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Le Red Light, une question de moralité et de modernité 
Alex Cadieux 

Au courant du XVIIIe siècle, Montréal se dote d’un quartier interlope, nommé le Red 

Light, qui connaît une expansion jusqu’à la Première Guerre mondiale où survient un 

débat opposant les campagnes moralistes à la tendance tolérante des autorités 

municipales quant au vice commercialisé. Malgré les bouleversements entraînés par la 

Première Guerre mondiale et la Crise économique des années 1930, le vice 

commercialisé se perpétue à Montréal. Dans un tel contexte, il est intéressant de 

réfléchir sur les conséquences de la Deuxième Guerre mondiale quant à l’existence du 

Red Light. Les bouleversements sociaux et culturels créés par la Deuxième Guerre 

mondiale favorisent l’émergence de mobilisations moralistes et contraignent les 

autorités à agir pour enrayer le vice de la prostitution et la corruption policière alors que 

la prospérité amenée par cette guerre postule le Red Light comme une entrave à la 

modernité, expliquant ainsi l’accélération du « nettoyage » de ce quartier. Afin 

d’analyser cette problématique, le texte suivant s’appuie sur les analyses de divers 

historiens sur le Red Light et sur plusieurs sources primaires, telles que des articles de 

journaux, des rapports de commission d’enquête, des témoignages, etc.   

 

Tout comme la majorité des villes portuaires, telles que Londres et 

Amsterdam, Montréal se dote d’un quartier interlope au courant du XVIIIe 

siècle, nommé le Red Light, qui connaît une expansion jusqu’à la Première 

Guerre mondiale.1 En effet, des campagnes de moralité amorcées à la fin 

du XIXe siècle s’amplifient en réaction aux bouleversements entraînés par 

la grande guerre. Dès lors, un réel débat idéologique s’enclenche entre les 

campagnes moralistes, prônant la répression du vice commercialisée, et les 

autorités municipales, favorisant plutôt sa tolérance dans le but d’établir 

une « quarantaine » de ce commerce dans le quartier du Red Light et ainsi 

                                                 
1 Le Red Light s’étend au nord de la rue Sainte-Catherine jusqu’à la rue Ontario, entre les rues 

Saint-Dominique et Sanguinet. Se trouve dans la partie de l’ancien faubourg Saint-Laurent, 

devenu le quartier Crémazie en 1921 (voir l’annexe 1). 
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éviter la propagation du vice dans le reste de la ville.1 Il est important de 

mentionner que la corruption se cachait parfois sous cette tendance à la 

tolérance de la part des autorités municipales. Malgré les bouleversements 

entraînés par la Première Guerre mondiale et la Crise économique des 

années 1930, le vice commercialisé se perpétue à Montréal, il est donc 

intéressant de réfléchir sur la question suivante : est-ce que les 

bouleversements de la Deuxième Guerre mondiale et la prospérité qu'elle 

ramène contribuent à l'accélération du « nettoyage » du Red Light ? Selon 

moi, les bouleversements sociaux et culturels créés par la Deuxième 

Guerre mondiale favorisent l’émergence de mobilisations moralistes et 

contraignent les autorités à agir pour enrayer le vice de la prostitution et la 

corruption policière alors que la prospérité amenée par cette guerre postule 

le Red Light comme une entrave à la modernité, expliquant ainsi 

l’accélération du « nettoyage » de ce quartier. Afin de répondre à cette 

question concernant les effets de la Deuxième Guerre mondiale sur 

l’accélération du « nettoyage » du Red Light entre 1940 et 1960, la 

dissertation suivante s’appuie sur les analyses de divers historiens sur ce 

quartier montréalais ainsi que sur plusieurs sources primaires, telles que 

des articles de journaux, des rapports de commission d’enquête, des 

témoignages écrits, etc. La mise en évidence de cette hypothèse sera 

réalisée en trois parties : la période de la Deuxième Guerre mondiale, la 

période de Pacifique Plante et du Comité de moralité publique, puis, les 

projets de modernisation de Montréal.  

La question du Red Light et de la moralité publique québécoise, ou 

plus particulièrement montréalaise a intéressé certains historiens. Dans son 

étude Résistance et transgression: Études en histoire des femmes au 

Québec (1995), l’historienne Andrée Lévesque aborde entre autres les 

campagnes de moralité publique des réformateurs de première vague, soit 

                                                 
1 Andrée Lévesque. Résistance et transgression: Études en histoire des femmes au Québec. 

Québec, Les éditions du remue-ménage, 1995, p. 87-123. 
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entre 1897 et 1920, ainsi que les enjeux entourant la question des femmes 

et de la prostitution dans le Québec à la fin du XIXe siècle et au début du 

XXe siècle. À travers son ouvrage Le Red Light de Montréal publié en 

1999, Daniel Proulx met en valeur un récit général des évènements 

marquants du Red Light de sa création à son enraiement. Les journalistes 

Alain Stanké et Jean-Louis Morgan abordent ce sujet différemment ; leur 

récit des évènements du Red Light durant la période à l’étude est basé sur 

leurs entretiens avec l’avocat Pacifique Plante. Ainsi, Pax, lutte à finir avec 

la pègre : un portrait-robot du célèbre incorruptible Pacifique Plante 

(1972) est intéressant car il permet d’étudier et d’analyser la fermeture du 

Red Light du point de vue d’un des acteurs importants du camp des 

moralistes. Enfin, l’ouvrage Nettoyer Montréal : Les campagnes de 

moralité publique, 1940-1954 de l’historien Mathieu Lapointe est très 

pertinent pour ce travail puisqu’il analyse les effets de la Deuxième Guerre 

mondiale sur les campagnes de moralité publique à Montréal. Malgré la 

finesse de l’analyse de Mathieu Lapointe, l’absence d’une étude concrète 

sur les effets du Plan Dozois et le désir des autorités municipales de 

moderniser Montréal quant au démantèlement du Red Light présente une 

entrave à un examen complet de cette question. De cette façon, la troisième 

partie de ce travail sera consacrée aux effets de la modernisation de 

Montréal sur le Red Light. 

La Deuxième Guerre mondiale, Le Moraliste et la Ligue de la vigilance 

sociale 

À l’instar du monde occidental, la Deuxième Guerre mondiale 

entraîne ou du moins accélère certaines dynamiques qui se retrouvent au 

cœur de l’agitation moraliste montréalaise des décennies suivantes : le 

retour de la prospérité, l’intensification de la migration vers Montréal, la 

croissance démographique et le brassage de populations, la crise du 

logement, les débats moraux sur les valeurs populaires, le travail des 
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femmes, etc.2 Ces dynamiques accompagnées de nouveautés culturelles, 

telles que les pin-up, les magazines à caractère pornographique et le 

burlesque, ainsi que par les déboires de la « moralité de guerre », 

provoquent des angoisses chez la population montréalaise. En temps de 

guerre la tourmente politique entourant les questions de la conscription, du 

rationnement et de l’effort de guerre, ramène le thème de la survie de la 

nation au centre des débats ce qui renforce ces sentiments d’angoisse.3 De 

plus, sur le plan de la politique municipale en 1940 Montréal se voit 

imposer une nouvelle charte municipale par le gouvernement provincial 

libéral d’Adélard Godbout limitant le pouvoir du maire et le pouvoir 

électoral des locataires et à travers laquelle Joseph-Omer Asselin (future 

bête noire des moralistes) amorce son règne à la tête du comité exécutif de 

Montréal.4 Cette diminution de la représentativité démocratique à Montréal 

renforce l’inquiétude de la population quant aux nouvelles réalités et aux 

réactions des autorités devant celles-ci. 

En réponse à ces anxiétés, entre 1940 et 1960, on assiste à une 

floraison des campagnes pour la moralité publique critiquant entre autres 

l’environnement citadin inadéquat à l’éducation des enfants, le travail des 

femmes nuisant à la réalisation de leur rôle traditionnel et le travail 

nocturne favorisant une « vie nocturne » à Montréal où fleurissent les 

                                                 
2 Paul-André Linteau, Histoire de Montréal depuis la Confédération, Montréal, Boréal, 1992, p. 

384, 414 et 427. 
3 Mathieu Lapointe, Nettoyer Montréal : Les campagnes de moralité publique 1940-1954. 

Québec, Les éditions du Septentrion, 2014, p. 19-37 et 63-83. 
4 Cette nouvelle charte, imposée par le gouvernement de Godbout en raison des problèmes 

financiers de Montréal attribués au régime populiste du maire Camilien Houde, limite le rôle du 

maire et confère la majorité des pouvoirs au comité exécutif, dont la population ne contrôle pas 

la composition puisqu’il est élu par le conseil municipal. De plus, étant donné les nouvelles 

directives, la représentativité du conseil municipal est érodée puisque les locataires, représentant 

90% de la population montréalaise, n’élisent que le tiers de ces membres alors que le pouvoir 

électoral des propriétaires devient disproportionné.  
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vices. Ces expressions de moralité se manifestent aussi à travers 

l’établissement de kiosques d’information et d’orientation dans les gares, 

par la Protection de la jeune fille (1932), et d’une maison d’accueil près du 

Red Light pour éviter que les jeunes filles rurales déracinées ne soient 

recrutées par les réseaux de prostitution montréalais. Rapidement, ces 

discours moralistes causent des remous dans les rues de Montréal, par 

exemple, une émeute éclate le 11 février 1942 et se conclut par le saccage 

d’une maison de prostitution.5 Durant la Deuxième Guerre mondiale, la 

« moralité de guerre » est très critiquée à Montréal, en effet, les marins et 

les militaires, non enracinés et non disciplinés, présentent une menace pour 

la sécurité physique et morale des citadins, mais surtout des Montréalaises. 

L’idéal du soldat chrétien cède la place à une image d’un soldat dépravé 

par sa consommation d’alcool et sa fréquentation des bordels, accentuant la 

transmission de maladies vénériennes, et plus précisément, de la syphilis.6   

Les dénonciations et les pressions moralistes entourant la 

« moralité de guerre », enrichies par les demandes de la division 

québécoise de la Ligue canadienne de santé (1940) pour une intervention 

des pouvoirs publics contre la syphilis et d’autres fléaux d’hygiène 

publique et l’exemple de l’enquête Surveyer, emmènent l’armée 

canadienne à exiger la fermeture des red lights de Québec et de Montréal 

en 1943.7 Alarmée par la question sanitaire et la transmission de maladies 

vénériennes, la police militaire participe à de nombreuses descentes dans 

les red lights et recueille de l’information sur ces lieux auprès des soldats 

                                                 
5 M. Lapointe, op cit, p. 100. 
6 Ibid, p. 54-58. 
7 L’enquête Surveyer (28 juin-14 juillet 1943) sur la tolérance du vice commercialisé à Hull, 

première enquête québécoise de ce genre à être tenue depuis près de deux décennies, participe à 

la publicisation des campagnes de moralité à Montréal. Elle annonce aussi la tenue de l’enquête 

Cannon (1944), des demandes d’enquêtes de l’après-guerre (refusées) et de l’enquête Caron 

(1950). 
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contaminés. Munie de ces informations et consciente du régime de 

tolérance des autorités municipales à l’égard du vice commercialisé, 

l’armée exerce d’abord des pressions sur les autorités municipales de la 

ville de Québec. Appuyées par le cardinal Jean-Marie-Rodrigue 

Villeneuve, l’archevêque de Québec, les menaces de l’armée entraînent la 

fermeture de dix des onze maisons closes le 13 novembre 1943.8  

Forte de cette victoire, l’armée canadienne accentue ses pressions 

sur les autorités montréalaises en exposant les taux alarmants de 

contamination vénérienne des militaires qui y sont installés ; 16% des 

contaminations alors que ce contingent ne représente que 8% des effectifs 

militaires. Pour renforcer sa demande, l’armée menace aussi d’interdire 

l’accès à Montréal aux soldats, ce qui pourrait entraîner d’importantes 

conséquences économiques et réduire la réputation de la ville. Malgré 

l’absence des membres du Comité exécutif montréalais aux réunions de 

l’armée, le 2 février 1944, on assiste à la fermeture simultanée de tous les 

bordels du Red Light. Bien qu’il n’y ait eu aucun ordre public de la part 

des autorités municipales concernant cette fermeture, le juge François 

Caron, qui s’est beaucoup intéressé à cette question, avance que les 

arguments économiques de l’armée auraient poussé les autorités 

montréalaises à établir des menaces secrètes quant à la sévérité des 

amendes et des peines de prison aux tenanciers et aux propriétaires des 

bordels, expliquant ce mouvement simultané. Il semble que ce type de 

fermeture simultanée ne soit pas inusité en Amérique du Nord, en effet, le 

« Happy Hollow » de Houston et le « Storyville » de la Nouvelle-Orléans 

ont connu ce même destin.9  

                                                 
8 M. Lapointe, op cit, p. 115-120. et Daniel Proulx, Le Red Light de Montréal. Montréal, VLB 

Éditeur, 1997, p. 38-39. 
9 M. Lapointe, Op cit, p. 121. Et D. Proulx, op cit, p. 69. 
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Malgré la fermeture simultanée des maisons de désordre le 2 

février 1944, cet épisode des pressions de l’armée pour la fermeture du 

Red Light révèle l’inertie apparente des autorités municipales, menées par 

le maire Adhémar Raynault, et le gouvernement libéral provincial 

d’Adélard Godbout quant au vice commercialisé. Devant cette inertie le 

journal Le Moraliste, créé en septembre 1942, entreprend une série de 

dénonciations, critique le régime de tolérance du vice commercialisé et 

demande la tenue d’une enquête sur les services de police municipale et 

provinciale de Montréal.10 Exhorté par les pressions populaires accentuées 

par les évènements de l’étrange fermeture des maisons de désordre dans le 

Red Light et les allégations du Moraliste, le 15 mars 1944, le 

gouvernement Godbout annonce la tenue d’une enquête royale portant sur 

l’action de la Sûreté provinciale du district de Montréal et de la Police des 

Liqueurs, et ce, pour la période du 26 août 1936 au 1er juin 1944. Malgré la 

conclusion de l’enquête [Lucien] Cannon concernant le régime de 

tolérance des services policiers, et plus précisément du service policier 

municipal, cette commission d’enquête n’entraîne pas les résultats 

escomptés par la population et les groupes moralistes.11 En effet, la 

structure constitutionnelle canadienne donne aux provinces l’entière 

autorité sur les municipalités et, en 1940, le remaniement de la Charte de 

Montréal restreint l’autonomie de la cité liant sa politique à celle du 

gouvernement québécois. La commission Cannon est alors utilisée par les 

partis politiques provinciaux pour discréditer leur adversaire, entre autres 

par l’Union nationale et ses demandes à travers Le Moraliste. Le 

gouvernement de Godbout, quant à lui, attaque son adversaire à travers le 

                                                 
10 Ibid, p. 123-133. 
11 Commission royale d’enquête nommée pour s’enquérir des activités de la Sûreté provinciale 

et de la police des liqueurs, dans le district de Montréal, depuis le 26 août 1936 jusqu’au 15 

mars 1944, Rapport de la Commission royale Cannon, Montréal, Québec s.n., 1944, p. 1 et p. 

