
Module 2
Nationalism and the Autonomy of Canada  

(1896 -1945)  
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Big Ideas for this Module

Local, nation, and global conflicts can have lasting effects 
on the contemporary world  

Political decision making and societal change are influential 
between individuals, groups, and institutions  

Developments in Canadian society can be views in many 
different ways depending on an individuals worldview or 
perspective 
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Wilfred Laurier’s Liberal 
Government  

1896-1911
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Big Ideas

Developments in Canadian society can be viewed in many 
different ways depending on an individuals worldview or 
perspective  

National and international events, trends, and developments 
during this period affected various groups and people  

Political decision making and societal change are influenced by 
interactions between individuals, groups and institutions  

Changing ideas about the world created tensions between 
people wanting to adopt new ideas and those wanting to 
preserve established traditions 
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 Canada’s Status

Canada was still owned by Britain - it was part of 
the British Commonwealth 

It’s two main language groups (French and English) 
were still at odds over their ideas and values 

They could not agree on what policies the Federal 
government should adopt when it came to the topic 
of the British Empire  

French Canadian’s did not share the sense of 
belonging that and English Canadians felt toward 
the British Crown. 
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British Imperialism 
Imperialist: A person who supports the political, cultural, economic or military domination of one state over 
another.  

Imperial powers want colonies to supply cheap raw materials to the “mother country” and provide markets for 
its industrial products 

Many English Canadians were imperialists, due to their cultural and historical ties that connected them to 
Britain. They were proud to be a part of the Empire and believed that Canada should take part in the Empires 
expansions. 

They also believed that Canada should be protected by the Empire.  

Imperialist Federation League 

President D’Alton McCarthy was a member of Parliament. He promoted the British culture and opposed the 
use of the French language outside Quebec 
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The Imperialist Identity

English speaking Canadians tended to identify themselves as British first. A true Canadian 
therefore had to be:  

Protestant  

English Speaking  

In favour of the Empire and Britain above all  

Many fought for temperance (ban of sale and consumption of alcohol)
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Examples of Imperialism:
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French Canadian Nationalism

French Canadian Nationalism: demanded that Canada have a greater autonomy  

Not only did the French Nationalists demand Ottawa and the Federal government respect 
jurisdictions of the Provinces, they were question the rise that bound Canada and the British 
Empire  

They were against Canada participating in the Britain’s wars they also protected the rights of the 
French (language and religion) throughout Canada. 
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French Canadian Nationalism Examples:
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Henri Bourassa 
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Journalist and politician 

Most important person when talking about 
French Canadian Nationalism  

 Anti-imperialist and defender of French 
Catholic minorities 



Lionel Groulx

Catholic Priest  

Extreme French Canadian Nationalist who praised 
traditional values  

He preached that French Canadiens should cling to 
their religion, language, culture and agriculture
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Laurier’s Position
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Wilfred Laurier was Canada’s seventh Prime Minister and the first to be French Canadian  

He also was the first Prime Minister to adopt the middle way. He believed that you could please 
both the Imperialists and the Nationalists.  

Some times he succeeded and some times he failed.  

He believed that the French and English should focus on what they had in common. He 
believed that this would promote Canadian unity, autonomy and identity while also continuing to 
keep its ties with the British Empire. 



Britain and Laurier

One year after he was elected , Wilfred Laurier was invited by the Secretary of the Colonies to 
attend a conference in London. It was here that Laurier was asked but the Empire to strengthen 
the ties between the two.  

The Empire wanted Laurier to agree to the creation of a permanent imperial council.  

Laurier worried that this would hinder Canada’s autonomy given that such a council would 
implement laws and decisions from London. Thus being strongly influenced.  
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Autonomous Canada
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Issues that separated the Imperialists and the 
Nationalists 
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Issue/Event Imperialists Nationalists 

Boer War Help Britain fight in South Africa NOT OUR WAR!

Naval Bill Give money to Royal Navy (British 
Navy) Form a Canadian Navy!

Great War A war to save civilization NOT OUR WAR!



The Boer War 1899-1902
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Boer War 
Boers: Descendants of Dutch origin who settled in South Africa and make up the majority of the 
white population of South Africa.  

War in Africa between Britain and the Boers  

These territories were rich in gold deposits that the British wanted to obtain.   

