
The present feeling of the French-Canadian is one of contentment. He is satisfied with his lot. He 

is anxious to preserve his liberty and his peace . . . Upon any proposed modification of the 

constitutional system of Canada he is disposed to look with distrust, or at least with anxiety. He 

cannot forget that all changes in the past were directed against him, except those that were 

enacted under such peculiar circumstances as made it imperative for the British Government to 

conciliate him. He asks for no change—for a long time to come, at least. And should any change 

be contemplated, he is prepared to view it, to appreciate its prospective advantages and 

inconveniences, neither from a British point of view nor from his own racial standpoint, but to 

approach the problem as it may affect the exclusive interests of Canada. He has loyally accepted 

the present constitution; he has done his ample share of duty by the country; and he feels that he 

is entitled to be consulted before any change is effected. 

How thoroughly and exclusively Canadian the French-Canadian is should never be forgotten by 

those who contemplate any change in the constitutional or national status of Canada. This is so 

patent a fact, so logical a consequence of historical developments, that nothing short of absolute 

ignorance or wilful blindness can justify the language of those who talk of drawing him either by 

persuasion or by force to a closer allegiance to the Empire. As a matter of fact, he constitutes the 

only exclusively Canadian racial group in the Dominion. A constant immigration from the 

British Isles has kept the English-speaking Canadians in close contact with their motherland; so 

that even now they still speak of the “Old Country” as their “home,” thus keeping in their hearts 

a double allegiance. On the soil of Canada, his only home and country, all the national 

aspirations of the French-Canadian are concentrated. “Canadian” is the only national designation 

he ever claims; and when he calls himself “French-Canadian,” he simply wants to differentiate 

his racial origin from that of his English, Scotch, or Irish fellow citizen, who, in his mind, are but 

partially Canadianised. 

When he is told that Canada is a British country, and that he must abide by the will of the British 

majority, he replies that Canada has remained British through his own loyalty; that when his race 

constituted the overwhelming majority of the Canadian people, Canada was twice saved to the 

British Crown, thanks to him and to him only; that he has remained faithful to Great Britain 

because he was assured of certain rights and privileges; that his English-speaking fellow citizens 
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have accepted the compact and should not now take advantage of their greater numerical strength 

to break the agreement; that when settling in Canada, newcomers from the British kingdom 

should understand that they become citizens of Canada, of a Confederacy where he has vested 

rights, and should not undertake to make the country and its people more British than Canadian . 

. . 

Independence is to his mind the most natural outcome of the ultimate destinies of Canada. But so 

long as the present ties are not strengthened he is in no hurry to sever British connection. He 

realises that time cannot but work in favour of Canada by bringing to her population and wealth, 

and that the later she starts on her own course the safer the journey . . . 

Now, apart from his instinctive reluctance to contemplate any political evolution, what are the 

feelings of the French-Canadian with regard to Imperial Federation or any form of British 

Imperialism? 

First, as may be naturally expected, sentimental arguments in favour of British Imperialism 

cannot have any hold upon him. To his reason only must appeals on this ground be made. That 

the new Imperial policy will bring him, and Canada at large, advantages that will not be paid by 

any infringement on his long-struggled-for liberty, he must be clearly shown. 

Towards Great Britain he knows that he has a duty of allegiance to perform. But he understands 

that duty to be what it has been so far, and nothing more. He has easily and generously forgotten 

the persecutions of the earlier and larger part of his national life under the British Crown. He is 

willing to acknowledge the good treatment which he has received later on, though he cannot 

forget that his own tenacity and the neighbourhood of the United States have had much to do 

with the improvement of his situation. 

In short, his affection for Great Britain is one of reason, mixed with a certain amount of esteem 

and suspicion, the proportions of which vary according to time and circumstances, and also with 

his education, his temperament, and his social surroundings. 

Towards the Empire he has no feelings whatever; and naturally so. The blood connection and the 

pride in Imperial power and glory having no claims upon him, what sentiment can he be 

expected to entertain for New Zealand or Australia, South Africa or India, for countries and 



populations entirely foreign to him, with which he has no relations, intellectual or political, and 

much less commercial intercourse than he has with the United Stares, France, Germany, or 

Belgium? 

By the motherland he feels that he has done his full duty; by the Empire he does not feel that he 

has any duty to perform. He makes full allowance for the blood feelings of his English-speaking 

partner; but having himself, in the past, sacrificed much of his racial tendencies for the sake of 

Canadian unity, he thinks that the Anglo-Canadian should be prepared to study the problems of 

Imperialism from a purely Canadian standpoint. Moreover, this absence of racial feelings from 

his heart allows him to judge more impartially the question of the relations between Canada and 

the Empire. 