23-42. 
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Rapport Cannon qui conclue à l’existence d’un régime de tolérance du vice 

commercialisé plus étendu sous l’administration de l’Union nationale.12 

Dans la foulée de la commission Cannon, la Ligue de la vigilance 

sociale, formée entre autres par l’avocat Jean Penverne, apparaît en 1944. 

Par sa coalition bilingue et multiconfessionnelle, cette ligue moraliste tente 

de coaliser les groupes ethnoreligieux montréalais et de diminuer les 

tensions interethniques exacerbées par la guerre.13 Déçue de la faible 

portée des accusations entreprises par la Commission Cannon, la Ligue de 

la vigilance sociale désire que la corruption et le régime de tolérance des 

autorités municipales à l’égard du vice commercialisé (prostitution et jeu), 

et non seulement des services policiers, soient dénoncés. Elle dépose donc 

une première demande d’enquête judiciaire à la Cour supérieure le 14 

décembre 1945 qui, le 3 janvier 1946, est rejetée  pour son manque 

d’accusations précises.14 Puis, à l’été 1946, des évènements spectaculaires 

liés au monde du jeu et du crime ameutent l’opinion publique : une 

explosion au centre-ville le 18 juillet 1946 et l’assassinat de l’un des rois 

de la pègre, Harry Davis, une semaine plus tard. Ces évènements 

spectaculaires et la critique véhémente qu’elle provoque dans les journaux 

et dans l’opinion publique mènent le chef de la police Dufresne à nommer 

l’avocat Pacifique Plante à la tête de l’escouade de la moralité et la Ligue 

de la vigilance sociale à déposer une seconde requête le 30 septembre 

1946. Cette deuxième requête est elle aussi rejetée puisque l’ampleur de 

ses accusations dépassent les limites permises par la Loi des enquêtes 

municipales.15 Malgré les défaites de la Ligue de la vigilance sociale, l’ex-

                                                 
12 Contrairement aux enquêtes Surveyer (1943) et Caron (1950), la Commission Cannon est 

fondée sur la Loi des commissions d’enquête, lui permettant ainsi d’étendre son mandat à 

l’étude du service de police provincial (Rapport de la Commission royale Cannon). 
13 M. Lapointe, op cit, p. 138-139. 
14 Ibid, p. 148-156.  
15 M. Lapointe, op cit, p. 161-174. D. Proulx, op cit, p. 46-47. Et H.-BEAULIEU, Maurice. 

« Moralité », Relations, vol. VI, n°72 (décembre 1946), p. 372. 
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greffier de la Cour du recorder, Pacifique Plante, entreprend une série de 

descentes hautement publicisées dans des établissements importants de 

pari, de jeu et de prostitution entre septembre 1946 et janvier 1947 

permettant entre autres l’arrestation du légendaire roi du jeu Harry Ship.  

Bref, les agitations moralistes entraînées par les bouleversements 

socio-économiques de la Deuxième Guerre mondiale exposent le crime 

organisé à deux coups durs : la fermeture simultanée des maisons de 

désordre le 2 février 1944 à la suite des pressions de l’armée et les 

descentes entreprises par Pacifique Plante en 1946. Malgré que ces actions 

aient contribué à soulager certaines craintes du public, la lutte de la Ligue 

de la vigilance sociale et d’autres groupes de citoyens pour la tenue d’une 

véritable enquête publique sur la tolérance policière et municipale à l’égard 

des maisons de prostitution, de jeu et de pari demeure sans succès. Le 

nettoyage amorcé par Pacifique Plante en 1946, ayant créé des remous à 

l’intérieur de l’administration municipale, est quant à lui freiné par son 

congédiement en 1948.16 

Pacifique Plante et le Comité de moralité publique  

L’angoisse concernant la délinquance juvénile se concrétise durant 

la Deuxième Guerre mondiale à travers les discours sur l’environnement 

citadin, sur les vices commercialisés et sur l’affaiblissement de la famille et 

de l’autorité parentale entraînés par les bouleversements de la guerre. La 

peur de la délinquance juvénile se transforme en une peur du crime 

organisé dans la période d’après-guerre ; l’image du « gangster » mythique 

et dangereux telle que présentée dans le cinéma et la presse des années 

1930 reprend de l’importance après la guerre en raison de la hausse des 

                                                 
16 Alain Stanké et Jean Louis-Morgan. Pax, lutte à finir avec la pègre : un portrait-robot du 

célèbre incorruptible Pacifique Plante. Montréal, La Presse, 1972, p. 32-34. 
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crimes contre la personne entre 1945 et 1946.17 La presse joue un rôle 

important dans le développement de cette hystérie à l’égard du crime 

organisé par leurs accusations, leurs reportages et leurs révélations des 

évènements et des enquêtes portant sur ce fléau. 

Le journal Le Devoir, fondé en 1910 par le nationaliste Henri 

Bourassa, connaît une réorientation et un nouveau dynamisme par 

l’entremise de son nouveau directeur Gérald Filion nommé en 1947 et par 

le journaliste André Laurendeau. Afin de retrouver l’intérêt des lecteurs, 

Filion décide de lui donner une allure moderne, jeune et combative ; 

l’équipe du Devoir est maintenant composée de la jeunesse nationaliste de 

guerre et prend un tournant social vers la gauche.18 Dans cette foulée de 

modernisation et de combativité, en 1949 Gérald Filion demande à 

Pacifique Plante, aidé par le journaliste syndical Gérald Pelletier, de 

préparer une série d’articles sur la tolérance policière et politique du vice 

commercialisé à Montréal. Ainsi, du 28 novembre 1949 au 18 février 1950, 

Le Devoir publie environ 60 articles, sous le titre de Montréal sous le 

règne de la pègre, dénonçant le régime de tolérance du vice 

commercialisé. Ces articles présentent des contenus variés : les privilèges 

accordés à la pègre par les autorités municipales, tels que l’avertissement 

des tenanciers avant les descentes policières, les saisies fantoches des 

policiers et l’apposition de cadenas à des adresses fictives fournies par les 

tenanciers, ainsi que des listes d’accusés de ce régime, passant de simples 

policiers à des membres du Conseil exécutif de Montréal, tel que Joseph-

Omer Asselin.19 À travers ces articles de journaux du Devoir, Pacifique 

Plante avance que la « recette du nettoyage » de Montréal est bien simple : 

il suffit de cesser de donner des privilèges et une protection aux criminels 

                                                 
17 M. Lapointe, op cit, p. 207-210. 
18 Ibid, p. 213. Et A. Stanké et J. Morgan, op cit, p. 35.  
19 Pax Plante, « Premiers responsables : M. J.-O. Asselin et ses collègues de l’Exécutif », Le 

Devoir, vol. XVI, n°40 (le samedi 18 février 1950), p. 1-2. 
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et d’entreprendre de réelles rafles policières dans ces endroits illicites. Par 

ses descriptions et ses accusations, Plante réussit à prouver l’existence d’un 

système de corruption et de tolérance à l’égard du vice commercialisé de la 

part du service de police, mais aussi de l’administration municipale. Ses 

accusations sont principalement dirigées vers le comité exécutif de 

Montréal, dont Joseph-Omer Asselin, puisqu’il considère que les policiers 

et les tenanciers dénoncés représentent plutôt « des instruments tout autant 

que des coupables, et surtout d’importants témoins du "système" en 

cause ».20 

Par cet exposé sensationnel du régime de tolérance du vice 

commercialisé, Plante donne un nouveau souffle et de la crédibilité à la 

campagne de moralité publique. Son entreprise est donc soutenue par de 

nombreux groupes, tels que des étudiants, des journaux et des organismes, 

par exemple la Ligue ouvrière catholique et son aile féminine (LOCF) et la 

Ligue d’action nationale. Ces groupes participent à la transmission des 

idées de Plante, réclament une réaction de la part des autorités municipales, 

entreprennent des manifestations, etc. Devant cette montée de l’opposition 

moraliste, l’Union nationale tente d’apaiser l’opinion publique à travers 

son quotidien populaire le Montréal-matin dans lequel Le Devoir et Plante 

sont accusés de mener une vengeance personnelle à l’égard des autorités 

municipales. De plus, il condamne leurs accusations et leur description de 

Montréal qui entachent la réputation de Montréal, et ce, sans preuve 

suffisante, selon lui.21 

 Devant cette réaction provinciale et sous l’impulsion du secrétaire 

diocésain des Ligues du Sacré-Cœur, J.-Z. Léon Patenaude, le Comité de 

moralité publique, formé entre autres de Pacifique Plante et de Jean 

Drapeau et indépendant des autorités et influences religieuses, est créé 

                                                 
20 Pax Plante, op cit. ET M. Lapointe, op cit, p. 217.  
21 Ibid, p. 217-220. 
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dans le but de préparer la tenue d’une enquête publique sur le système de 

tolérance du vice commercialisé. Le Comité de moralité publique doit alors 

trouver des fonds suffisants pour financer le travail de recherche et de 

préparation de la requête et pour financer la tenue de l’éventuelle enquête 

sur ce régime de tolérance.22 Sa campagne de financement et de 

recrutement de requérants se heurte à des réticences et à des inquiétudes 

quant aux chances de succès de cette enquête et à une certaine peur 

entourant les possibles représailles de la part des membres du crime 

organisé. Néanmoins, par une intense campagne de propagande à l’échelle 

municipale et provinciale, ainsi que son inscription dans le mouvement 

international de lutte contre le crime organisé, le Comité de moralité 

publique réussit à se munir d’une quantité acceptable de requérants. 

L’affiliation socioprofessionnelle des requérants est très intéressante, car 

elle témoigne de leur appartenance aux « nouvelles classes moyennes » 

issues des bouleversements socio-économiques de la Deuxième Guerre 

mondiale (voir annexe 2). Elle atteste leur intérêt et leur sensibilité aux 

campagnes moralistes montréalaises qui répondent à leurs angoisses 

concernant le crime organisé, la protection de la jeunesse, la nouvelle 

perception du mariage, etc.23 

À la suite de leur campagne de financement et de leur recherche 

dans les archives montréalaises de la période entre 1941 et 1950, le 11 mai 

1950, Plante et Drapeau présentent leur requête de 1 095 pages, 

comportant plus de 5000 accusations à l’égard du service policier et des 

autorités municipales, au juge O.S. Tyndale, chef de la Cour Supérieure. 

                                                 
22 Mise à part l’imposition d’amendes aux coupables, la Loi sur la fraude et la corruption dans 

les affaires municipales ne prévoit aucun mécanisme de financement pour les enquêtes. De cette 

façon, un manque de financement peut occasionner la suspension de l’enquête. 
23 M. Lapointe, op cit, p. 224-225. Et P-A. Linteau, op cit, p. 533. Et Gérard Filion, « Cette 

Commission de police », Le Devoir, vol. XLI, n°22 (le samedi 28 janvier 1950), p. 4. 
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Avec l’accord du juge Tyndale, le 11 septembre 1950, l’enquête s’ouvre 

sous la supervision du juge François Caron et des procureurs Pacifique 

Plante et Jean Drapeau.24 En raison de nombreuses interruptions, l’enquête 

Caron s’étend de septembre 1950 à avril 1953 où elle juge 63 accusés, soit 

58 officiers ou ex-officiers du service de police montréalais et cinq 

membres ou ex-membres du comité exécutif de Montréal, dont Joseph-

Omer Asselin. Son déroulement est alimenté par l’intervention de 

nombreux avocats et de 373 témoins, tels que des policiers, des tenancières 

et d’autres membres du crime organisé, etc. et ce, au cours de 325 séances. 

Bref, l’importance de l’enquête Caron, dont le coût s’élève à environ 500 

000 $, dépasse celle de la commission Cannon dont les coûts ne s’élevaient 

qu’à 19 000 $.25 

L’enquête Caron, qui se termine le 2 avril 1953, ébranle 

considérablement l’administration montréalaise. Dans son rapport, le juge 

François Caron conclut à la présence d’un système de tolérance policière 

de la prostitution et du jeu tel que décrit par Plante et Drapeau dans leur 

requête. Toutefois, il estime que le système de tolérance systématique, tel 

que pratiqué durant les années 1930, ait cessé depuis 1940 et il confine le 

blâme d’une telle pratique sur le Service de police montréalais. Les 

autorités municipales, quant à elles, sont critiquées pour leur inaction et la 

qualité douteuse de leurs témoignages qui, aux yeux de la population, 

constituent une preuve de leur culpabilité.26 Par contre, la difficulté de 

relier directement les membres de la hiérarchie municipale aux actions des 

policiers et de faire remonter la responsabilité jusqu’au comité exécutif ne 

                                                 
24 D. Proulx, op cit, p. 54. 
25 M. Lapointe, op cit, p. 331. Et Archives de la ville de Montréal, Fonds commission d’enquête 

présidée par le juge Caron (P43).   
26 A. Stanké et J. Morgan, op cit, p. 59-70. Et « La moralité à Montréal », Relations, vol. X, 

n°118 (octobre 1950), p. 299. 
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permet pas aux procureurs Drapeau et Plante de prouver leur culpabilité du 

point de vue judiciaire. Bien que l’enquête Caron ne condamne pas les 

membres du comité exécutif pour le système de tolérance du vice 

commercialisé, elle entache leur réputation dans l’opinion publique.27  

L’enquête Caron connaît un réel succès auprès de la population et 

les audiences des témoins se transforment en réel « spectacle public » étant 

donné l’interdiction de diffuser ces audiences à la télévision. Le simple 

choix des procureurs attirait l’opinion publique : Pacifique Plante, connu 

pour ses rafles spectaculaires et ses articles dénonciateurs dans Le Devoir, 

et Jean Drapeau, connu comme le « candidat des conscrits » dans la 

forteresse libérale d’Outremont durant la Deuxième Guerre mondiale.28 

L’enquête Caron a connu un tel succès en raison de son discours réformiste 

qui semble apporter des solutions aux préoccupations d’une classe 

moyenne francophone en ascension qui se sent dépossédée de sa ville, mais 

aussi d’un public plus large qui désire lutter contre le péché, le crime, la 

corruption, améliorer la réputation de Montréal, répondre à la nouvelle 

conception de la famille, protéger la jeunesse et maintenir la santé 

publique. Cette masse populaire porte son appui aux campagnes 

moralistes, au Comité de moralité publique et à l’enquête Caron qui brisent 

le silence puritain entourant les vices dans le but de mener le nettoyage de 

Montréal.29 Ainsi, comme le juge Caron ne publie son rapport que le 8 

octobre 1954, soit trois semaines avant les élections municipales, les 

tensions moralistes sont ravivées dans la population montréalaise ; Jean 

Drapeau, identifié comme le candidat de la moralité, est alors élu à la 

mairie de Montréal le 25 octobre 1954.  

