from the state.
The flurry of new names did not faze the 

French-Canadians. They went on calling them-
selves Canadiens although the new name of the 
province confused them as much as anyone 
else. In France, a city and a province may have 
roughly similar names but not the very same 
name, examples being Lyon in Lyonnais, Tours 
in Touraine, or Poitiers in Poitou. Apparently 
French-speaking visitors from Europe are also 

confused, inducing Quebec 
tourist entities to produce at 
least one map, in French, with 
Quebec City called Ville de 
Québec.

French-Canadian national-
ists, who opposed Confedera-
tion, did not like the province’s 
new name. A.-A. Dorion’s 
newspaper, Le Pays, in its is-
sue of Feb. 23, 1867, under the 
headline STUPIDITY, reported 
“... the name of Upper Canada 
will be ‘Toronto’ and the name 
of Lower Canada, ‘Quebec.’” 
By February 26, the names 
“Ontario” and “Quebec” were 
known to be definite and Le 

Pays said, “Lower Canada will be called Prov-
ince of Quebec. Today we say, when speaking of 
the former capital, Quebec (Lower Canada); in 
the future we shall say Quebec (Quebec) or, go-
ing even further, Montreal (Quebec). How cute!”

Distaste for the name “Quebec” continued 
well into the 20th century. For example, in 

the 1950s, Raymond Barbeau, a leading separat-
ist, wrote: “‘Quebec,’ as such, is, to put it bluntly, 
insipid and insignificant. The term is irremedi-
ably attached to the province that was created 
in 1764 [sic], after the conquest ... ‘Quebec’ must 
disappear at the same time as the shield sur-
mounted by the Imperial crown of England [the 
province of Quebec’s official coat of arms]” (La 
Laurentie, no. 101 pp. 23-24.)

La Revue indépendantiste stated, “The Eng-
lish reduced our territory to a small reservation 
along the river. The name Quebec is thus linked 
to a terrible humiliation inflicted on our ances-
tors” (Summer 1978 p. 20). Earlier separatists 
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preferred to name the proposed independent 
French-speaking country “Laurentia” (after the 
St. Lawrence River).

Francophones continued to call themselves 
Canadians or French Canadians. As far into 
the Quiet Revolution as 1967, at the nationalist 
Estates-General of French Canada, “Québécois” 
was scarcely mentioned and then only for ad-
ministrative purposes.

Separatism experienced a spurt of growth 
with an organization called the Rassemblement 
pour l’indépendance Nationale (RIN) under the 
leadership of Marcel Chaput, a fairly senior fed-
eral civil servant at the National Research Coun-
cil in Ottawa. In the early 1960s the separatists, 
who were beginning to show signs of strength, 
saw their chance at harnessing to their ideas 
the power-hunger of the provincial government 
and of the rising generation of ambitious politi-
cians in their prime.

“Laurentia” fell by the wayside and Chaput 
and the RIN joined the mainstream national-
ists who had discovered a sudden affection for 
the name “Quebec” and the mythical québécois 
people. Suddenly, as if rolling out a new fast-
food product, René Lévesque launched the Par-
ti Québécois. The relentless propaganda drive 
to forge a false identity for the French Canadi-
ans in the province was under way.

Picture a lawyer (René Lévesque) approach-
ing the major tenant (French-Canadians) of 50 
Rockefeller Plaza (Quebec) saying, “Sign (vote) 
here, where it states that your name is really 
Rockefeller (Québécois). We’ll threaten law-
suits (referendums), claiming possession (sov-
ereignty) of the building (province) you largely 
occupy. The owners (federal government) don’t 
like to go to trial so you’ll get all kinds of out-of-
court settlements like private elevators, new air 
conditioning, rent rebates (transfer payments) 
and the assurance that your relatives will get 
many of the jobs managing the whole complex 
(Canada) and I don’t just mean doorman or 
janitor (Official Languages Act). The only thing is 
try to remember to say your name is Rockefeller 
(Québécois).”

Oddly enough, this was an echo of a trick used 
by Sir George-Etienne Cartier, Father of Confed-
eration, who wrote that the people of the new 
province would henceforth be called “Québéc-
quois, as our forefathers were called for a very 

long time,” a statement as mendacious as the 
questionable antique spelling of “Québécois.” 
Thus, a casual lie designed at Confederation to 
lull French Canadians was recycled a hundred 
years later to bamboozle English Canadians.