He fully realises the benefits that Canada derives from her connection with a wealthy and mighty 

nation. He is satisfied with having the use of the British market. But this advantage he knows 

that Canada enjoys on the very same terms as any other country in the world, even the most 

inimical to Britain. From a mixed sense of justice and egotism he is less clamorous than the 

British Canadian in demanding any favour, commercial or other, from the motherland, because 

he has a notion that any favour received would have to be compensated by a least an equal 

favour given. 

His ambition does not sway him to huge financial operations. Rather given to liberal professions, 

to agricultural life, or to local mercantile and industrial pursuits, he is more easily satisfied than 

the English-speaking Canadian with a moderate return for his work and efforts. He has been kept 

out of the frantic display of financial energy of the feverish concentration of capital, of the 

international competition of industry, which have drawn his English-speaking fellow citizen to 

huge combinations of wealth of trade; and therefore, he is not anxious to participate in the 

organisation of the Empire on the basis of a gigantic co-operative association for trade. He would 

rather see Canada keep the full control of her commercial policy and enter into the best possible 

trade arrangements with any nation, British or foreign. 

He is told that Canada has the free use of British diplomacy, and that such an advantage calls for 

sacrifices on her part when Britain is in distress. But considered in the light of past events, 

British diplomacy has, on the contrary, cost a good deal to Canada. So far the foreign relations of 



Canada, through British mediation, have been almost exclusively confined to America. That the 

influence and prestige of Great Britain were of great benefit to Canada in her relations with the 

United States is hardly conspicuous in the various Anglo-American treaties and conventions in 

which Canadian interests are concerned. 

Not only did the American Republic secure the settlement of nearly all her claims according to 

her pretentions, but Canadian rights have been sacrificed by British plenipotentiaries in 

compensation for misdeeds or blunders of the British Government. 

It may be argued that all those concessions, made by Great Britain at the expense of Canada, 

were imposed by circumstances. It may be said also that by those same concessions Canada at 

large was affected, and that the French-Canadians had no greater cause of complaint than their 

English-speaking fellow citizens. But that exclusive Canadian sentiment which I have described 

makes the French-Canadian feel more deeply any encroachment upon the integrity of Canada. 

Unlike the Anglo-Canadian, he does not find in the glory of Empire a compensation and a solace 

for the losses suffered by Canada. That he entertains any rancour against Britain on that account 

would, however, be a false conclusion. For the international intricacies in which Great Britain 

has been and is still entangled he makes full allowance. With his strong sense of self-

government, he does not expect the motherland to endanger her own position on behalf of 

Canada. But if Great Britain is either unable or unwilling to take risks for the sake of Canadian 

interests, he does not see why Canada should assume new obligations towards Great Britain and 

run risks on her behalf. 

As far as war and defence are concerned, he is still less disposed to consent to any Imperial 

combination. First there is that aversion to militarism that I have mentioned. Then he has a 

notion that all the sacrifices he may make on this ground will be so much that Canada will give 

without any probable return. 

When he turns towards the past, what does he find? He finds that for the hundred and forty years 

that he has been a British subject, no more than his English-speaking fellow citizen has he ever 

been the cause, near or distant, of any trouble to Great Britain. Never did Canada involve the 

Empire in any war or threat of war. But the policy, right or wrong, of the British Government did 

cause his country to be the battlefield of two Anglo-American struggles. Upon those two 



occasions Canada was saved to the British Crown, thanks to the loyalty of his own race. During 

the Secession war, the peace of Canada came very near being disturbed once more, and her 

territory was threatened with invasion because of the attitude of Great Britain. And if he has been 

spared this and other bloody contests, it was only by the granting to the United States of such 

concessions as are referred to above. 

So much for the past. When he considers the present and the future, the French-Canadian does 

nor see any reason why he should enter into a scheme of Imperial defence. 

The argument that if Canada stands by the Empire, the Empire will stand by Canada, cannot have 

much weight with him; and his objections on that ground are founded both on past events and on 

prospective developments. In the South African War he has witnessed an application of the new 

doctrine. Of the expenditure of that war he has been called upon to pay his share—a small one if 

compared with that of the British Kingdom, but a large one when it is remembered that he had no 

interest whatever in the contest, and no control over the policy which preceded the conflict, or 

over its settlement. Should the principle of military Imperialism predominate, he foresees that he 

may find himself involved in wars occasioned by friction between Australia and Japan, between 

New Zealand and Germany, between Great Britain and France in Europe, or between Great 

Britain and Russia in Asia. He does not see any eventuality in which the Empire may be called 

upon to help Canada. 

He is ready now, as he was in the past, to support a sufficient military force to maintain internal 

peace and to resist aggression on the territory of Canada, But these eventualities are most 

unlikely to occur in the neat future. The enormous area as well as the vast resources of the 

country offer such opportunities to the care and activity of its population, that social struggles are 

almost impossible in Canada for many years to come. Foreign invasion, from the United States 

excepted, is most improbable. The Canadian territory is easy to defend against attacks on her sea 

borders, which would offer great difficulties and little benefit to any enemy of the Empire. 