                                                 
27 A. Stanké et J. Morgan, op cit, p. 65. 
28 M. Lapointe, op cit, p. 30 et 337-345. 
29 Ibid, p. 354-360. 
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Bref, l’enquête Caron et l’élection de Jean Drapeau à la mairie de 

Montréal en 1954 ne sont que l’aboutissement d’une longue lutte qui 

remonte au début de la Deuxième Guerre mondiale. En effet, les 

bouleversements socio-économiques créés par la guerre provoquent des 

angoisses chez les Montréalais concernant le crime organisé, 

l’environnement citadin, le brassage de populations, etc. Avec les 

dénonciations de Plante et la publicité de la presse à son égard, le combat 

des moralistes atteint une nouvelle légitimité permettant au Comité de 

moralité publique de réclamer et d’obtenir une enquête sur le régime de 

tolérance du vice commercialisé. Enfin, l’élection de Drapeau en 1954, en 

tant que « candidat de la moralité » place Montréal sous le « régime des 

purs » dans lequel Drapeau et Plante continuent leur lutte au crime 

organisé.30 

Moderniser Montréal  

La Deuxième Guerre mondiale et l’industrie de guerre qu’elle 

instaure au sein de la majorité des pays développés permettent de sortir de 

l’état de dépression causé par la crise économique de 1929 et d’entrer dans 

l’une des plus grandes périodes de croissance économique de l’histoire, 

soit à travers les Trente Glorieuses ; Montréal ne fait pas exception. 

L’évolution de l’économie montréalaise se déroule en deux phases ; une 

phase d’expansion fulgurante entre 1945 et 1967 et une phase de 

stagnation relative à partir de 1967.31 Cette phase d’expansion économique 

montréalaise (1945-1967) se caractérise par un accroissement 

démographique important alimenté par le baby-boom et la reprise des 

migrations intérieures et internationales vers Montréal. Après quinze ans 

de privations dues à la crise économique et au rationnement durant la 

                                                 
30 Gérard Filion. « Le sens d’une victoire », Le Devoir, vol. XLV, n°248 (le mardi 26 octobre 

1954), p. 4. 
31 P-A. Linteau, op cit, p. 425. 
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Deuxième Guerre mondiale, la demande des consommateurs en forte 

ascension, les investissements des entreprises privées et l’intense activité 

de construction domiciliaire, en réponse à l’intensification de la crise du 

logement, permettent le plein emploi des Montréalais dans la première 

moitié des années 1950. Cette situation économique favorable permet une 

hausse substantielle du niveau de vie de la population montréalaise qui 

reçoit une meilleure éducation et une meilleure formation.32 

Malgré ces avancées socio-économiques, après 1945 Montréal perd 

graduellement son titre de métropole canadienne au profit de Toronto - 

écart qui devient perceptible à partir des années 1960. Montréal conserve 

toutefois des fonctions métropolitaines importantes pour le Canada et la 

francisation de la cité lui confère le statut de métropole québécoise.33 Dans 

l’optique de conserver le pouvoir de Montréal pour répondre à la forte 

rivalité l’opposant à Toronto et au nouveau rôle de métropole québécoise 

qui lui est conféré, l’administration du « régime des purs » de Jean 

Drapeau, aidé de Pacifique Plante de retour à son poste de directeur adjoint 

du service de police, tente de redorer l’image de Montréal. Portée au 

pouvoir durant l’élection municipale de 1954 par sa dénonciation du 

régime de tolérance du vice commercialisé et de ces effets pervers, il 

revient à cette administration de régler la question de l’épuration des 

mœurs montréalaises.  

Le Red Light, avec ses lupanars, ses maisons closes et ses 

établissements de jeu, a disparu à la suite des pressions de l’armée, des 

rafles policières de Plante et des enquêtes Cannon (1944) et Caron 

                                                 
32 P-A. Linteau, op cit, p. 428-429. 
33 Ibid, p. 430-431. 
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(1950).34 Pour assurer le maintien du pouvoir de Montréal et redorer 

l’image de la ville, l’administration Drapeau doit sévir là où le vice 

commercialisé a trouvé refuge à la suite de ces pressions, soit dans les 

cabarets, les boîtes de nuit, les clubs privés, etc. Contrairement aux bordels 

et aux maisons de jeu, ces établissements ne sont pas illégaux et Pacifique 

Plante ne peut cadenasser ces établissements comme il le faisait lors de ces 

rafles policières en 1946. L’administration municipale alors soumet ces 

boîtes de nuit à des heures de fermeture rigoureuses et qui, en cas de non-

respect de ce règlement, prévoit la suspension du permis de vente d’alcool 

de l’établissement récalcitrant.35 Pour diminuer l’attrait de la vie nocturne 

et le recours des clients aux « services extérieurs » des boîtes de nuit, la 

fermeture des débits d’alcool est réglée à deux heures du matin dès 1955. 

Certains cabaretiers protestent contre ces mesures qu’ils jugent drastiques, 

mais les importantes amendes qui leur sont imposées par l’administration 

de Drapeau leur occasionnent un lourd fardeau financier. Rapidement, 25 

établissements, dont plusieurs sont situés dans le Red Light, tels que le 

Blue Sky et le Rialto, sont menacés de fermeture par les conséquences 

économiques qu’entraînent les nouveaux règlements de l’administration 

Drapeau. Malgré l’intermède de trois ans dans le règne de Drapeau, soit 

sous le mandat de Sarto Fournier entre 1957 et 1960, ce régime de 

répression du vice commercialisé se poursuit sous toutes ses formes.36 

En plus de vouloir redorer l’image de Montréal par l’enraiement du 

vice commercialisé, le maire Drapeau entreprend des projets de 

modernisation de la cité pour répondre à la rivalité qui l’oppose à Toronto 

                                                 
34 « La police provinciale interrompt un "spectacle" à Ville Jacques-Cartier », Le Canada 

Nouveau, vol. I, n° 1 (le lundi 24 mai 1954). p. 7. Et Roger Nantel. « "La prostitution existera 

jusqu’à la fin des temps" dit Pax Plante », Le Photo-Journal, vol. XVIII, n°28 (le samedi 30 

octobre 1954), p. 3. Et D. Proulx, op cit, p. 61. 
35 D. Proulx, op cit, p. 62. 
36 Ibid. Et Jacques Lamarche. Les 40 maires de Montréal. Montréal, LIDEC, Collection 

biographique, 1999, p. 56. 



Clio 2016-2017 

 

18 

 

et à son nouveau statut de métropole québécoise. Cette entreprise de 

modernisation se caractérise entre autres par les transformations 

technologiques rapides dans le domaine des transports : l’ouverture de la 

Voie maritime du Saint-Laurent entre 1954 et 1959, la construction de 

nouveaux boulevards et autoroutes, tels que le boulevard Dorchester entre 

1954 et 1955, l’apparition du métro en 1966 et la construction d’aéroports, 

soit celui de Dorval en 1960 et celui de Mirabel en 1969.37 En réponse à 

l’accroissement rapide de la population au cours des années 1950, avec un 

taux de croissance annuel oscillant entre 4,2% à 5,4 %, la modernisation de 

Montréal se poursuit au niveau du réaménagement urbain. En effet, après 

1945, un important mouvement de population vers les banlieues 

montréalaises permet à la ville d’étendre ses frontières. Avec cet étalement 

urbain, un nouveau centre-ville, autrefois situé dans le Vieux-Montréal, se 

construit dans les environs de la rue Sainte-Catherine, donc tout près du 

Red Light. En 1962, la mise en chantier de la Place Ville-Marie relance 

quant à elle la construction de gratte-ciel à Montréal qui avait été 

interrompue au début des années 1930. La tenue de l’Expo 67 et des Jeux 

olympiques d’été en 1976 à Montréal témoignent de cette montée de la 

modernité sous le régime de Jean Drapeau.38 

Malgré les efforts de l’administration de Drapeau pour redorer 

l’image de la cité, Montréal demeure une ville de contrastes. Alors que le 

retour de la prospérité et une scolarisation accrue augmente le pouvoir 

d’achat et l’ascension d’une classe moyenne montréalaise, une partie de la 

population semble être laissée pour compte par les entreprises de 

modernisation. Avec l’accroissement de l’exode rural durant et après la 

                                                 
37 P-A. Linteau, op cit, p. 460-462. « Deux nouveaux boulevards pour améliorer la circulation 

dans l’île de Montréal », Le Canada Nouveau, vol. I, n°4 (le vendredi 28 mai 1954), p. 16. 
38 P-A. Linteau, op cit, p. 460-502. Et G. Filion, « Le sens d’une victoire », op cit. Et Kristian 

Handberg, « Montreal Modern : Retro Culture and the Modern Past in Montreal », Culture 

Unbound: Journal Of Current Cultural Research, vol. 7, n°1 (1er mars 2015), p. 67-89. 
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Deuxième Guerre mondiale, l’arrivée d’immigrants et le baby-boom, la 

crise du logement s’intensifie à Montréal dans les années 1950. Dans la 

foulée du réaménagement urbain, les urbanistes, menés par Jean Drapeau 

et favorisant l’agrandissement de zones commerciales dans le centre-ville 

et la construction de maisons unifamiliales à l’extérieur de ce dernier, 

répondent à la crise du logement par un vaste projet de construction 

résidentielle dans les banlieues.39 Cette réponse ne semble pas satisfaire les 

besoins de tous les résidents de Montréal. Bien que l’accès à la propriété 

ait été démocratisé par la hausse du niveau de vie, les moyens financiers de 

plusieurs Montréalais ne leur permettent que de demeurer au statut de 

locataire. En réponse aux besoins de cette partie de la population, des voix 

opposées à l’opinion des urbanistes s’élèvent pour défendre la pertinence 

de conserver et de rénover les zones résidentielles à proximité du centre-

ville.40 

Dans le cadre de ce débat sur le réaménagement urbain, Paul 

Dozois, défenseur du maintien de zones résidentielles à proximité du 

centre-ville montréalais, présente un rapport sur la situation des taudis 

montréalais et sur un projet de construction résidentielle dans le centre-

ville de Montréal. Dans ce rapport, il présente l’allure honteuse et délabrée 

des maisons de ces territoires qui ne reçoivent pas l’entretien nécessaire de 

la part de leurs propriétaires qui, n’habitant plus ces quartiers, ne se 

préoccupent que de percevoir les loyers. De plus, Dozois porte une 

attention particulière sur la pauvreté et l’insuffisance de ressources qui 

caractérisent ces quartiers. Au niveau du Red Light plus particulièrement, 

le délabrement et la pauvreté rapportés par Dozois dans son rapport se 

                                                 
39 Catherine Charlebois et Paul-André Linteau (dir). Quartiers disparus : Red Light, Faubourg 

à M’lasse, Goose village. Montréal, Les Éditions du Cardinal, 2014, p. 41. 
40 C. Charlebois et P-A Linteau, op cit, p. 41. Et « Lions Club Backs Dozois Plan », The 

Montreal Gazette, vol. 179, (le lundi 17 décembre 1956), p. 7. 
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doublent de l’importance de la criminalité et de la délinquance juvénile 

dans ce quartier. En effet, Dozois note qu’en 1952, le nombre 

d’arrestations par 1000 habitants est six fois plus élevé dans le Red Light 

que dans l’ensemble de la cité montréalaise (voir annexe 3).41 Conscient 

que les taudis, tels que le Red Light et le Faubourg à m’lasse, constituent 

une entrave à la modernisation de Montréal par leur allure délabrée, la 

pauvreté qu’ils abritent et la criminalité qu’ils entraînent, dans son rapport 

de 1954, Dozois propose la destruction de treize zones de taudis, dont le 

Red Light, pour permettre la construction de logements sociaux à ces 

endroits.42 

 Comme les urbanistes de Jean Drapeau s’opposent à la 

construction de zones résidentielles dans le centre-ville montréalais et 

privilégient la transformation des zones de taudis en zones commerciales, 

il faut attendre 1957, soit sous l’administration du maire Sarto Fournier, 

pour que le projet aille de l’avant.43 Étant donné que le rapport Dozois 

souligne l’importance de la délinquance juvénile et de la criminalité dans 

le Red Light, cette portion du territoire montréalais est retenue pour 

expérimenter la mise en place du plan Dozois. Dans ce contexte, les 

autorités municipales demandent à des photographes, tels qu’E. Lactance 

Giroux et Albert J. Giroux, de photographier tous les bâtiments destinés à 

être détruits dans le but de documenter les travaux du Plan Dozois et une 

tranche de la vie urbaine montréalaise.44 La démolition des bâtiments du 

Red Light, s’échelonnant sur deux ans, soit entre 1957 et 1959, cède le pas 

                                                 
41 Frédéric Mercure-Jolette, « Le "plan Dozois" : quelques leçons de l’histoire de l’urbanisme et 

des politiques de rénovation urbaine à Montréal », Métropolitiques, 1er avril 2015.    
42 P.A. Linteau, op cit, p. 502-512. 
43 J. D’Anjou, « Plan Drapeau ou plan Dozois », Relations, vol. XVII, n°193 (janvier 1957), p. 

17. Et « Le bill 27, une loi pernicieuse », Le Devoir, vol. XLVIII, n°11 (le mardi 15 janvier 

1957), p. 3. 
44 C. Charlebois et P.-A. Linteau, op cit, p. 29-31. 
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à la construction de logements à prix modique nommés les Habitations 

Jeanne-Mance.45 Contrairement à certains quartiers interlopes, tels que 

Storyville de la Nouvelle-Orléans qui a été démantelé en 1917 sous 

l’impulsion des campagnes moralistes, le Red Light, rasé en 1957, a subi 

son coup de grâce par la modernisation de Montréal dans le cadre du 

remaniement urbain et du Plan Dozois. 

Bref, les bouleversements sociaux et culturels ainsi que la 

prospérité amenés par la Deuxième Guerre mondiale renforcent la rivalité 

entre Montréal et Toronto pour le titre de métropole canadienne. Portés au 

pouvoir par sa contribution aux mouvements moralistes, Jean Drapeau et 

son « régime des purs » amorcent une vaste entreprise de nettoyage du vice 

à Montréal dans le but de redorer l’image de la cité. Bien que le 

remaniement urbain permette l’expansion des banlieues et la modernisation 

de l’allure montréalaise, entres autres par les avancées technologiques dans 

les transports, une partie de la population montréalaise semble laissée pour 

compte dans ces projets. En réponse à ce problème, le Plan Dozois propose 

de hausser le niveau de vie de cette population et de participer à la 

modernisation de Montréal par la destruction de treize zones de taudis pour 

y installer des logements à prix modiques. Le Red Light, rasé en 1957, est 

alors victime de la modernité. 