Real separatists did not welcome “Québé-
cois.” La Revue indépendantiste stated, 

... it is unfortunate that some people are trying 
to make us abandon our glorious name CA-
NADIENS to be replaced by the evil-sounding 
sobriquet Québécois. The Canadiens are us. 
We should not allow anyone to steal that name 
from us; ... We hope that  ... we keep our tradi-
tional name of canadien people when the inde-
pendent republic, which we all desire, is pro-
claimed. The English in the other provinces will 
adopt whatever name they like for the country 
that will remain to them. (Summer 1978, p. 58)

Resentment over “Quebec” lingers in wider 
circles. In the French-language media, the 

battle itself is evasively called “The Battle of 
the Plains of Abraham.” Many of the English-
language media are taking this up. Even the 
Wikipedia entry gives the historic name Battle 
of Quebec an insulting a.k.a. it helps hide the 
true origin of the province’s name — namely, a 
celebration of British victory and French defeat.

Most of English Canada and indeed the 
world bought into the “Québécois” boondog-
gle, except perhaps Stephen Harper. When 
he said the Québécois “know who they are” 
the operative word is not so much “they” as 
the word “know.” This may sound like some 
Bill-Clintonian sophistry but the organizers 
of the Yes campaign in the 1980 referendum 
on “sovereignty-association” knew what they 
were doing when they coined their official slo-
gan Au Québec on sait ce qu’on veut (“In Quebec 
we know what we want”). It seemed like an in-
vitation to French-Canadian voters to join in 
a project to hoodwink English Canadians —  
“we” know what we want; “they” don’t.

Some years ago, Mario Dumont, leader of 
the provincial ADQ party, mentioned that he 
would like to attract anglophone support. A re-
porter happened to ask then Liberal leader Jean 
Charest to comment. His reply spoke volumes: 
“I can’t help but see that Dumont wants to get 
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close to the anglophone community. If that’s the 
case, he has to answer one very simple question: 
is he a federalist or a separatist?”

It is true that polls often show many French 
Quebeckers saying they are “Québécois” rather 
than Canadians or French Canadians, but on this 
sort of subject polls can be misleading. Respons-
es come fraught with a heavy burden of Who-
Wants-To-Know. In 1998, leading Quebec polling 
expert Jean-Marc Léger criticized a Financial 
Post/Compas poll that showed a surprising drop 
in provincial Liberal support, saying, “sometimes 
the pollster does not speak French or they will 
speak with an English accent, and this influences 
the way people respond to interviews.”

Apparently unaware that he was missing 
the point, Conrad Winn, the head of Compas, 
replied, “So true. But if Compas interviewers 
were accented or unilingual anglophones, we 
would have over-estimated the Liberal vote, 
not under-estimated it as alleged.” Now there’s 
an example of Two Solitudes! French Quebeck-
ers understand that separatism is to intimidate 
English Canada; there would be no point saying 
so to themselves.

It is hard for Quebec Francophones to think of 
themselves as Quebeckers for an additional 

reason. There is considerable normal move-
ment of French Canadians among the three 
provinces Ontario, Quebec, and New Bruns-
wick. In a delightful column, Don Macpherson 
(Gazette, March 3, 2001) described the “Quebec 
nation” as a sort of Frankenstein’s monster 

created by taking a real nation, French Canada, 
amputating the parts of it that inconveniently 
extended beyond Quebec’s boundaries ... and 

then grafting the parts of English-speaking 
Canada that lay within. ... The creation of the 
Quebec nation made it possible, for example, 
for French Canadians living on opposite sides 
of the Ottawa River to be members of the same 
family but no longer of the same nation, though 
none of them had moved anywhere.

 
To put things bluntly, concepts like “Québé-

cois,” “separatism,” and “federalism” are largely 
for consumption by English Canada. Among 
themselves, few French Quebeckers have ever 
taken these notions seriously. A Quebec poll 
taken in June of 2007 showed the difference 
among francophones between the 93.3% who 
are proud to be Quebeckers and the 85% who 
are proud to be Canadians comes to between 
8% and 9%, which is as good an approxima-
tion as any of “separatism”. (This is virtually the 
same as the 10% this writer stated in Alberta 
Report magazine in 1995.)

This writer once happened to appear on a 
popular Radio-Québec TV program where, un-
usually, the guests were anglophones who could 
speak French. Before we went on the air, the 
pleasant young francophone woman who ran 
the program took us through her routine warm-
up. She recounted an amusing incident that had 
occurred when one show was broadcast from 
Quebec City. The anecdote featured an elderly 
local man whom she described with a twinkle 
in her eye as un vrai (“a real”) Québécois. This 
upset several of my fellow-guests who began 
muttering that she was implying that we Anglos 
weren’t real Quebeckers. But, of course, they 
were missing the point that, for francophones, 
as for their 17th-century forebears, Québécois 
means people from Quebec City.