The British called on Canada for military support. While Canada did NOT officially go to war, 
Canadians volunteered to fight (mostly Imperialists) 

Approximately 500 died  

This war started a heated debate among the Imperialists and Nationalists. Henri Bourassa was 
strongly against this war while the imperialists were in favour of it. Most French Canadians and 
nationalists believed that it was not our concern 
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The Middle Way…..Again!

The Prime Minister, Wilfred Laurier once again tried his hand at the middle way. He tried to 
reconcile the positions of the two groups by adopting a position of compromise.  

 Laurier did support the involvement of Canada in the war, he also did not impose conscription.  

Conscription: compulsory enlistment in the army  

Only volunteers would be sent to the front.  

From 1900 to 1902 at wars end, over 7000 Canadian soldiers went to South Africa to fight 
alongside the British. 
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Boer War Examples:
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The Naval Bill 1910
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The creation of our Navy

In 1909, Germany and Britain find themselves in a military rivalry; specifically the two were 
involved in a naval building race.  

Britain puts more pressure on Canada to take on a financial role in the Empires military defence.  

Imperialists wanted to send money to Britain and support the cause  

Nationalists wanted to build our own Navy 

What to do?
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Laurier’s Plan

Laurier felt that in order to assist Britain, we would have to establish our military force (effectively 
agreeing with the Nationalists) 

However, when his government created a bill to this effect, Imperialists AND Nationalists 
strongly OPPOSED it. Imperialists believed that Canada should give direct assistance, while the 
nationalists believed that the creation of a navy would directly result in our involvement in all of 
the Empire’s wars  

Despite the opposition from both sides the Bill was passed and adopted in 1910.  

In 1911, the Naval issue would send Laurier out of office. 
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Example’s of Canada’s Navy
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Immigration and the West
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Years of Prosperity in the 20th Century
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The Dominion of Canada did not experience the rapid economic growth it had expected in its 
first 30 years.  

During Laurier’s first years in office, Canada was going through a period of prosperity 

The Canadian economy was finally benefiting from the affects of MacDonald's National Policy  

This economic upturn would last nearly 30 years with only a few slight slow downs. 



Wave of Immigration
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Immigration Policy  

In order to further stimulate the economy and the growth that was hitting Canada the Laurier 
Government focused on immigration  

Western Canada was their focus. They decided to continue the MacDonald government’s 
immigration policy but also included more resources and energy.  

His strategies included: 

Publishing brochures and posters in several languages  

Opening immigration offices in certain large European cities  

Offering free land to immigrants and paying immigrants passage by ship. 



Origins of Immigrants 

Some immigrants came from Britain and America in this period, BUT most were from: 

Eastern Europe (Russia, Poland, and Ukraine) 

Northern Europe (Germany, Scandinavia) 

Push factors : Lack of land and opportunity, oppression, war and famine 

Pull Factors: Land
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The Last Best West 
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The last free land in the world - Luckily for us it 
is the best land! 

The arrival of many immigrants in the early 20th 
century transformed Canada both 
democratically and territorially.  

The West (Manitoba, Saskatchewan, Alberta 
and British Colombia) grew in importance  

The railway played a huge role  

Some immigrants went to cities like Montreal 



Impacts of Immigration
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The settlement of many immigrants in the west created tensions with the English population,  

Immigration also contributed to a certain loss of rights for French Catholic minorities 

Specifically, it created a rise in xenophobia  

Xenophobia is the hostility or fear toward people of foreign origin 



Impacts of Immigration
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Asian immigrants tended to settle together in cities to preserve their culture (which was very different 
from European and North American cultures) Many English Canadians feared their culture would be lost 
as a result.  

Restrictive measures to ensure English Canadians cultures: 

1900: $100/head tax on Chinese immigrants/ 1903: $500/head tax on Chinese immigrants 

1908: 400 Japanese a year allowed to settle in Canada



French Catholic Minorities

With the arrival of so many immigrants the demographic weight of the Francophone Catholics in 
this region decreased 

There were less political representatives, limiting the French Canadians ability to protect their 
rights 

1890: Manitoba School Act to abolish separate schools for Francophones in Manitoba  

Quebec Francophones would help oppose this (and take it all the way to the supreme court)
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French Catholic Minorities
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1897: Laurier- Greenway compromise allowed for instruction in French Manitoba schools with 10 or more 
French students in a class  

1912: Ontario adopts Regulation 17 to ensure that instruction was given primarily in English in elementary 
schools where French students were enrolled