Pour conclure, je confirme mon hypothèse selon laquelle les 

bouleversements sociaux et culturels créés par la Deuxième Guerre 

mondiale ont favorisé l’émergence de mobilisations moralistes et ont 

contraint les autorités à agir pour enrayer le vice de la prostitution et la 

corruption policière alors que la prospérité emmenée par cette guerre a 

postulé le Red Light comme une entrave à la modernité, expliquant 

l’accélération du « nettoyage » de ce quartier. Durant la Deuxième Guerre 

                                                 
45 Ibid, p. 40-43. 
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mondiale, les angoisses créées en réaction aux nouvelles réalités citadines, 

telles que le travail nocturne, le travail des femmes et la « moralité de 

guerre », favorisent l’émergence de campagnes moralistes. Ces pressions 

moralistes, renforcées par les demandes de l’armée pour la fermeture des 

maisons de désordre, les évènements de la commission Cannon et les 

demandes de la Ligue de la vigilance sociale entraînent la fermeture 

simultanée des maisons de désordre en 1944 et les rafles policières de 

Pacifique Plante dans les établissements illicites en 1946. De plus, 

l’hystérie du crime organisé et les campagnes de moralité renforcées par 

leur publicisation dans la presse permettent la création du Comité de 

moralité publique et la tenue de l’enquête Caron en 1950 portant un coup 

dur au régime de tolérance du vice commercialisé entretenu par les 

autorités municipales montréalaises. Toutefois, le succès des campagnes de 

moralité ne permet pas une explication exhaustive des raisons du 

démantèlement du Red Light qui est rasé en 1957 sous l’impulsion de la 

modernisation et du remaniement urbain de la ville de Montréal.  

Par contre, je crois qu’il est judicieux de nuancer les conclusions 

apportées par ce travail de recherche. D’abord, une étude plus approfondie 

du mouvement de moralité publique de Montréal serait intéressante afin de 

bien saisir la portée nationaliste et les caractères parfois xénophobes de son 

discours, que ce soit au niveau des valeurs véhiculées par les campagnes 

moralistes, ou au niveau du débat sur le tourisme et sur les origines 

ethniques des criminels du Red Light. Il est aussi important de considérer 

que les membres du Comité de moralité publique, bien qu’ils recherchent 

l’assainissement des mœurs montréalaises, désiraient aussi répondre à des 

intérêts personnels par leur campagne de moralité : Pacifique Plante 

désirait se venger des autorités municipales pour son congédiement en 

1958 et Jean Drapeau essayait de se hisser à la mairie. Puis, bien que les 

campagnes moralistes et la modernisation de Montréal aient porté des 

coups durs au vice commercialisé, ce dernier a continué à subsister malgré 
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ses efforts. Ainsi, l’un des héros mythiques du Red Light, soit Monica 

Proietti surnommée « Monica la Mitraille » ne cessera ses actions illicites 

qu’à sa mort le 19 septembre 1967, abattue par un policier dans le cadre 

d’un cambriolage de la Caisse populaire Saint-Vidal à Montréal Nord46. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
46 D. Proulx, op cit, p. 82. 
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Annexe 1 

 
 

Source: Catherine Charlebois et Paul-André Linteau (dir). Quartiers disparus : Red 

Light, Faubourg à M’lasse, Goose village. Montréal, Les Éditions du Cardinal, 2014, 

p. 44-45. 
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Annexe 2 

Professions déclarées des requérants de l’enquête Caron 

Source : Mathieu Lapointe. Nettoyer Montréal : Les campagnes de moralité publique 

1940-1954. Québec, Les éditions du Septentrion, 2014, p. 225. 

Cols blancs 

(incluant industriels et professionnels) 

Cols bleus 

Métiers Nombre Métiers Nombre 

Gérants 8 Mécaniciens 3 

Voyageurs et vendeurs 6 Typographes 3 

Comptables 5 Bouchers 2 

Industriels 5 Menuisiers 2 

Assurances 4 Autres cols bleus (divers) 9 

Commis 4 Total 19 (26%) 

Imprimeurs 3  

Journalistes 3  

Expéditeur 2  

Instituteurs/institutrices 2  

Autres cols blancs (divers) 12  

Total 55 (74%)  
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Annexe 3 

 
 

Source : Comité Consultatif pour l’élimination des taudis et pour l’habitation à loyer 

modique. Projet de rénovation d’une zone d’habitat défectueux et de construction 

d’habitation à loyer modique, rapport soumis au Comité exécutif de la cité de 

Montréal, Montréal, 1954, 51 p. in Frédéric Mercure-Joliette. « Le "plan Dozois" : 

quelques leçons de l’histoire de l’urbanisme et des politiques de rénovation urbaine à 

Montréal », Métropolitiques, 1er avril 2015.  

 

Née le 21 juin 1995, Alex Cadieux a d’abord entrepris des études en 

soins infirmiers. Toutefois, à la suite de diverses expériences et de 

lectures, son choix d’étude s’est réorienté vers l’enseignement. En 

2014, elle a alors débuté un baccalauréat spécialisé ès arts en lettres 

françaises avec une mineure en histoire. Les cours d’histoire qu’elle a 

suivis ont éveillé en elle une passion insoupçonnée et elle a donc 

modifié son parcours universitaire vers un baccalauréat spécialisé ès 

arts en histoire avec une mineure en lettres françaises. Étant donné ses 
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expériences de bénévolat pour le mouvement syndical, Alex a 

développé un intérêt particulier pour l’histoire ouvrière québécoise. 

Terminant son baccalauréat cet hiver, elle compte approfondir ses 

connaissances dans ce domaine en réalisant une maîtrise ès arts en 

histoire, avec l’option thèse, dans laquelle elle réfléchira sur l’histoire 

ouvrière québécoise entre les années 1896 et 1914. 

 

Alex Cadieux started her studies in Nursing; however she decided to 

pursue studies in teaching. In 2014, she started an Honours Bachelors of 

Arts in French Studies with a minor in history. Her history classes 

revealed an unexpected passion for history and she changed her 

program once more to focus on a history major with a minor in French 

studies. Given her experiences volunteering for the union movement, 

Alex developed an interest in Quebec workers history. After finishing 

her undergraduate degree this winter, she hopes to deepen her 

knowledge in this area by studying a master in history and completing a 

thesis on the Quebec workers between 1896 and 1914.  
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From Treating the Soul to Treating the Self: 

The Medicalization of Criminality in Nineteenth-Century 

America 
Stephany Chevalier-Crockett 

Despite much research on the interaction between psychology and the law since its 

emergence in the nineteenth century, research surrounding the ideas of psychologists 

themselves at the time are lacking. In the context of the U.S., the emergence of 

psychologist’s participation in the courts during the early 19th century coincided with 

a sociocultural shift in attitudes concerning insanity. While insanity had been 

previously assumed to have moral and religious causes only, psychologists began to 

point to the biological causes of insanity. Through an analysis of psychological 

journals, psychologists’ treatises and trial transcripts of the courts from the early to 

mid nineteenth century, this paper explores the discourse among psychologists in 

shaping the new biological narrative surrounding the causes of insanity in this period. 

As it will be shown, the impact of these new ideas in both legal and medical spheres 

helped further rehabilitative ideas in medicine concerning the mentally ill that was 

especially specific to nineteenth century America. 

 

During the nineteenth century, a shift concerning insane 

individuals, from a depravity narrative to a disease narrative in the 

courtroom highlighted a new sentimental outlook the medical 

establishment took towards the insane. This disease narrative highlighted 

the doubts of the courts concerning psychologists’ visions for the insane, 

eventually leading to a clash between the two. This dispute proved 

significant due to its two outcomes: the court’s dismissal of the 

rehabilitative goals of psychologists towards the insane, and the 

formulation of stringent legislation that would eventually punish many 

insane individuals for the innate behaviour caused by their disease. The 

disease narrative was primarily characterized by three concepts when it 

first emerged: a focus on the brain as causing behaviour, a rejection of the 
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depravity narrative, and a focus on the humane treatment of the insane 

through rehabilitation. Examining the previous concepts of the depravity 

narrative and romantic reform in nineteenth-century America allows for an 

exploration of the rise of the disease narrative. Furthermore, an analysis of 

texts from psychologists from the mid-century will identify and explore the 

main themes of the disease narrative. Trial accounts and lawyers’ texts at 

the time complicate the views of the disease narrative, demonstrating that 

the views and goals of the court were incompatible with the vision of 

psychologists assuming the disease narrative in regards to medical 

jurisprudence.  

 Romantic reform, highlighted in work undertaken in many social 

and religious movements, cultivated a culture that would place a new focus 

on sentimentalism in early to mid-nineteenth century America. These 

reforms intertwined social, religious, and philosophical movements acted 

to displace and challenge the concept of total depravity espoused by 

religious culture. The beginning of this culture stems from the eighteenth 

century and the spread of the moral philosophy of Scottish common sense 

realism among American intellectuals.47 These ideas challenged the 

concept of original sin, and thus the total depravity of humans, by arguing 

humans had a natural concept of morals that had been unaffected by 

original sin.48 To this end, it could be argued that humans had moral 

faculties that inclined them to do good, and that these faculties could be 

improved, as they were not predisposed to sin. However, if these 

Enlightenment views argued humans were naturally inclined to do moral 

good, it raised questions: if they behaved badly, then what motive did they 

                                                 
47  Karen Halttunen, Murder Most Foul: The Killer and the American Gothic Imagination 

(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1998), 42.  
48 Anne C. Rose, Voices of the Marketplace: American Thought and Culture, 1830-1860 (New 

York: Twayne, 1995), 4.  
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have to do so?49 While some still adhered to the Calvinistic concept of total 

depravity as an explanation for evil acts, others sought alternative 

explanations. Here, many placed a focus on the concept of uncontrolled 

‘passions.’ While the physical source of these ‘passions’ remained 

unknown, they were said to take over the reason of man, causing him to 

commit crimes such as murder.50 Explanations like these began to 

conceptualize mental faculties into those devoted to ‘reason’ and others to 

‘passions,’ which will later be explored as a narrative explained by 

psychologists in the courts. However, the displacement of the total 

depravity of humanity in the eighteenth century led to movements in the 

early nineteenth century that concerned themselves with the moral 

improvement of humankind altogether. 

Romantic reform movements in the early nineteenth century were 

linked to a positive outlook of humanity as something that could be 

improved upon and even perfected. These social reform agencies remained 

mostly religious in origin, with many arising from the Second Great 

Awakening. Many found themselves committing to social causes as a 

means of working towards moral perfection. The foundation of beliefs 

behind these religious reform causes was similar as well: a new optimism 

towards human nature enacted through a commitment to activist causes 

such as women’s rights and abolitionism.51 The romantic reform of 

theology was key in displacing the narrative of total depravity in humanity 

and pushing for reform on various social issues. Psychologists would push 

for reform as well, but would also complicate the notion of romantic 

reform. While they would assume the sentimental view of humanity, and 

the insane they would assume a deterministic view of disease to replace the 

                                                 
49 Halttunen, Murder Most Foul, 43.  
50 Ibid., 42-43. 
51 Rose, Voices of the Marketplace, 11,19.  
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previous concept of depravity. While romantic reform guided their 

sentimental view of the insane, they sought to answer what the motives of 

the insane were in committing crimes, and pointed to the physical origins 

of disease causing uncontrollable ‘passions’ that overtook man’s reason. 

While examining the various ways in which psychologists presented 

disease as deterministic in the crimes of the insane was somewhat 

important to the courts, psychologists had a greater vision. Overall, the 

sentimental views of psychologists arguing for a more humane treatment of 

the insane through insanity defences would also set the foundation of the 

medical jurisprudence sought by psychologists in the courts. 

 Before the introduction of the disease narrative in the courts, the 

assumption of the total depravity of humanity had already directed British 

and American courts in their decisions regarding the insane. English 

common law defined a crime in two parts: actus reus and mens rea. Actus 

reus defined the act, and mens rea defined the guilty mind. One prominent 

test of insanity, before the rise of those defined by the disease narrative, 

was the ‘wild beast’ test. Upon elaboration by the jurist Mathew Hale in 

the eighteenth century, the courts had decided that criminally exculpating a 

defendant on the basis on absence of mens rea required a complete 

deprivation of memory, reason, and understanding in the offender. Early 

cases in the nineteenth-century courts of America showcase the reliance on 

a total deprivation of mental faculties to qualify for criminal exculpation. 

Thomas Erskine, a barrister defending James Hadfield on insanity charges 

in the 19th century, later challenged the ‘wild beast’ test by pushing for the 

presence of delusion, as opposed to the absence of reason and all mental 

faculties, but the courts regularly followed Hale’s standard.52 However, 

this concept of the presence of delusion marked itself as a precursor to the 

                                                 
52

 Halttunen, 211, 213, 215. 
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later shift towards the disease narrative that would argue the presence of 

physical symptoms of insanity in medical jurisprudence.  

 While the courts showcased their slow departure from the 

depravity narrative, psychologists also exhibited their gradual move to the 

disease narrative by the early nineteenth century. Benjamin Rush, the 

father of American psychiatry, was the first to complicate the depravity 

narrative offered in the eighteenth century. Rush imagined insanity as a 

link between the physical self and the spiritual self: the moral failings of 

the spiritual self were identified as the cause of physical symptoms of 

insanity.53 While he did not accept the assumption of total depravity of 

humanity, he still thought the only method of treating any physical 

manifestation of insanity was primarily through moral treatment. In this 

sense, Rush still adhered to the depravity narrative by treating the spiritual 

‘soul’ primarily, and less so the physical self (and specifically, lacked a 

focus on treating faculties of the brain).  

In 1835, when British psychologist J.C. Prichard first defined 

moral insanity, his focus was on the moral and spiritual causes of insanity 

as well. He identified it as a “morbid perversion of the affection of moral 

feelings exclusively” and linked it primarily to social conditions: a lack of 

morality in an age supposedly turning away from religion for material 

gains.54 Here too, Prichard bordered on assuming the disease narrative, but 

in terms of social conditions, he assumed the same inverse relationship as 

Rush; environment was the primary cause in causing the actions of the 

mind. Rush and Prichard both noticed a physical link to insanity, but 

neither saw the brain alone as the catalyst behind behaviour. By missing 

                                                 
53 Jodie Boyer, “Religion, ‘Moral insanity,’ and Psychology in Nineteenth-century America,” 

Religion and American Culture 24, no. 1 (2014): 75-76. 
54 Ibid., 76-77.  
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this vital link, both failed to make the benchmark for the disease narrative 

that was proposed by Isaac Ray in 1838.  