That is one thing they really know. •

Québécois— who knew?
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la Prairie. Already deeply unhappy about Brit-
ain’s intention to join the Common Market, J was 
impressed by the vast wheat fields in the golden 
sunlight. “I’d like to farm here,” he told us.

Later the brothers took the 1,300-mile train 
journey to Churchill, where they encountered 
on a grain elevator the Prime Minister, Pierre 
Trudeau, already deeply reviled for asking why 
he should sell Western farmers’ wheat for them. 
He was hardly pleased to be questioned on one 
floor by Bill about the West’s many complaints, 
and then on another by J seeking greater agri-
cultural trade with Britain.

Eventually I returned to England and a job 
on The Daily Telegraph while Bill, who had 

been smitten with the American dream ever 
since leaving Wellington to go to Baltimore, 
went down to the Dallas Morning News. 

J settled down again to helping his father run 
their 450-acre farm. But studying a map of Man-
itoba one evening he remarked to a neighbour 
that he would like a farm on the Assiniboine 
River in somewhere called Suffolk. There was no 
such place but he found a South Norfolk valley 
and, since the Norfolk border with Suffolk was 
only 150 yards away from the farm, recognized 
it as an omen. Over the next four years he twice 
returned to Manitoba, deeply impressed by the 
open spaces and the clean air; when he saw a 
farm near Sandy Bay he said it reminded him of 
the Garden of Eden before the snakes messed it 
up. Canada was not hemmed in by legal require-
ments, but a farmer who wanted to put up any 
building in England was required to obtain a li-
cence even it was only for a dog kennel. 

Family objections and financial delays im-
posed by the Bank of England meant that he 
lost that sale. Four years later he bought 1,000 
acres 10 miles outside the town of Treherne, 
79 miles from Winnipeg. I went down again to 
the medieval hall with its sloping corridors and 
portraits of 18th-century Irish ancestors. Seeing 
J sitting by the drawing-room fire I was struck 
by his resemblance to one of the characters in 
the novels of John Buchan, who was the Gover-
nor General, Lord Tweedsmuir, in the 1930s.

He clearly enjoyed hosting the local hunt 
and the village fete, serving as churchwarden 
and driving parishioners to church on Sunday 
as well as contributing generously to charities, 
attending events (and sometimes apologizing 
for double-booking dinner parties). Did his ab-
sence in Canada cause any problems? “I sup-
pose we have had to cut a few corners,” he con-
ceded, “but not an awful lot. Perhaps Father has 
to work a little harder when I’m away.” 

But he was also proud of his Spartan prairie 
life, working out of a lone 20ft by 30ft wooden 
house, 10 miles outside Treherne. When the 
snow swept under the door of his outhouse on 
his first night he wondered if the warnings of 
his friends had been right. But the next day a 
man arrived to install an inside bathroom with 
a promptness that would have been unlikely in 
Britain at that time. 

J was fortunate to benefit from a series of 
coincidences. He did not feel a foreigner. It was 
a time when agricultural land in Canada was 
cheap for those prepared to live on it. Most im-
portant, as an experienced arable farmer he re-
alized that with the seasons in Canada at least 
a month behind England, he could take in hand 
properties in both countries. After sowing in 
Suffolk, he could spend mid-April to mid-July 
harrowing, seeding and spraying in Manitoba 
before flying back to Syleham for the English 
harvest. He could then return to Treherne from 
mid-September to mid-November to get off his 
Canadian crop. 

“Basically I’m a peasant farmer,” he told me, 
“and I wanted to expand the farm. It doesn’t 
take that much longer to go to Manitoba than 
to Scotland. I thought sitting in a plane worth-
while if I paid £50 an acre instead of £1,000.” Air 
fares were £600 a year when he started, though 
the British tax authorities bridled at his claim 
that they were legitimate expenses. 

The kind of farming isn’t much different on 
the prairies, where the land is flat like in Suf-
folk, with better soil but a worse climate. Here 
in Britain we plant winter wheat, spring barley 
and beans. There I have spring wheat, sunflow-
ers and rapeseed. In Manitoba the lack of rain-
fall means you are doing well when you have 
a crop of about 30 hundredweight per acre 
whereas in this country about three tons would 

... RIP John Leader (cont’d from p. 100.)
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be a good crop. The implements are much the 
same, only larger.

 
On arriving in Treherne, which has a popula-

tion of 800 largely descended from families who 
had arrived from the British Isles or Ontario be-
fore the First World War, J became John and found 
himself  warmly welcomed as one of their own.