Moreover, from a purely Canadian standpoint such occurrences are most unlikely to happen. Left 

to herself Canada has no possible cause of conflict with any other nation but the United States. 

On the other hand, by entering into a compact for Imperial defence, she may be involved in war 

with several of the strongest Powers. Therefore, as far as concerns any country outside America, 



the French-Canadian feels that the scheme of Imperial defence brings upon him new causes of 

conflict not to be compensated by any probable defensive requirement 

From all those considerations the French-Canadian concludes that Canada has never been, and 

never will be, the cause of any display of Imperial strength, with the single exception of a 

possible encounter with a nation that he is not desirous of attacking, and against which, in his 

mind, the Empire would be either unwilling or incapable of defending him. He does not therefore 

feel bound to assume military obligations towards any other part of the Empire. 

The stronger Canada grows in population and wealth, the slighter will be the dangers that may 

threaten her security, and the greater her contribution to the welfare and glory of the Empire. The 

French-Canadian thinks therefore that the best way in which he can play his part in the building 

up Empire is not by diverting the healthiest and strongest portion of its population from the 

pursuits of a peaceful and industrious life and sending them to fight in all parts of the world. He 

does not believe in fostering in Canada the spirit of militarism He is only anxious to make his 

country attractive and prosperous by keeping aloof from all military adventures. 

Indifferent as he is to commercial Imperialism, hostile as he is to military Imperialism, the 

French-Canadian cannot be expected to wish for any organic change in the constitution of 

Canada and to look favourably upon any scheme of Imperial Federation. 

For years he fought to obtain full control of his laws, of his social system, of his public 

exchequer. With the principles of self-government, of self-taxation, of direct control over the 

legislative body, no other citizen of the British Empire is more thoroughly imbued than he is. His 

local organisation in Church, educational or municipal matters, is still more decentralised and 

democratic than that of the English provinces of Canada. He likes to exercise his elective 

franchise and to keep as close as possible to the man, the law and the regulation that he votes for. 

He cannot view with favour a scheme by which any power that has heretofore been exercised by 

his own representative bodies may pass under the control of some Council sitting in London. 

There remains to be considered the question of annexation to the United States. 

As I have stated, left to himself, the French-Canadian is not eager for a change. He requires 

nothing but quietness and stability in order to grow and develop. He is satisfied with and proud 



of his Canadian citizenship. But should a change be forced upon him by those who aspire to a 

greater nationality, he would rather incline towards Pan-Americanism. 

For a long time annexation to the United States was most abhorrent to the French-Canadian. In 

fact, when an agitation in that direction was started by several leading English-speaking 

Canadians, his resistance proved to be the best safeguard of the British connection. But should 

his past fidelity be now disregarded, and Canadian autonomy encroached upon in any way, 

should he be hurried into any Imperial scheme and forced to assume fresh obligations, he would 

prefer throwing in his lot with his powerful neighbour to the South. His present constitution he 

prizes far above the American system of Government; but if called upon to sacrifice anything of 

his Federal autonomy for the working of the Imperial machinery, he would rather do it in favour 

of the United States system, under which, at all events, he would preserve the self-government of 

his province. Should Imperial reorganisation be based on trade and financial grounds, he would 

see a greater future in joining the most powerful industrial nation of the world than in going into 

partnership with the British communities; and this sentiment is gaining greater force from the 

present influx of American capital into Canada. The fact that the union of Canada and the United 

States would bring again under the same flag the two groups, now separated, of his nationality 

has no doubt greatly contributed towards smoothing his aversion to annexation. 

I have so far analysed the sentiments of the higher classes among the French-Canadian people, of 

those who control their feelings by historical knowledge or by a study of outside circumstances, 

political, military or financial. If I refer to the masses, mostly composed of farmers, I may say 

that they entertain similar feelings, but instinctively rather than from reflection. The French-

Canadians of the popular class look upon Canada as their own country. They are ready to do 

their duty by Canada; but considering they owe nothing to Great Britain or any other country, 

they ask nothing from them. Imbued with a strong sense of liberty, they have no objection to 

their English-speaking fellow countrymen going to war anywhere they please; but they cannot 

conceive that Canada as a whole may be forced out of its present situation. They let people talk 

of any wise and wild proposal of Imperialism; but if any change were attempted to be imposed 

on them, they would resist the pressure, quietly but constantly. 



To sum up, the French-Canadian is decidedly and exclusively Canadian by nationality and 

American by his ethnical temperament. People with worldwide aspirations may charge him with 

provincialism. But after all, this sentiment of exclusive attachment to one’s land and one’s 

nationality is to be found as one of the essential characteristics of all strong and growing peoples. 

On the other hand, the lust of abnormal expansion and Imperial pride have ever been the marked 

features of all nations on the verge of decadence. 

 

Source: Henri Bourassa, The Monthly Review (IX October 1902). 

 