 Isaac Ray’s A Treatise on the Medical Jurisprudence of Insanity, 

published in 1838, served as a landmark text that influenced American and 

British medical jurisprudence. His work encapsulated the primary themes 

of the disease narrative in the mid-nineteenth century: insanity as a 

physical disease that acted upon behaviour, dismissal of the depravity 

narrative assumed by the courts and public, and promoting the humane 

treatment of the insane by the courts. In defining the physical aspects of 

insanity, Ray applied the ideas of ‘faculty psychology’ – regarding the 

brain as possessing certain physical parts that correlated with behaviour in 

reality.55 Ray argued, the physical brain produced behaviour. As a part of 

the human anatomy, the brain was susceptible to disease, and unless it 

could be proven immune, Ray assumed that “the affective, as well as 

intellectual faculties are subject to derangement.”56 By drawing this link 

between the brain and behaviour, Ray presented two important ideas 

concerning the physical aspects of insanity: the overarching idea that the 

diseased brain could affect behaviour, and that disease could affect specific 

parts of the brain without affecting other faculties.  

Ray supported the idea of the diseased brain by presenting the 

results of autopsied murderers. He found one man who experienced an 

unnatural “inflammation of the arachnoid membrane of the brain.”57 In this 

sense, Ray and other psychologists began to indicate the physical origins of 

the ‘passions’ faculty of the brain in humans, and began to provide 

concrete proof to how seemingly incomprehensible motives behind 

                                                 
55 Halttunen, Murder Most Foul, 215.  
56 Isaac Ray, A Treatise on the Medical Jurisprudence of Insanity (Boston: Little Brown, 1838), 

168. 
57 Ibid, 224. 
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murders could occur. To further prove this point, Ray pointed to the 

sudden presence of insanity after serious disease or injury to the brain, 

showing them to be “dependent on morbid action.” One example cited the 

murder-suicide of a father and son; during the autopsy, the father was 

found to have a “congestion of blood to the brain” caused by a hard fall 

that resulted in a blow to his head.58 In any case, Ray argued that when an 

individual saw that “reason had lost its empire over the passions,” they 

were incapable of regaining them, nor able to control any actions 

unrestrained ‘passions’ caused.59 This concept was important in cultivating 

the ‘irresistible impulse’ doctrine proposed to the courts later, which 

deferred the blame from the insane since it argued they had no control over 

the actions their disease caused. Ultimately, Ray could summarize and 

prove that insanity was not mysteriously conjured up in individuals. Other 

psychologists and his own ability to give concrete proof of disease of the 

mind displaced the depravity narrative since it could not hide behind vague 

understandings of the brain any longer. The numerous links drawn between 

the brain and behaviour, and proof that disease could cause depravity, 

explained insanity in a way American courts would find hard to deny.  

 Furthermore, Ray outright denied the depravity narrative 

associated with the insane in his text, further strengthening and signalling 

the shift to the disease narrative. While he pointed to the fact that disease 

could not explain all murders, he also argued that “they cannot all be 

attributed to faults of education, to evil example, or to innate depravity.”60 

Conceding that disease could not explain the motivation behind all 

murders, Ray still outright dismissed the inherently moral and spiritual 

origins previously linked to insanity through the depravity narrative. To 

                                                 
58 Ibid, 207.  
59 Ibid, 174. 
60 Ibid, 192.  
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Ray, these points obscured the reality that others and he himself had 

discovered: the disease of the mind was associated too often with insanity 

for it to be explained simply by the natural and total depravity of humanity. 

While Ray acknowledged a that a spiritual nature of the individual existed, 

he argued it could be affected by “organic laws.” 61 Individuals motives 

thus could not just be tainted by immorality, depravity, or some outside 

influence. Thus, the spiritual self and physical self were not independent 

and could influence each other. However, by dismissing depravity as the 

sole explanation of insanity, and creating a disease narrative that centered 

on the medicalization of disease, Ray also intended to displace negative 

connotations towards the insane.  

 Ultimately, Ray’s disease narrative called for the creation of 

medical jurisprudence that focused on the humanity of the insane. Defining 

criminality in terms of medicalization served to protect the insane from 

punishment. While previous definitions of insanity were narrow in defining 

complete deprivation of mental faculties, Ray argued for a broader and 

nuanced understanding of mental diseases. Furthermore, Ray appealed to 

the humanity of the courts in evaluating the actions of the insane. While an 

insanity defence now could send the insane to an asylum for rehabilitation, 

and thus restrict his rights somewhat, he argued they were “founded in the 

most humane and enlightened views, and have for their objective the 

promotion of their highest welfare.”62 Here, the goal was rehabilitation in 

the asylum – disease presented the option of a possible cure, and Ray 

indicated it was in the best interest of the courts in preventing crime to 

consider this concept.63 Punishment could not offer the alternative of 

                                                 
61 Ibid, 258. 
62 Ibid, 237. 
63 Ibid, 259. 
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rehabilitation within the asylum, which could potentially alleviate their 

condition.  To this end, Ray argued the disease narrative concerning the 

insane had to be recognized, and that the “interests of humanity require 

that this event should take place speedily.”64 Rehabilitation of the insane 

did not just benefit the insane individuals themselves, but humanity as a 

whole, as it presented a more worthwhile solution than other forms of 

punishment.  

 The M’Naughten trial of 1843 served as the first major case to 

exemplify the some of the new conceptualizations of insanity offered by 

the disease narrative of Isaac Ray, particularly in sparking a creation of a 

new insanity test to be tried in British and American courts. The attorney 

of McNaughten primarily called upon Ray’s text on medical jurisprudence 

of the insane to defend the actions of McNaughten.65 In this case, 

M’Naughten had killed the secretary to British Prime Minister Robert Peel, 

mistaking the secretary as the Prime Minister while suffering from severe 

delusions.66 Thus, M’Naughten’s attorney called numerous expert 

witnesses to the stand to testify on M’Naughten’s insanity. These medical 

witnesses affirmed Ray’s proposed disease narrative in two ways 

primarily: by proposing disease of the brain was the primary source of 

insane behaviour, and by dismissing moral depravity as the sole source of 

insanity.   

Many witnesses pointed to concepts of ‘partial insanity’ or 

‘monomania’ to explain insanity; concepts which proposed that insanity 

could affect one faculty of the brain, but none of the others. The testimony 

                                                 
64 Ibid, 263. 
65 Jacques M. Quen. “Anglo-American Criminal Insanity: An Historical Perspective.” Journal 

of the History of the Behavioral Sciences 10 (3) (1974): 319-320. 
66 Ibid.  

 



Clio 2016-2017 

 

37 

 

of Dr. Monroe was particularly astute of the power of faculty psychology 

in the courts, noting that while past proposals regarding ideas of disease 

within a single faculty of the brain existed, it had never been as discussed 

as it was at this time.67 Others focused on the notion that an absence of 

motive in a crime had to indicate a presence of delusion. Notions like this 

pointed to the inherent goodness of humanity proposed by the disease 

narrative. If humans were naturally meant to do good, they required motive 

to do bad, and if they had no motive, then something else had to be causing 

them to commit criminal acts. Despite the affirmation of expert witnesses 

of the disease narrative, the insanity test subsequently created by the court 

was at odds with the goals of psychologists and their conception of the 

disease narrative.  

 The insanity test based on the trial, known as the M’Naughten 

Rules, began the divide between psychologists and the courts in enacting 

medical jurisprudence due to its deviation from the goals of the disease 

narrative. Despite the power that Ray’s text had on the eventual decision in 

the case, he was the foremost critic of the rules that resulted from it. The 

trial resulted in M’Naughten being found not guilty by reason of insanity 

by the jury, and a series of questions put the judges based on the verdict led 

them to the establishment of the M’Naughten Rules.68  In short, the rules 

created strict guidelines in identifying the delusion of the insane, namely in 

identifying a defect in reason. As Ray criticized, the test assumed that 

insanity would never vary, and any defect in reason would present itself 

consistently: “[...] the law expects you will move as discreetly and 

circumspectly as if the undimmed light of reason were shining on your 

path.69 Ray’s imagery is apt in the assumptions of the courts regarding the 

                                                 
67  Old Bailey Proceedings Online, 27 February 1843, trial of Daniel M’Naughten (t-18430227-

874), https://www.oldbaileyonline.org/browse.jsp?div=t18430227-874.  
68 Quen, “Anglo-American Insanity,” 319. 
69 Ibid., 320.  
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insane. In this case, insanity was imagined as consistent and predictable, as 

if some light truly could allow them to see the ways in which their 

misfiring brain might impact their actions at any given moment. 

Psychologists like Ray argued otherwise; insanity was broadly understood, 

and the only true thing that was known about it was that the brain caused it. 

The presence of insanity didn’t require a definition: its presence alone, 

manifested in any way, should be considered enough in the courts. A 

narrow view of insanity thus undermined the entire cause of the disease 

narrative: any insane person whose insanity behaved in an unpredictable 

manner was susceptible to punishment or death. With this decision, Ray 

and the psychological community began to strengthen their proof of the 

disease narrative, offering various sources and views to argue against the 

previous rules undertaken by the English courts.  

 Following the M’Naughten decision, psychologists in the U.S. 

began to widely publish medical texts displaying the consensus of the 

community concerning medical jurisprudence and the insane, with the 

ultimate goal of legitimizing the disease narrative in the eyes of the courts 

and arguing for the humane treatment of the insane. Notably, soon after the 

M’Naughten trial, the first volume of the American Journal of Insanity was 

published out of Utica, New York. The creation of the journal in 1844 

served as a timely source to disperse texts about insanity from the medical 

community for the courts; the first volume alone had five articles on 

medical jurisprudence.70 Through these texts, psychologists continued to 

provide evidence of the role of disease in causing insanity, as well as 

arguing for a humane treatment of the insane. 

                                                 
70. American Journal of Insanity 1 (Utica: New York State Lunatic Asylum, 1844-1845), 134, 

235, 258, 370, 372. 
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While publishing texts either directly about medical jurisprudence, 

or on trial accounts invoking an insanity plea, psychologists continued to 

argue the determinism of disease in causing insanity. In the first trial 

account discussed in the journal, psychologists invoked evidence of a 

family history of insanity of the defendant, and his delusional ramblings, as 

proof of his insanity. Along with this, they conducted multiple interviews 

with the defendant to display consistency in his insanity to the courts.71 

Other accounts of trials in the journal highlighted disease found in the 

insane post-mortem. One account cited the diseased brain found in a 

murderer after his death in an asylum, displaying that in this case, the 

courts had proven the testimony of psychologists to be correct in assessing 

the man.72 However, the account is careful to point out how psychologists 

had to ensure the legitimacy of the disease narrative and their own 

testimony. Courts had to be effectively convinced, and so psychologists 

should ensure they only offered testimony if they were well-read about 

insanity. Furthermore, psychologists were aware of the critique charged by 

lawyers that they simply assumed all criminals to be insane, and thus 

displayed too much philanthropy towards known criminals. Here, they 

charged that all psychologists must protect the interests of society in 

condemning criminals and the interests of humanity in defending the “the 

unfortunates whom insanity alone has armed with assassin’s weapon.”73 

Articles such as these displayed the salience of the opinion of the courts in 

psychologists accounts. Their knowledge was not simply being dispersed 

among themselves, and the arguments they made in these accounts had to 

appeal to those in the courts who were reading as well. In this sense, they 

had to displace charges of philanthropy and display convincingly that it 

was an uncontrollable disease that made these murderers dangerous. 

                                                 
71 “Medical Jurisprudence of Insanity,” American Journal of Insanity 1 (1844-1845), 263-264. 
72 “Crime and Insanity,” American Journal of Insanity 4 (1847): 72. 
73 Ibid., 70, 71, 73.  
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Beyond this, however, psychologists defended themselves of the charges 

against them from the courts by arguing it was lawyers, and not 

psychologists, who misrepresented the insanity plea. Psychologists argued 

that it was in the light of misinformation and the desperate need for a 

defence, lawyers undermined the concept of insanity defences. 

Consequently, it was the misrepresentation of the defence by lawyers that 

propagated the theory that all criminals were insane, and not psychologists 

themselves.74 Thus, psychologists defended criticisms against the disease 

narrative by carefully displacing charges of their philanthropy towards 

criminals, and arguing it was the courts themselves who produced the 

problems of medical jurisprudence. 

Other accounts in the journal acted to voice the outrage of 

psychologists in regards to cruel decisions concerning the insane in courts. 

Notably, Isaac Ray accused civilization to be “more like that of the middle 

ages than of the nineteenth century” with the decision of courts to kill 

Abner Baker in 1845, whose trial account had shown him to be insane. 

Another accused the cruelty of the court in the same case to be like the 

Reign of Terror committed by the Committee of Public Safety during the 

French Revolution.75 Falling back on historical accounts in both cases 

charged the courts with indiscriminately murdering the insane simply for 

their condition. The moral charge on the both parts painted the courts being 

both devoid of humanity, and ultimately reckless in how they applied the 

law.  

                                                 
74 Aubanel, “And Medico-Legal Remarks Upon a Case of Homicidal Insanity,” American 

Journal of Insanity 3 (1846), 109. 
75 Isaac Ray, “Life and Trial of Dr. Abner Baker,” American Journal of Insanity 6 (1846), 33-
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Interestingly, psychologists twisted the argument of insanity being 

caused by selfishness by accusing the courts of it as well. Ray argued that:  

the material interests of man -- those whereby he buyeth 

and selleth and getteth gain -- have always been regulated 

by laws that evince a deeper insight into the merits of the 

case [...] than those with relate to the high interests of 

humanity.76 

While the insane had been previously charged with their insanity being 

caused by an overly individualistic and selfish society, Ray also argued the 

same concerning the courts. The passionless of the courts originated in a 

primary interest in protecting the material interests of man, and not man 

himself. As psychologists argued, the insane who committed crimes were 

“worthy of pity, and the severity of the court’s justice towards them [...] 

should be limited to sequestration in a lunatic asylum.”77 In line with the 

new-found sentimental image of the insane proposed by the disease 

narrative, psychologists argued the asylum was the place for the insane as 

it was a space for “cure, or of charitable support.”78 Continuing into 1861, 

psychologists would argue “love and charity” as the cure for the insane.79 

With these passionate defences for the insane and previous defences of 

psychologists in the American Journal of Insanity, the divide between 

psychologists and the courts emerged. Psychologists were perceived, in the 

accusation of showing philanthropy towards criminals, as being too 

passionate and too humane for the courts. In the eyes of some 

psychologists, the courts were overly cruel and inhumane. While this 

                                                 
76 Isaac Ray, “Legislation for the Insane in Maine,” American Journal of Insanity 4 (1848), 211. 
77 Aubanel, “And Medical-Legal Remarks [...]” American Journal of Insanity 3 (1846), 108.  
78 John Charles Bucknill, “Insanity in Relation to Crimes,” American Journal of Insanity 12 

(1856), 344. 
79 Julius Parigot, “Moral Insanity in Relation to Criminal Acts,” New York Academy of Medicine 

(1861), 242.  
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charge would become complicated in the 1840s and 1850s, the medical 

jurisprudence of the courts would eventually sharpen the divide between 

the law and psychologists.  