Unlike in England, or even Winnipeg, he no-
ticed that his neighbours had little awareness of 
class. A smart-four-wheel drive tractor parked 
in the drive was the nearest thing to a status 
symbol, though his lawyer, of Scots origin, per-
mitted himself a gentle dig:  “Here you’re English 
and will get the benefit of the doubt. But if you 
were Scots you would be above suspicion.” 

John’s fellow farmers were friendly, frank and 
never hesitant in offering or asking for help. He 
liked their practice of coming together in groups 
of about six for harvesting, which was more fun 
and less stressful. When his crop was delayed in 
England one year a French Canadian neighbour 
rang him in Suffolk at 3:00 AM to say that if he 
wasn’t back in Manitoba by Thursday his neigh-
bours would make a start on his harvest.

 On arriving ten days later, after getting in his 
English crops, they had done it all for him. 

In the beer parlour of the Central Hotel, 
Treherne’s only pub, they enjoyed listening to 
him comparing farming in the two countries: he 
thought Canadian farmers worked harder than 
British, but received only half the price for their 
wheat compared with Europeans. Whereas 

farmers’ responsibility for their crop in England 
ended when the lorry drove out of the farm gate, 
in Canada they paid for the grain’s transport un-
til it arrived in the bottom of boats for export. 
And, like all farmers they also his opinions of 
the iniquities of governments in both coun-
tries:  the ever increasing tentacles of Europe’s 
Common Agricultural Policy and the Canadian 
government’s cavalier attitude to its own farm-
ing industry. The Canadian Pacific railroad was 
built in the 19th century with generous subsi-
dies and a gift of 30 million acres for promises 
to move the grain.  Yet in 1978, the year when 
every bushel could have been sold, some of CP’s 
trucks had been hired out in America while oth-
ers could not be fully loaded because they were 
in such bad condition.

It was politics that made John Leader burn 
with the greatest indignation. His natural 

place was in the Conservative Party, and he 
aided his local association in many ways. But 
he was exasperated by the way the Common-
wealth was increasingly ignored as Britain was 
sucked ever deeper into the European experi-
ment. In 1974 he was glad to escape the ten-
sions between the government and the British 
miners’ union to fly to Treherne in time for an 
election. He joined his neighbours going down 
to the Legion Hall, where the Union flag flew, 
and they all voted Conservative. Five years lat-
er he delayed his departure to vote in Margaret 

JOHN ‘J’ LEADER ON THE ASSINIBOINE RIVER
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Thatcher’s new Conservative government, and 
three weeks later was back at the Legion Hall 
to support Joe Clark’s Progressive Conserva-
tives. As a result he had the satisfaction of be-
ing represented in two countries by two future 
ministers of the Crown, John Gummer in Eye 
and Jack Murta in Lisgar. 

Leader became so exasperated by the Brit-
ish Tories that he voted Liberal in 1987, and in 
1995 he was so furious with the Major govern-
ment’s failure to support Canada in the dispute 
over Spanish fishing off her Atlantic coast that 
he wrote a letter to The Daily Telegraph saying 
there could be no division in his loyalty, and if 
the party thought differently it would lose his 
vote permanently. He ended by declaring that 
he was going to erect a Canadian flag on the 
tower of nearby Wingfield Castle (which was 
duly pictured with the letter). 

The trouble, we agreed in our telephone 
conversations, was that while many 

claimed to sympathize with our championship 
of the Commonwealth none thought there 
seemed to be much prospect of a change. Then 
David Cameron promised to persuade his fel-
low prime ministers to introduce changes in 
the way the EU was run but failed to make any 
significant progress. J had not decided how to 
vote in the ensuing referendum campaign. He 
saw much to admire in Nigel Farage, leader of 
the United Kingdom Independence Party but 
was being urged some of his neighbours to re-
main with the Tories.  

After running his Treherne holding, which 
had increased to 1,700 acres, Leader eventually 
decided after some ten years to lease it to neigh-
bours, though he continued to visit every year. 
The call of Empire still burned within him, and 
when a Zimbabwean friend had his land confis-
cated by President Mugabe in 2004 John and a 
Suffolk neighbour bought an 800-acre farm at 
Livingstone in nearby Zambia for him to run. 
There were problems in the first year, not least 
because the crops were stricken with what was 
tactfully described as “black finger disease.” But 
there was a derelict safari lodge on the property, 
which they successfully renovated to run trips 
to the spectacular Victoria Falls, 40 miles away. 
They also started a free pre-school and primary 

for local children, who delighted in the way he 
said “Wacko!” and produced a realistic imita-
tion of a hippo. 