Residential Schools
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Big Ideas

During this period predominant attitudes towards 
women and towards immigrants, First Nations, Metis, 
Inuit and other minority groups affected the 
development of Canadian identity and citizenship  

Government attitudes towards individuals and 
groups changed the way in which people were dealt 
with. 
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Residential School System
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At the beginning of the 20th Century the 
Canadian government continued its policy of 
assimilation of its Indigenous peoples 

Indigenous children were forces to abandon their 
language and customs  

1895: 45 residential schools, mostly located in 
Western Canada 

1896-1930s: close to 90 schools 

Quebec’s first residential school was established 
in 1934 (Fort George near Chisasibi)



Living Conditions 
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Living conditions in Residential schools were so bad that the mortality rate among Indigenous 
children was five times higher that among the rest of the population  

1880 -1920 an estimated 20-30% of Indigenous children died while living in residential schools  

Disease, malnutrition, abuse and accidents were the main causes of death 



Changes in Indigenous Policies 
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With the realization that the measures included with the residential school system did not lead to 
rapid of widespread assimilation the government gradually increased its control over 
Indigenous communities  

It created a number of civil servants in the Department of Indian Affairs 

It amended the Indian Act several times in order to add new measures to tighten government 
control on the reserves  

Introductions of band councils were tightly monitored
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The government placed Indian agents on the reserves who were in charge of closely 
supervising the band councils requests and decisions  

Government paternalistic approach to the First Nations was even more pronounced  

Attempts were made to limit the territorial claims of the First Nations  

1927 the Indian Act was amended to prohibit the First Nations people from hiring lawyers  

This would ensure that they could not take legal action against the authorities to obtain 
assistance or compensation for lost territories  

Lifted in 1951

Changes in Indigenous Policies 



Governance of Inuit Populations
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Contact between Euro-Canadians and the Inuit came later than contact with the First Nations.  

At the beginning the relations between the two were economic  

Some Inuit worked on whaling ships and the establishments of trading posts in their territories  

Given these very limited relations the Inuit continued to live according to their traditional way of 
life  

The northward expansion however would change this in the 20th century. There was debate on 
who was legally responsible for the Inuit. 



Governance of Inuit Populations
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1939: the Supreme Court of Canada decided that the Inuit should be considered “Indians” 
whose status would be defined in the Constitution  

Responsibility therefore would fall to the federal government. However they were not made 
subject to the Indian Act  

During the same period, fur prices collapsed leading to famine in the Inuit communities  

The Canadian government intervened within the populations, by giving them occasional 
assistance  

1940s: the federal government introduced medical services and administrative infrastructure  
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Transformation of Society at the 
beginning of the 20th century 

1896-1929



Big Ideas

During this period Canada’s social reform 
movements were major factors in shaping the 
new nation 

Many groups, individuals and events helped to 
shape the development of Canada during this 
period  

National and international events, trends and 
developments during this period affected 
various groups and people 
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Union Movement
Continued to defend workers interests and to try and improve their working conditions  

Even though they made gains at the end of 19th century, working conditions continued to be very 
difficult  

Unions continued to demand reduced working hours and better protection for workers injured 

 American Unions  

20th century unions in Quebec were mostly members of American organizations  

Knights of Labor counted 40 unions in Quebec  

The organization was soon surpassed by another American organizations  

American Federation of Labor
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Labour Legislation

Even though there were new labour legislation adopted in the first phase of industry, workers 
continued to be powerless.  

Unions had a hard time getting demands heard as employers refused to consider union 
representatives  

Unions demanded that the government legislate in favour of workers. Measures and laws to 
regulate work were slowly adopted and benefited all workers  

Unfortunately these measures were not always applied 
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Strikes

With unions having limited negotiating powers, some resorted to strikes to make their voices 
heard  

Governments did not always see this in a positive way  

They sometimes intervened in labour disputes and used forces to repress striking situations  

Sometimes they even used the police to intervene to protect strikebreakers  

Strikebreaker: a person hired to perform the duties of a worker on strike 
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Catholic Church

Catholic Church worried that the union’s were going to gain too much power - and thus the 
Church would lose theirs 

The unions were also secular and therefore the Church had no influence to their decisions  

The Church attempted to find ways to invest in social action and promote its values  

The measures for the church to fulfill their plans were  

Accepting the presence of unions and overseeing them (created Catholic Unions) and 
rejected socialism  