While trial accounts showed the court holding contested opinions 

on how to decide medical jurisprudence during the 1840s and early 1850s, 

a sharp divide demonstrating the court’s doubt on psychologist’s opinions 

of the insane emerged in medical jurisprudence in the late 1850s. In the 

first trial transcript presented in the American Journal of Insanity, the 

judge for Abner Rogers affirmed the facts given by psychologists in the 

courtroom were indeed both legitimate and needed: information unknown 

to the common man was required to understand these cases.80 Here, the 

legitimacy, as well as the importance, of the psychologist’s presence in 

court cases involving insanity was invoked. In this case, the defendant was 

found not guilty by reason of insanity. While the decision was a victory, 

the courts decided in the trial of Abner Baker to sentence him to death, 

despite evidence of his insanity. Despite this, the court did not disclose the 

remarks of counsel, so psychologists were lost on what guided the 

decision: they knew only the result, which sparked considerable outrage.81 

While this decision would not result in a dramatic turn in medical 

jurisprudence, decisions in the 1850s began to express the doubts of the 

judges and lawyers alike concerning the disease narrative proposed by 

psychologists. 

Notable cases from the early 1850s began to highlight the 

criticisms from lawyers arising in the courts concerning the disease 

narrative proposed by psychologists. While judges had begun to employ 

the M’Naughten rules of assessing a defendant’s concept of right and 

                                                 
80 “Medical Jurisprudence of Insanity, 270-271. 
81 Ray, “The Trial of Abner Baker.”, 31, 34.  
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wrong when committing a crime, lawyers were the main actors attacking 

psychologists. The case of U.S. v. McGlue saw criticism from the counsel 

on the notion of moral insanity proposed by psychologists. Here, they 

expressed the fact that the concept of moral insanity was proposed by 

“ingenious and zealous persons” with the intent to undermine criminal 

law.82 While the case resulted in the defendant being found not guilty by 

reason of insanity, the criticism was not the last to be launched at 

psychologists. In the trial of William Clark in 1855, the counsel accused 

the specialization of knowledge on the part of psychologists of being their 

downfall: 

The physician who makes dyspepsia his particular study, 

will be prone to trace dyspepsia in every case of disease. 

And so, too, he who makes disease of the mind his entire 

study, will discover something of that in almost every case 

of irregularity of conduct.83 

While Clark was found not guilty by reason of insanity as well, the opinion 

of lawyers still showcased a tension between lawyers and psychologists in 

the courtroom. Despite the availability of texts on medical jurisprudence, 

judges invoked them at their discretion -- Rogers was found guilty with 

evidence of insanity, Clark and McGlue were not. Lawyers routinely 

undermined the cause of psychologists by invoking their defence without 

due cause, while criticizing their expertise and presence as undermining 

criminal law. If these examples communicate anything about the period, it 

is the state of turmoil and conflict it seems to be experiencing.  Looking to 

                                                 
82 US v. McGlue, 26 F. Cas. 1093 (C.C.D. Mass. 1851). 
83 C.H.H. McFarland, “Report of the Trial of William Clark [...]”(New Haven: Thomas H. 
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settle questions on all sides, however, a legal text in 1855 would emerge to 

influence medical jurisprudence against psychologists’ disease narrative.  

 Francis Wharton’s 1855 text, A Monograph on Mental 

Unsoundness, served as the landmark legal text for the courts that 

ultimately argued against the assertions of the disease narrative offered by 

psychologists to guide medical jurisprudence. In the first edition, Wharton 

argued that insanity was not congenital but “in in most cases, the result of 

causes which the patient himself might have averted if he had chosen.”84 In 

Wharton’s eyes, an individual impaired by a disease of the mind could still 

be a responsible agent in the eyes of the court. Theories like these were 

informed by Wharton’s theology, as he still held to Calvinist concepts of 

human responsibility. His opinion that man was responsible for his own 

insanity reflected a main tenet in the depravity narrative that preceded the 

disease narrative.85  As he argued, the concept of moral insanity –the 

concept that a faculty controlling volition could be affected by disease, 

without affecting other faculties, and thus cause insanity – was a concept 

that had already been accepted by the courts. In later editions, Wharton 

argued that the lack of consensus among psychologists on the matter made 

their expert testimony precarious in the eyes of the law.86 And yet, these 

assertions went contrary to the assertions found in the American Journal of 

Insanity presented before: a general acceptance had developed among 

psychologists that disease could selectively affect faculties in the brain. 

Despite the confused opinions of Wharton about moral insanity, the 

statements on it served only to create a narrow scope of insanity for the 

                                                 
84 Francis Wharton. A Monograph on Mental Unsoundness (Philadelphia: Kay and Brother, 

1855),  215-216. 
85 Janet A. Tighe, “Francis Wharton and the Nineteenth-Century Insanity Defense: The Origins 

of a Reform Tradition,” American Journal of Legal History 27. No. 3 (1983):], see notes on 

241. 
86 Wharton, A Monograph [...], 2nd ed., 45-46. 
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courts. Effectively, these statements would undermine the deterministic 

cause of insanity pointed to by psychologists in the disease narrative from 

the preceding decades.  

 Furthermore, Wharton’s text also served to undermine the 

rehabilitative goals of the disease narrative in his assertions. If the 

deterministic quality of insanity existed, then only permanent incarceration 

was the way to treat it; rehabilitation was “hopeless” and any other form of 

punishment was “unjust.”87 While he acknowledged punishment beyond 

incarceration in a prison was unjust, ultimately, he dismissed the hopeful 

goals of psychologists in their disease narrative. The concept of 

rehabilitation as “hopeless” underlined the divide that Wharton saw 

emerge between the courts and psychologists. Wharton’s writings would 

assert the concept throughout later editions that the insane had some 

responsibility for their actions. Thus, the underlying theme of his writing 

opposed that of psychologists: the insane deserved punishment, in some 

form, for their actions more than they deserved rehabilitation.88 The cause 

was in vain to Wharton, and ultimately his writings animated the divide 

between psychologists and actors in the courts. While psychologists 

perceived the insane as deserving of hope, or of the possibility of a cure 

due to their disease, Wharton and the opinion of the courts ultimately 

dismissed it.  

 The disease narrative that emerged in the middle of the nineteenth 

century that attempted to marry new concepts of mental illness with 

humane ideas animated in romantic reform at the time. The cause of 

psychologists was hopeful. Numerous cases argued the role of the brain in 

causing behaviour, and how disease could affect it. Thus, the concept of 
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proving to the courts that the insane could be treated became a cornerstone 

of their arguments. Ultimately, the courts would argue that the insane were 

responsible for their insanity in some form, and that no cure existed for 

them; thus, the rehabilitative and humane cause of psychologists was futile. 

These points made by the courts and psychologists continue to highlight 

strains of thought that continue to this day. Many still hold the mentally ill 

responsible for their disease, and many still doubt the efforts of 

psychologists in finding a cure for mental illness -- to this end, what role 

could rehabilitation possibly serve? Despite the fact that insanity defences 

are rarely used, and rarely successfully won, the question as to whether 

psychologists have too much power in the courts remains. Time has 

passed, and psychologists have built on the theories of their counterparts in 

the nineteenth century with insurmountable scientific evidence. If they 

have proven their cause, it seems that perhaps it is not psychologists that 

bear the brunt of criticism. To those that question the power of 

psychologists in the courts, perhaps the question should be turned to 

unquestionable power that the courts have themselves. 
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Pêcheur, malade, criminel: 

Conceptualisation de l’homosexualité et identification en 

URSS 
Marie-Eve Desjardins 

Sous la dictature de Staline, la poursuite des « ennemis du peuple » engendra une 

atmosphère de paranoïa qui culmina en l’expansion massive du système de Goulag 

pendant les années 1930. Un discours et une performance démontrant sa loyauté au 

Parti communiste se développa donc, pour échapper à la persécution. Cette 

performance, émergeant de certaines conceptions du genre et de la sexualité, vint à 

situer l’homosexualité comme étant un marqueur permettant de reconnaître ces 

ennemis du peuple et autres criminels. Cette dissertation cherche à tracer l’évolution 

de la conceptualisation de l’homosexualité en Russie et en Union Soviétique, et 

étudier comment et pourquoi la sexualité fut intégrée en ces discours et performances 

de loyauté. Elle examine aussi comment ce discours fut perpétué par les prisonniers 

politiques du Goulag pour marquer une différence de classe et de respectabilité, au 

contraire des criminels de basse souche, et ainsi toujours affirmer sa loyauté au 

système Soviétique. 

 

Staline, au long de sa carrière, conceptualisa l’Union Soviétique 

comme étant sous un encerclement capitaliste hostile, et donc constamment 

à risque d’attaques. Ces attaques pouvaient, et, selon Staline, allaient venir 

de l’intérieur, perpétués par les kulak1 et autres ennemis anti-Soviétiques.2 

Sous Staline, l’image de « l’ennemi du peuple » devint donc un mécanisme 

de contrôle étatique important, justifiant maintes mesures législatives et 

pouvoirs policiers pour être en mesure de sauvegarder l’intégrité de 

l’URSS. Cette paranoïa qui érodait le Parti et le système politique pendant 

                                                 
1 Les kulak sont une strate paysanne définie par la possession d’une relativement haute quantité 

d’argent, de terre et/ou de bétail. Ils étaient donc vus comme étant ennemis des Soviet et 

saboteurs du communisme, surtout puisqu’ils étaient caractérisés comme résistant férocement la 

collectivisation. 
2 Sarah Rosemary Davies et James R Harris, Stalin: A New History, Cambridge, Cambridge 

University Press, 2005, p.171. 
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les années 1930, culminant en l’expansion massive du système de Goulag, 

nécessita en conséquent la création d’un certain discours et performance 

démontrant sa loyauté si l’un voulait échapper à l’arrestation, la torture ou 

les camps de travail. En traçant l’histoire et l’évolution de la 

conceptualisation Soviétique de l’homosexualité, cette dissertation cherche 

à démontrer comment l’homosexualité devint un de ces marqueurs 

permettant de reconnaître ces criminels et ennemis du peuple, et comment 

la sexualité fut de ce fait intégrée en ce discours de loyauté. 

 Il faut relever d’abord quelques notes épistémologiques. 

Premièrement, il faut préciser que « homosexualité », d’ici-lors, ne se 

référera qu’à l’homosexualité masculine, à moins d’indication contraire. 

Les sources et les études existantes en anglais concernent majoritairement 

l’homosexualité masculine, et les lesbiennes ne semblent pas avoir souffert 

le même niveau de scrutation que leurs contreparties masculines ; par 

ailleurs, les actions lesbiennes et les déviations de genre féminin n’ont 

jamais été criminalisés, ni sous les Tsars ni sous les communistes.3 

 Deuxièmement, il est important de noter que l’acte homosexuel, la 

sodomie, doit être compris comme étant séparé de l’identité homosexuelle. 

En effet, en Russie comme dans les pays occidentaux, l’identité 

homosexuelle sociale et communautaire telle que comprise de nos jours ne 

se développa qu’assez tard, suivant la Deuxième Guerre Mondiale.4 Donc, 

les hommes participant à la sodomie ne se considéraient pas 

nécessairement homosexuels. D’ailleurs, plusieurs étaient mariés et avaient 

                                                 
3 Dan Healy, « Sexual and Gender Dissent: Homosexuality as Resistance in Stalin’s Russia », 

dans Lynne Viola, Contending with Stalinism : Soviet Power and Popular Resistance in the 

1930s, Ithaca, Cornell University Press, 2002, p.144. 
4 Frances Lee Bernstein, The Dictatorship of Sex: Lifestyle Advice for the Soviet Masses, 

DeKalb, Northern Illinois University Press, 2007, p.64. 
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des enfants.5 Ainsi, les termes « homosexualité » et « homosexuel » 

doivent être compris dans le sens qu’ils dénotent le fait de perpétuer des 

actes homosexuels, et ne se réfèrent pas, dans le contexte de ce travail, à la 

conscience identitaire. 

 Finalement, il ne faut point prétendre que les différentes 

conceptualisations de l’homosexualité étaient universellement partagées en 

Union Soviétique. Les discours de la paysannerie ou de différentes 

ethnicités ou nationalités de l’URSS étaient fort probablement différents 

que ceux de la politique officielle, mais il est ici question de tracer 

l’évolution de la conceptualisation de l’homosexualité au niveau de la 

rhétorique officielle du pouvoir politique. Donc, pour voir comment 

l’homosexualité devint considérée une activité décidément anti-Soviétique 

et analogue à la criminalité, il faut examiner les discours des Tsars, des 

Bolchéviques, et du Parti et de ses services policiers. 

 La première instance de criminalisation d’actes homosexuels en 

Russie fut en 1706, sous Pierre le Grand, dans le code militaire 

Moskovitische Kreigsreglament. Ce code ordonnait spécifiquement la mort 

au bûcher comme peine, bien qu’il n’y a aucune preuve qu’elle ne fut 

appliquée.6 Le code militaire révisé de 1716 atténuait cette peine, 

prescrivant la punition corporelle pour actes consensuels, mais ajoutait 

aussi une clause notant que la présence de viol ou de coercition serait puni 

par la peine capitale ou par le travail forcé. Ces codes ne s’appliquaient 

                                                 
5 Dan Healy, « Masculine Purity and “Gentlemen’s Mischief”: Sexual Exchange and 

Prostitution between Russia Men », Slavic Review, vol.60, no.2 (2001), p.237, 239, 245-246. 
6 Simon Karlinsky, « Russia’s Gay Literature and Culture: The Impact of the October 

Revolution », dans Martin B Duberman, Martha Vicinus et George Chauncy, Hidden from 

History: Reclaiming the Gay and Lesbian Past, New York, NAL Books, 1989, p.348-349. 
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qu’à l’armée7, mais démontrent tout de même que l’homosexualité 

masculine était considérée problématique déjà à cette époque.  

 Ce fut en 1832, sous Nicholas I, que les actes homosexuels furent 

officiellement criminalisés au niveau de la populace. Le nouveau code 

légal contenait les articles 995 et 996, interdisant la sodomie et la séduction 

et le viol d’un mineur ou d’un homme à déficience mentale, 

respectivement.8 L’article 995, condamne la sodomie par vertu de 

rhétorique religieuse, décrivant la sodomie comme étant spécifiquement « 

le vice contraire à la nature ».9 Tandis que tous coupables perdaient leurs 

droits civils, les Chrétiens recevaient des peines plus sérieuses, 

déterminées par les autorités religieuses.10 

 Toutefois, non seulement était-il difficile de prouver une instance 

de sodomie, mais la force judiciaire de la Russie n’était déjà pas très 

efficace. En conséquent, bien que criminalisée officiellement, les cas 

criminels concernant l’homosexualité étaient rares, et le restèrent au long 

du dix-neuvième siècle.11 Notamment, les homosexuels des classes 

privilégiées et aristocrates pouvaient se livrer à ces activités sans grande 

crainte de réprimande.12 Une culture homosexuelle importante se 

développa donc en Russie Tsariste, surtout dans les grandes villes de 

Moscou et Saint-Petersburg. Malgré la difficulté de faire respecter la loi, 

ces relations sociales s’établirent tout de même sur la vertu de la discrétion, 

                                                 
7 Ibidem. 
8 Ibid. p.349. 
9 Laura Engelstein, « Soviet Policy toward Male Homosexuality: Its Origins and Historical 

Roots », Journal of Homosexuality, vol.29, no.2-3 (1995), p.157. 
10 Laura Engelstein, « Soviet Policy », p.157; Bernstein, The Dictatorship of Sex, p.62. 
11 Igor S. Kon, The Sexual Revolution in Russia: From the Age of the Czars to Today, New 

York, The Free Press, 1995, p.46; Engelstein, « Soviet Policy », p.158. 
12 Kon, The Sexual Revolution in Russia, p.46. 