One of his great pleasures was growing broad 
leaf trees on his farms and walking the banks 
of their rivers — the Assiniboine in Manitoba, 
the Zambezi in Zambia, and the Waveney in 
Suffolk. But an ever greater joy was entertain-
ing, Zambians at Monks Hall, Suffolk friends 
in Manitoba and many others from elsewhere. 
With his impeccable old-fashioned manners 
and dry sense of humour he never treated any-
body as unimportant. Despite his gentleness 
he possessed a compulsion to show courage in 
ways that alarmed others when he invited them 
to join him gliding or sailing. He ran a small 
shoot (until warned his marksmanship was be-
coming a danger), tried parachuting and even 
bungee jumping from the bridge at the spectac-
ular Victoria Falls. 

But after his parents died it was noticeable 
that although he had many attractive female 
friends there was never a wife with whom to 
share Monks Hall. His brother had a dying wife 
in Texas and could not come to live with him. 
He was plagued by the Inland Revenue for the 
£60,000 single farm subsidy he should have 
received from the EU. His bank told him they 
would not advance him a loan after the finan-
cial crisis of 2008, though he had been told his 
assets amounted to millions. And the progress 
of the referendum campaign plunged him into 
a depression though I, who shared his doubts, 
told him that the vote could still cock a snook 
at the unloved Cameron government. On April 
30, five weeks before the result, he shot himself 
beside his drawing room fire.  

A small private funeral attended by 20 people 
was followed by a memorial service at Syleham 
Church, attended by hundreds of friends be-
mused to have known someone without ambi-
tion who was glad to offer help without strings. 
Then some of the ashes went out to Treherne 
for an open-air service, attended by 22 friends 
on the farm of John’s friends Harry and Lorraine 
Darling. 

Had J not taken his life his spirits would have 
undoubtedly revived, like those of many oth-
ers around the world who never quite lost their 
faith in the Commonwealth with its reassuring 
language, history, and sense of humour. •
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RIP JOHN LEADER

This is the story of John Leader, a modest 
bachelor farmer who commuted across 

the Atlantic to run two farms in Britain and 
Canada. His life ended tragically. But his pas-
sionate belief in the Commonwealth, which 
he had championed 
throughout his life, 
received a dramatic, 
posthumous endorse-
ment when Britain 
took the momentous 
decision to leave the 
European Union five 
weeks later.*

Born in Britain the 
son of a Canadian fa-
ther and an American 
mother on Feb. 28, 1939 
“J,” as he was known 
to English friends, was 
brought up in comfort-
able circumstances on 
a Suffolk farm. He was 
educated at Wellington, 
one of Britain’s presti-
gious private schools. 
On leaving, he applied 
to join the Army but was 
turned down by the Roy-
al Military Academy and returned home to study 
agriculture locally. However a holiday in South-
ern Rhodesia, soon to become Britain’s most 
notorious rebel colony, kindled in him a loyalty 
to the imperial mission which the Westminster 
government was working to exchange for a dubi-
ous European alternative. 

On his twenty-first birthday a friend gave 
him some jokey posters proposing a Unilat-

* A shorter version of this obituary ran in The 
Telegraph on April 29.

eral Declaration of Independence for East An-
glia, which he pinned up as Britons helplessly 
watched Rhodesians plunging into social and 
economic disaster for fear of being accused of 
racism. One evening J’s younger brother Bill, 

with whom I was work-
ing on the East Anglian 
Daily Times, invited 
me to dinner at Monks 
Hall, the family home 
in Syleham, a sleepy 
Suffolk village of 200 
souls. His father, Col-
onel Johnny Leader, 
was a tall, boomingly 
friendly man who had 
served in the British 
Army but had an ac-
cent which told of his 
upbringing in Vancou-
ver. His mother Weenie, 
from Baltimore, exuded 
great charm with a yap 
reminiscent of the 
Duchess of Windsor. As 
a Canadian brought up 
in Britain I felt at home, 
not least since J and Bill 
possessed Canadian 

passports and did not yawn at mention of the 
dominion. 

Bill and I returned to our office in Ipswich, 
where we were soon joined by Montrealer 
Christy McCormick; and our conversations 
about Canada in the reporters’ room and local 
pubs eventually led Bill and me to follow Christy 
when he returned to the dominion. The two of 
us ended up on the Winnipeg Free Press, where J 
paid us a visit in the summer of 1969. After din-
ner one evening we drove west towards Portage 

Sowing the Empire Across the Seas 
David Twiston Davies

(... continued on p.  97)

Return to Contents