Advocated charity and solidarity 
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Ecole Sociale populaire and Cooperatives

Played a very important role in applying the Catholic Church’s social beliefs  

It trained activities to work in the associations associated with the Catholic Church  

The Church also collaborated with Catholic Unions and created cooperatives  

Cooperatives: an organization that promotes the pooling of resources, collective management and 
profit sharing  

This idea was especially strong among the farming community. They were able to get bank loans 
easily and could invest in the development of their members’ farms 
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Services

The government began to create steps to offer a better quality of life to citizens living in the cities  

The lack of services and infrastructure in the 19th century led to conditions that were extremely 
poor. Outbreaks of epidemics like cholera, smallpox and diphtheria 

Cities started to gradually take measures to improve their hygiene in working class 
neighbourhoods and invested in areas like garbage collection and the construction of urban 
infrastructure (sewers) 

Child mortality rates were very high during these years. The average was 1 in 4.  

Governments started filtration systems for water and clinics called Goutte de lait which gave 
out quality milk and information to urban populations 
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Education

There was low levels of education among the French 
Canadians (much lower than the English) 

Most francophones did not complete elementary school and 
stopped their formal education at the age of 12. Many were in 
the workforce by then 

A bill on MANDATORY school attendance was proposed in 
1901 and was rejected due to pressures from the Church (they 
saw this as a threat) 

Nevertheless, many educated related measures were 
adopted. 
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Women

Feminists movements became more organized in order to raise awareness  

Marie Lacoste Gerin-Lajoie was a feminist reformer and sought to raise women's awareness for 
their legal status  

She among with Caroline Beige found the first French Canadian reformist association  

The goal was to improve the living conditions of the least fortunate - especially women and 
children  

They joined forces with other groups such as the Montreal Suffrage Association  

Marie Lacoste believed in the importance of education for women 
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Women and the Right to Vote

Many feminists or suffragettes demanded the right to vote 

Suffragettes: A woman who fights for women’s rights to vote. 

There was strong opposition in Quebec; the clergy and the conservative nationalists wanted 
traditional roles and values - this did not include women voting and being involved in politics  

They believed that granting some the right to vote was therefore a threat to their social order 
and family.  

Despite this, women were granted the right to vote FEDERALLY in 1918
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The First World War 

1914-1918



Big Ideas

Canada took an active role in the First World War 

While many men fought in Europe, men and women who 
remained in Canada devoted their energy to manufacturing 
military equipment  

By the end of the First World War, Canada had become a more 
autonomous state and played a larger role on the international 
stage 
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European Interests

Certain European states were seeking to increase their power and influence at the beginning of 
the 20th century  

Tensions between these countries began to rise and led to both sides to increase their military 
budgets, larger armies and finally an arms race  

This drive for power was reinforced by strong nationalist sentiments  

As a result, certain European states formed an alliance based on their respective interests. 
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Causes of the First World War

Rivalry for political and economic dominance 
in the world (resources and power) 

Naval race between Britain and Germany 
(who will have the biggest Navy and rule the 
world?)  

Assassination of the Archduke Franz 
Ferdinand in June 1914
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European Interests
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Triple Entente Central Powers  
(Triple Alliance)
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Involvement 

August 1 1914  

Germany declares war on Russia 

Soon after the Triple Entente and the Central Powers mutually declare war 

 Since Canada is pare of the British Empire it quickly joined the fighting in support of her Empire  

A total of 32 countries were involved in the conflict; including Great Britain, France, Russia, 
Germany, The Ottoman Empire, and Austria-Hungary. 
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Wartime Federal Government
Canada’s participation led to the federal government to implement measures to support its war 
effort and its citizens  

 The War Measures Act (1914) 

Under this act the federal government could make all of the decisions it deemed necessary. 
Including the following: 

Censorship 

Control prices and wages  

Intervene in ALL sectors of the economy so that factories could focus on wartime 
production 
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Canada’s War Effort

Resolved to support the Empire and the Triple Entente, the Canadian government mobilized all 
of its resources  

Increasing factory production for military equipment, which thrust the Canadian economy into 
full swing   

War led to an increase in shipbuilding and more agricultural production in order to feed troops 
and populations of certain counties at war (Britain)
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Military Forces 

Canada recruited over 600 000 men who would form the Canadian Expeditionary Force. Out of 
these men 

Approx. 190 000 soldiers remained in Canada  

Approx. 417 000 were sent overseas  

Over 60 000 died in combat  

Over 150 000 soldiers returned from the front with injuries 

Thinking about the Canadian population at the time (7.8 Million) Canada’s contribution to the 
war was significant
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Financial Resources 
Canada’s effort was very costly.  