 



Clio 2016-2017 

 

52 

 

et se développèrent en culture de troc sexuel.13 En effet, l’échange 

s’accomplissait, si possible, dans un endroit privé, et n’impliquait pas 

habituellement de l’argent, mais plutôt des ressources matérielles, telles la 

nourriture ou un logis temporaire.14 Pour cette raison, les relations étaient 

souvent entre un homme plus vieux et nanti, ayant accès à un endroit privé, 

et un homme plus jeune et fort possiblement en difficulté économique.15 

  L’homosexualité en Russie devint donc amalgamée à la pédérastie, 

cette dernière définie comme étant une relation homosexuelle entre un 

homme adulte et un garçon d’âge mineur.16 Puisque la culture 

homosexuelle de troc concernait souvent des hommes à différent niveaux 

de pouvoir, et non pas deux hommes égaux, l’homosexualité devint 

conceptualisée non seulement comme étant un crime religieux et moral, 

mais aussi comme étant une culture dangereuse, abusive et corruptive de la 

jeunesse Russe. Bien que les homosexuels échappaient à la loi, la 

perception populaire les condamnait tout de même en définissant leur 

sexualité comme étant amorale et contraire à ce qui est naturel. 

 Suivant la Révolution Bolchévique, le code criminel tsariste fut 

dissolu, et son application bannie. Les actes homosexuels étaient donc 

officiellement décriminalisés. Néanmoins, en l’absence d’une structure 

légale officielle, plusieurs tribunaux locaux appliquèrent une forme de loi 

coutumière, qui, se basant sur la tradition pour déterminer ce qui est 

criminel ou non, vint généralement tout de même pénaliser les actes 

                                                 
13 Healy, « Masculine Purity », p.236. 
14 Ibid. p.238, 240, 255. 
15 Ibid. p.236. 
16 Dan Healy, « Homosexual Existence and Existing Socialism: New Light on the Repression of 

Male Homosexuality in Stalin’s Russia », GLQ: A Journal of Lesbian and Gay Studies, vol.8, 

no.3 (2002), p.356. 
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homosexuels connus.17 Après tout, sous l’abrogation du code tsariste, 

l’inceste, le viol, et le meurtre étaient aussi officiellement décriminalisés 

— cela n’entendait pas que c’était permissible en société, bien que la 

guerre civile compliqua l’administration traditionnelle de la justice.18  

 La pensée révolutionnaire au commencement du vingtième siècle 

interprétait généralement l’intérêt envers les matières sexuelles comme 

étant superflu et anti-communiste : règlementer le sexe n’avancerait pas la 

cause révolutionnaire. Donc, non seulement était-il inacceptable 

d’addresser la question de sexe, mais surtout pas celle de 

l’homosexualité.19 Alexandra Kollontaï, avec ses propos exaltant 

l’éventuelle libération sexuelle nécessairement hétérosexuelle qui suivrais 

la révolution socialiste, était bel et bien un cas particulier.20 La pensée de 

Lénine était bien plus représentative du mouvement révolutionnaire. Tout 

au long de sa carrière, il a considéré la libération sexuelle comme étant 

contraire aux intérêts communistes, puisque cela non seulement n’avançait 

pas directement la cause, mais au contraire distrayait les révolutionnaires 

— la question de la sexualité devait être reléguée à la science et à la pensée 

médicale uniquement.21 

 Les Bolchéviques, maintenant au pouvoir, étaient donc déterminés 

à baser le prochain code criminel strictement sur la science et la rationalité, 

et donc que « [la] législation Soviétique ne [reconnaisse] pas les soit-disant 

                                                 
17 Karlinsky, « Gay Literature », p.357; Engelstein, « Soviet Policy », p.163. 
18 Engelstein, « Soviet Policy », p.165-166. 
19 Karlinsky, « Gay Literature », p.352-353. 
20 Engelstein, « Soviet Policy », p.156. 
21 Karlinksy, « Gay Literature », p.353; Healy, « Homosexual Existence », p.353; Healy « 

Sexual and Gender Dissent », p.146; Kon, The Sexual Revolution, p.54-55, 59; Bernstein, The 

Dictatorship of Sex, p.63. 
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crimes contre la moralité publique ».22 Ceci correspond à la montée d’un 

discours scientifique, rationnel et médical qui s’efforçait à remplacer les 

vielles morales jugées superstitieuses. Se basant sur les recherches 

contemporaines de l’Ouest, surtout de l’Allemagne, les médecins Russes 

commencèrent à traiter de l’homosexualité et du lesbianisme comme étant 

pathologique.23 La théorie endocrine, qui supposait que l’homosexualité 

était causée par un déséquilibre hormonal ou un traumatisme 

psychologique puissant, était notamment en vogue.24 De toute manière, 

l’homme et la femme commettant des actes homosexuels n’avaient donc 

pas de déficience morale. Ils n’étaient pas responsables de leurs goûts, et 

méritaient donc de la compassion et sympathie, ainsi que tous les efforts 

possibles pour trouver un remède.25 

 De ce fait, le nouveau code criminel Soviétique, introduit en 1922 

et révisé en 1926, fut promulgué et appliqué dans les Républiques de la 

Russie et de l’Ukraine. Les relations pédérastes (homosexuelles ainsi 

qu’hétérosexuelles) furent criminalisées. Il fut déterminé, toutefois, que la 

criminalisation de la sodomie relevait de la religion seulement, puisque les 

homosexuels souffraient d’une maladie et ne devraient pas êtres punis. Les 

actes sexuels entre deux hommes adultes consentants restèrent donc 

décriminalisés.26  

 Cette position officielle du Parti, tout de même, n’indiquait pas la 

présence nouvelle de tolérance et d’acceptation. Cela ce cimente par 

                                                 
22 Cité par Kon, The Sexual Revolution, p.71. 
23 Healy, « Homosexual Existence », p.355. 
24 Ibidem. 
25 Ibid. p.355-356. 
26 Gregory Carleton, Sexual Revolution in Bolshevik Russia, Pittsburgh, University of Pittsburgh 

Press, 2005, p. 60; Healy, « Sexual and Gender Dissent », p.148; Healy, « Masculine Purity », 

p.253. 
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l’exemple que les Bolchéviques s’appuyèrent sur ce nouveau code pour 

exploiter les perceptions négatives de la paysannerie concernant la 

pédérastie, et ainsi s’attaquer à la réputation et à la crédibilité des 

institutions religieuses.27 En effet, les Bolchéviques avaient un agenda 

agressivement anti-religieux, cherchant à convaincre le prolétariat et la 

paysannerie que les balivernes de la religion n’avaient pas leur place dans 

un monde socialiste. Toutefois, l’opinion publique avait depuis longtemps 

amalgamé la pédérastie à l’homosexualité. Puisque l’opinion publique était 

encore anti-homosexuelle, le fait d’accuser les monastères et séminaires 

d’être des repaires d’homosexuels fut intégré dans la stratégie anti-

religieuse du Parti, et ce, malgré sa ligne soit-dite libérale.28 Déjà, aux 

débuts de l’Union Soviétique, l’homosexualité devenait un outil de 

propagande politique. 

 Ainsi, malgré le fait que l’homosexualité était, au niveau du Parti, 

interprétée et conceptualisée à partir d’une base médicale, ce n’est pas pour 

dire qu’elle devint tolérée. Au contraire, cette compassion que démontrait 

la profession médicale à l’égard de l’homosexualité était enracinée dans la 

croyance que les homosexuels étaient bel et bien accablés d’une condition 

morbide et dégoûtante, méritant d’être éradiquée. De plus, les autorités 

médicales craignaient tout de même la corruption de la jeunesse Russe, qui 

était encore à risque de pédérastie et de troc sexuel.29 Tout de même, ce 

changement d’interprétation de l’identité homosexuelle est important à 

reconnaître. L’homosexuel était en vérité compris comme étant un homme 

hétérosexuel malade, une erreur de la nature répugnante, mais tout de 

même irresponsable de ses actions et donc non-criminel — une 

                                                 
27 Healy, « Sexual and Gender Dissent », p.150. 
28 Ibidem. 
29 Healy, « Masculine Purity », p.257, 259. 
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conceptualisation considérablement différente que celle de la période des 

Tsars. 

 Il est à noter que ce discours de sympathie médicale ne fut que 

promulgué auprès des gens considérés loyaux au nouveau régime 

communiste. En même temps que ce discours pathologique bourgeonnait 

en les Républiques centrales, les Républiques Asiatiques, telles le 

l’Azerbaijan ou l’Uzbekistan, avaient bel et bien re-criminalisé les actes 

homosexuels pendant les années 1920. Chez les identités ethniques ou 

nationales considérées non-civilisées ou même possiblement déloyales 

envers le nouveau régime, l’homosexualité n’était pas conceptualisée 

comme étant originaire de déséquilibres involontaires. Les hommes et les 

femmes commettant ces actes n’étaient pas atteints d’une maladie, mais 

agissaient de cette manière bien parce que les cultures Asiatiques 

promouvaient l’homosexualité par vertu de leur primitivité et arriération.30  

 Alors que les Soviétiques s’efforçaient à encourager le 

développement de cultures nationales, ils tentaient aussi une certaine 

mission civilisatrice, surtout dans les Républiques Asiatiques, dictant 

certaines mœurs de genre ou de sexe comme étant acceptables ou non. Être 

civilisé, c’était de reconnaître, au niveau populaire, l’homosexualité 

comme étant non-naturelle et donc pathologique ; puisque ce n’était pas le 

cas dans ces Républiques, l’homosexualité y fut criminalisée.31 Être un vrai 

citoyen Soviétique était donc un facteur important, déterminant si l’un était 

malade mais tout de même respectable, ou tout simplement barbare et 

ayant besoin de supervision légale pour redresser ses mœurs. Seuls les 

                                                 
30 Healy, « Homosexual Existence », p.356-357; Healy, « Sexual and Gender Dissent », p.150-

151. 
31 Healy, « Homosexual Existence », p.356-357. 
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homosexuels communistes de bonne souche pouvaient être, en effet, 

conceptualisés de manière quasi-favorable. 

 L’homosexualité, donc, n’était pas utilisée comme marqueur 

démontrant l’amoralité ou la criminalité d’une personne dans la Russie 

Soviétique des années 1920. Les hommes et les femmes communistes, 

loyaux, honnêtes et travailleurs qui participaient à des actes homosexuels 

n’étaient pas conceptualisés comme étant criminels ou amoraux, mais tout 

simplement affligés par « une maladie qui est causée par des changements 

importants psychologiques et souvent physiologiques qui » ne peuvent pas 

être facilement corrigés.32 Ils pouvaient tout de même devenir de 

puissantes figures publiques, et plusieurs le sont devenus, tels Chicherin, 

un politicien proche de Lénine, et Ivnev, poète et auteur.33 Il était tout de 

même attendu que ces homosexuels cherchent un traitement médical34, 

mais, à l’exclusion des Républiques soit-dites moins civilisées, 

l’homosexualité n’était pas automatiquement un marqueur criminel ou un 

identifiant anti-Soviétique. 

 Néanmoins, un certain discours oppositionnel persistait au sein de 

groupes Bolchéviques radicaux. Depuis le début du vingtième siècle, 

certains Marxistes blâmaient l’homosexualité sur les conditions sociales de 

l’homosexuel. C’était, en bref, une position clamant que l’homosexualité 

était acquise et non innée, au contraire de la pensée médicale de l’époque. 

L’homosexualité était considérée par tels une manifestation de décadence 

bourgeoise, spécifiquement originaire de l’Ouest.35 Toutefois, ce discours 

fut étouffé par la primauté de la science pendant les années 1920. Alors 

que ce discours médical dominait cette période, par contre, la prise de 

                                                 
32 Cité par Carleton, Sexual Revolution in Bolshevik Russia, p.78. 
33 Healy, « Homosexual Existence », p.358. 
34 Karlinsky, « Gay Literature », p.358-359. 
35 Engelstein, « Soviet Policy », p.160; Carleton, Sexual Revolution in Bolchevik Russia, p.59. 
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pouvoir politique de Staline voit cette conceptualisation pathologique 

devenir de moins en moins courante. L’arrivée de ce dernier au pouvoir 

annonçait une tournure de pensée concernant l’homosexualité qui rappelait 

la position « l’homosexualité étant acquise » du débat, et qui encouragerait 

le retour de conceptualisations identifiant l’homosexuel comme « autre » 

dangereux.36 

 Sous la Nouvelle Politique Économique de Lénine des années 

1920, étant donné les nouvelles mesures de contrôle propriétaire, il était 

devenu difficile pour les homosexuels d’avoir accès à des endroits privés 

pour compléter leurs échanges de troc sexuel. Les bains publics furent 

fermés, et les propriétaires riches et kulak furent désappropriés. Donc, la 

culture homosexuelle était devenue de plus en plus visible, surtout dans les 

villes. Les échanges étaient complétés dans des endroits publics, telles les 

toilettes publiques ou les ruelles, puisque les lieux précédemment privés 

n’étaient plus accessibles.37  

 Lorsque Staline inaugura le Premier Plan Quinquennal en 1928, il 

enchaîna cette prochaine transformation considérable de la culture 

homosexuelle et de sa conceptualisation politique.38 Le processus 

d’industrialisation et de collectivisation agressive qui suivit l’inauguration 

du Premier Plan Quinquennal eu comme conséquence notable une vague 

d’urbanisation. Or, les grandes villes comme Moscou et Léningrad eurent 

beaucoup de difficulté à accommoder les nouvelles foules de gens 

cherchant du travail et du logis. Les jeunes hommes urbanisés, cherchant 

des ressources pour survive dans un contexte de crise sociale et 

économique, trouvèrent parfois, en la culture homosexuelle de troc, un 

                                                 
36 Engelstein, « Soviet Policy », p.170. 
37 Healy, « Homosexual Existence », p.359. 
38 Ibidem. 
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moyen de subsistance. La culture homosexuelle s’épanouit donc, et ce, 

maintenant de manière encore plus extensive et toujours beaucoup plus 

visible.39 Cela posait un problème grandissant aux autorités Soviétiques, 

qui, sous la direction de Staline, étaient de plus en plus déterminées à 

contrôler l’espace publique. Il était nécessaire de reléguer forcement ces 

matières sexuelles à la vie privée uniquement, hors de vue.40 

 Le Premier Plan Quinquennal avait aussi instigué une sorte de 

système de pression et d’aide sociale pour rééduquer les « éléments anti-

sociaux » polluant les grandes villes, et pour les embaucher dans les 

nouvelles usines et champs de travail pointillant le paysage Soviétique. 