The Federal government issued Victory Bonds as well as other means to finance its part of the 
war.  

By buying such bonds, Canadians effectively lent the government a sum of money to which 
they received interest when they cashed these bonds in.  

The Federal government also implemented its first income tax system.  

Business Profits War Tax Act required hundreds of Canadian businesses to file a yearly tax 
return 

By 1917 there would be the first personal income tax

63



Women and the War

Due to the war hundreds of thousands of men left Canada, leaving their jobs empty. To make up 
for the shortage women would set up and meet the production needs.  

Their participation in the labour market and their temporary presence in areas they were 
previously shut out of, increased feminists’ demands for greater gender equality  

Women were recognized for their contributions and Canada helped them gain the right to vote 
at the federal level.  

1917: only women who had an immediate family member fighting were allowed to vote on their 
behalf.  

1918: the right to vote was extended to women 21 years and older. 
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Conscription Crisis

Canada’s participation in the war divided the French and the English further  

The Majority of the English (specifically imperialists) supported the war and felt it was important 
to contribute due to their attachment to the Empire 

The French Canadians did not feel the same sense of attachment. They saw this as an 
imperialists war  

The French also felt mistreated in terms of service. Most Francophones were enlisted into the 
infantry. This was the most dangerous branch of service and they were required to use English 
only. 
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Conscription Continued..

Beginning of the War 

Service was voluntary  

Canadian Expeditionary Force was majority English Canadians  

French Canadians were not very inclined to enlist  

English Canadians offended by the Francophones lack of enthusiasm 
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Conscription 

Meanwhile, the death toll in Europe was rising quickly - more soldiers were needed and fast.  

To ensure that ere were enough new soldiers for the Western Front the federal government 
decided to impose conscription under the Military Services Act (1917) 

This act obliged men between the ages of 20 and 45 who were single or widowed without 
children to enlist in service 

The Act triggered opposition in the Francophone population of Quebec  

Tensions grew between the French and English  

By 1917 and 1918 there were any demonstration agains conscription in Quebec which created 
more nationalist support and discussion by French Canadians 
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The End is Near

The First World War ended in November 1918 

19 million deaths between both soldiers and civilians  

Triple Entente won the war  

The Military victory was celebrated across Canada 

Canada no longer needed such a large military and many of the soldiers that served were put 
back into civilian life and the federal government created demobilization programs for them  

Demobilization: the withdrawal of soldiers from the army to be reintegrated into civilian life 
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Demobilization

Soldiers returned to factory jobs - placing women back 
into their traditional roles of wives and mothers  

Despite the federal governments programs, many 
soldiers who had been wounded or physically maimed 
had extreme difficulty returning to everyday life. 
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Greater Autonomy 
Due to Canada’s active an exceptional role in the First World War, it demanded greater autonomy. They did so 
during and after the war.  

February 1919 

The League of Nations was founded 

An international organization founded by the victorious counties whose mission was to ensure world peace. It was 
the beginning stages of the United Nations (UN) 

Canada was represented as its self at the League and NOT as part of the British Empire 

June 1919 

Canada participated in the peace talks and signed the Treaty of Versailles that imposed a variety of measures 
against Germany 
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Statute of Westminster

1926 

William Lyon Mackenzie King asked British Prime Minister Stanley Baldwin to clearly define 
the autonomy of Canada and the other dominions within the Empire  

He also published a recommendation for formal recognition of the autonomy of the dominions  

This would grant the dominions equality in their relations with the Empire and with other 
countries 
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Statute of Westminster

1931 

The British Parliament inspired by the report adopted a law called the Statute of Westminster  

This would grant Canada ALMOST complete autonomy 

However full legal autonomy would not be achieved 

The major issue here is that in order to amend or change anything within Canada’s 
Constitution would fall under British law and reserved only for the British parliament  

This would mean traveling and negotiating with the Empire when Canada wanted to 
change something within its laws.  
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Consequences of the First World War

Canada’s economy was transformed by the war 

New Energy source, new land settled, new products and full employment  

Emergency conditions of war led to a higher production and almost a complete transformation 
from coal to electricity 
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