Cela incluait notamment les sans-abri, les voleurs et les prostituées — bref, 

ceux qui ne gagnaient pas leurs vies par des moyens jugés acceptables et 

légitimes par le système Soviétique.41 Les homosexuels troqueurs, bien 

qu’ils n’étaient pas officiellement définis comme anti-sociaux par leur 

sexualité, ont, par vertu de leurs activités économiquement déviantes, été 

considérés tels par les autorités policières tentant de purifier les villes de 

ces éléments anti-sociaux.42 En effet, le troc sexuel causait maintenant 

deux problèmes évidents : non seulement il était désagréablement visible, 

mais il déviait les ressources d’une économie planifiée en faveur d’une 

économie illicite.43 

 Les efforts de rééducation des éléments anti-sociaux, par contre, ne 

furent pas fructueux. Ainsi, dès l’avènement du Deuxième Plan 

Quinquennal en 1932, les efforts pour se débarrasser de ces éléments 

                                                 
39 Ibidem.; Healy, « Masculine Purity », p.260-261. 
40 Healy, « Homosexual Existence », p.361. 
41 Ibid. p.360. 
42 Healy, « Homosexual Existence », p. 360, 367; Healy, « Sexual and Gender Dissent », p.153. 
43 Healy, « Masculine Purity », p.263. 
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étaient devenus beaucoup plus agressifs et brutaux. Les victimes, surtout 

les prostituées, étaient envoyées dans des nouveaux camps de travail 

construits spécifiquement pour les isoler.44 Dans le cas des homosexuels, 

puisqu’ils n’étaient pas encore officiellement désignés anti-sociaux, la 

police s’efforça de pousser en faveur de la création d’une législation anti-

homosexuelle. Dès 1933, Iagoda, chef de la NKVD45, envoyait un 

mémorandum à Staline disant que ses agents avaient capturés 130 

individus impliqués dans un cartel homosexuel destiné à séduire des jeunes 

hommes et ainsi pénétrer le système Soviétique. Ce cartel, Iagoda 

affirmait, était à la solde de l’Ouest, ou, plus spécifiquement, des 

Allemands nazis : c’étaient des espions.46 

 Aussitôt informé, Staline ordonna la création de législation 

interdisant les actes homosexuels et punissant « les scélérats de façon 

exemplaire ».47 Le résultat fut la nouvelle loi de 1934, article 121 

(originalement 154a) interdisant toute sodomie, même entre adultes 

consensuels.48 Notamment, l’article reproduisait le registre paranoïaque 

d’espionnage par biais d’homosexualité qui fut premièrement relevé par 

Iagoda. Il visait de manière spécifique les « salons et repaires » 

homosexuels, où les pédérastes s’efforçaient apparement à séduire la 

                                                 
44 Healy, « Sexual and Gender Dissent », p.152-153; Healy, « Homosexual Existence », p.367; 

Bernstein, The Dictatorship of Sex, p.190. 
45 La NKVD était l’organe policier du Parti, précédant la création de la KGB. Ce ministère 

possédait des pouvoir exécutifs ainsi que judiciaires, était responsable du système du Goulag, et 

menait la lutte contre les éléments anti-communistes présents dans l’URSS. Elle est donc 

qualifiée de police politique, parfois opérant en secret. 
46 Healy, « Homosexual Existence », p.362. 
47 Ibidem. 
48 Karlinsky, « Gay Literature », p.361. 

 



Clio 2016-2017 

 

61 

 

jeunesse Soviétique, surtout les hommes de l’armée.49 C’était bien cet 

élément qui avait attiré l’attention de Staline. 

 Le spectre du fascisme et du nazisme, grandissant en Europe de 

l’Ouest et profondément antithétique et hostile envers l’Union Soviétique, 

offre en effet une explication du revirement de rhétorique concernant 

l’homosexualité. Les deux camps, communiste et fasciste, utilisaient 

extensivement la propagande, cherchant à créer une image fixe et 

avilissante de l’opposition.50 L’homosexualité devint, dans le discours 

Soviétique, un trait associé aux classes kulak et à la décadence de l’Ouest, 

le fascisme en étant particulièrement coupable.51 Maxim Gorky, à ce temps 

proche associé de Staline, cita fameusement que détruire l’homosexualité 

serait de détruire le fascisme, qui aurait lui-même été causé par la 

légalisation de l’homosexualité!52 Ironiquement, l’Allemagne Nazie aussi 

utilisa l’homosexualité comme marqueur dénotant une tendance anti-

étatique et souvent communiste.53 L’inclusion de plusieurs millers 

d’homosexuels dans les statistiques de mortalité de l’Holocauste en est un 

testament tristement célèbre. 

 Une clause de l’article 121 fut toutefois excise juste avant que 

l’article ne fut mit en force. Dictant que les actes homosexuels pouvant être 

considérés prostitutionnels devaient être punis beaucoup plus sévèrement, 

elle fut exclue par peur que les états non-communistes interprètent cette 

clause comme un aveu d’échec de la part de l’Union Soviétique, réfutant 

                                                 
49 Healy, « Homosexual Existence », p.362; Healy, « Sexual and Gender Dissent », p.153-154; 

Healy, « Masculine Purity » p.260. 
50 Healy, « Homosexual Existence », p.350. 
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ses revendications d’être un état pur, libéré de sexe amoral.54 Cette clause 

tout de même démontre à l’évidence que, malgré le registre anti-

espionnage de l’article, il en était aussi question d’étouffer la culture de 

troc sexuel utilisant les endroits publiques et désobéissant de façon 

flagrante au système économique Soviétique. De plus, malgré le registre 

anti-espionnage de la loi, aucune autre correspondance discutant les peurs 

d’espions homosexuels n’a été découverte.55 Il est donc fort probable que 

cette association originale ne fut qu’un prétexte pour pouvoir non 

seulement utiliser l’homosexualité comme élément de propagande anti-

fasciste, mais surtout pour tenter de mieux éliminer la culture 

homosexuelle de troc, trop visible et économiquement marginale. 

 Malgré l’institution de la loi anti-sodomie, le problème de prouver 

l’action demeurait. De ce fait, très peu d’hommes ont été accusés sous 

l’article 121. La plupart des « homosexuels » étaient inculpés sous l’article 

58 du code criminel, l’article permettant la condamnation de ceux étant 

trouvés traîtres, saboteurs ou, tout simplement, ennemis du peuple. 

Toutefois, il était commun que les détenus soient accusés de déviance 

sexuelle, incluant l’homosexualité, non parce que c’était vrai, mais parce 

qu’une telle inculpation aggraverait la peine accordée, et ternirait l’image 

du prisonnier politique de toute manière.56 Cela ne fait qu’indiquer à quel 

point l’homosexualité devint un marqueur identifiant les personnes anti-

Soviétiques : les homosexuels étaient ennemis du peuple. Cela n’était pas 

déterminé par vertu de leur véritable sexualité, mais parce que les actes 

homosexuels indiquait une tendance anti-Soviétique plus profonde. 

L’homosexualité était devenu un outil d’identification et de culpabilisation.  
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 Si les homosexuels étaient donc anti-Soviétiques, le prolétariat et 

les communistes loyaux furent au contraire glorifiés pour leur supposée 

hétérosexualité et attitude saine envers la sexualité.57 L’institution de la 

famille Soviétique fut rapatriée et renforcée de toutes parts pendant les 

années suivant la ratification de l’article 121 en 1934 : l’avortement fut 

banni en 1936, le divorce et les contraceptifs devinrent beaucoup plus 

difficile à obtenir, et la famille nucléaire était acclamée comme étant 

indispensable à la société communiste, entre autres.58 Toutefois, il existait 

des différence marquées entre l’article 121 et ces lois familiales, et il serait 

faux d’amalgamer l’article 121 à ces lois conservatrices. Au contraire de 

ces dernières, l’article 121 n’avait pas comme but de protéger l’institution 

de la famille. Premièrement, le passage de l’article 121 ne reçut pas 

beaucoup de publicité, à l’inverse des lois familiales conservatrices 

promues ensuite.59 De plus, il est reconnu que le but des lois familiales 

était de rehausser le taux de naissances, au moins en partie pour 

éventuellement avoir plus de travailleurs et de soldats.60 La majorité des 

homosexuels, par contre, fondait éventuellement ou avait déjà une famille. 

La participation à la sodomie en effet n’empêchait pas les homosexuels 

d’avoir une femme et des enfants aussi, ce qui était souvent le cas.61  

 L’homosexualité ne présentait donc pas une menace considérable 

envers l’institution de la famille. L’homosexualité, en réalité, posait un 

problème surtout en vertu de sa visibilité et de son marché sexuel 

échappant l’économie planifiée Soviétique. La police secrète et Staline, 

voulant contrôler les espaces publiques et ayant besoin de propagande 

contre le fascisme, firent de l’homosexualité un trait associé au fascisme, à 
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la décadence de l’Occident, et aux cultures anti-sociales et anti-

Soviétiques. Sous Staline, l’homosexualité comme marqueur identifiant fut 

modifié. L’homme Soviétique s’adonnant à des activités homosexuelles 

n’était plus seulement considéré malade : l’homosexualité devint un 

marqueur d’intention anti-sociale et contre-révolutionnaire, un marqueur 

de criminalité étiquetant l’homosexuel comme étant un ennemi du peuple, 

et vice-versa.62 

 Le langage et le discours des citoyens Soviétiques de soit-dite 

bonne souche, notamment l’intelligentsia communiste, reflétèrent ce 

changement d’attitude envers l’homosexualité. Ils adoptèrent ce registre 

d’identification pour démontrer leur loyauté au Parti et au système. Les 

prisonniers politiques du Goulag, qui appartenaient majoritairement à 

l’intelligentsia, sont un exemple de cette strate sociétaire utilisant ce 

registre pour se garder séparés, psychologiquement, des autres strates 

criminelles du Goulag. Cela est apparent dans leurs mémoires, même 

lorsque publiés des années après ces temps. En effet, pendant les Grandes 

Purges des années 1936-1938, plusieurs accusés politiques continuaient à 

croire que le système Soviétique et Staline étaient infaillibles, et qu’ils 

n’étaient qu’emprisonnés par erreur. Hava Volovich, pour une, affirmait « 

[qu’elle] n’avait rien fait de mal, et [qu’elle] serait bientôt sortie » de sa 

première prison.63 Eugenia Ginzburg, auteure exemplaire de cette 

intelligentsia, affirme dans ses mémoires qu’elle croyait que les enquêteurs 

avaient fait une erreur, mais que c’était, dans son cas, un malentendu.64 

Pour demeurer respectable, l’intelligentsia emprisonnée adopta donc un 

discours reproduisant les mœurs du Parti. La conceptualisation de 

                                                 
62 Engelstein, « Soviet Policy », p.172; Bernstein, The Dictatorship of Sex, p.191. 
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64 Eugenia Semyonovna Ginzburg, Journey into the Whirlwind, New York, HBJ, 1975, p.103, 
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l’homosexualité comme étant criminelle, dictée par le Parti, fut donc 

respectée par l’intelligentsia emprisonnée, et il en fut autant concernant 

l’homosexualité masculine ainsi que féminine. 

 Le sexe était omniprésent dans le Goulag, étant, selon Volovich, « 

la seule chose que [les gardes] ne pouvaient exterminer ».65 Dans un 

contexte de labeur forcé, de rations minces, et de violence continue, les 

relations sexuelles en général devinrent notamment des commodités à être 

échangées ; avec les gardes, pour du travail moins exténuant ou plus de 

nourriture, ou avec les autres prisonniers en échange de protection contre 

les violences perpétuées par autres prisonniers (l’expression « prendre un 

mari de camp » décrit assez bien cette dernière relation).66 Ces 

dynamiques, qui rappellent curieusement la culture homosexuelle de troc, 

étaient présentes en forme de relations hétérosexuelles, mais aussi en 

relations homosexuelles, desquelles il existait semblablement une 

proportion importante.67 

 La politique officielle des camps dictait la séparation des 

prisonniers selon leur sexe. Les hommes et les femmes officiellement ne 

devaient pas être en contact l’un avec l’autre, ce qui a sans doute contribué 

à la présence importante de relations homosexuelles dans un tel contexte.68 

Bien qu’en pratique plusieurs couples hétérosexuels trouvaient des moyens 

de se fréquenter, ou, dans le cas des gardes, ignoraient les règlements, les 

                                                 
65 Fyodor Vasilevich Mochulsky, Gulag Boss: A Soviet Memoir, Oxford, Oxford University 

Press, 2011, p. 147-148; Volovich, « My Past », p.260. 
66 Wilson T. Bell, « Sex, Pregnancy, and Power in the Late Stalinist Gulag », Journal of the 

History of Sexuality, vol.24, no.2 (2015), p. 203; Mochulsky, Gulag Boss, p.150-151. 
67 Adi Kuntsman, « “With a Shade of Disgust”: Affective Politics of Sexuality and Class in 

Memoirs of the Stalinist Gulag », Slavic Review, vol.68, no.2 (2009), p.310. 
68 Mochulsky, Gulag Boss, p.148. 
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relations homosexuelles étaient tout simplement plus facile à conserver69, 

ce qui logiquement serait surtout important dans des cas de protection. En 

ce, cette culture homosexuelle était omniprésente, et beaucoup plus visible 

et ouverte. En autres mots, elle était normalisée.70 

 Si les relations homosexuelles étaient donc caractéristiques de la 

vie au Goulag, il est révélateur que l’intelligentsia emprisonnée la 

condamne si férocement dans leurs mémoires. Ce discours de loyauté 

envers le Parti y figurait encore, des années après fait. « Presque tout les 

criminels professionnels [de Kolyma] sont des homosexuels [pédérastes] », 

selon Varlam Shalamov.71 Ginzburg affirme la même chose, notant de plus 

que les homosexuelles de son camp féminin sont « répugnantes … [les 

lesbiennes masculines] ressemblant des créatures hermaphrodites ».72 Le 

discours des prisonniers politiques amalgame l’homosexualité directement 

à la criminalité : l’homosexuel était criminel et le criminel était 

homosexuel. C’est un écho direct de la rhétorique du Parti dictant les 

homosexuels comme étant ennemis du peuple. 

 Ce discours est aussi évident par la manière qu’il reflète les raisons 

pour laquelle l’homosexualité fut bannie en 1934. L’une des 

caractéristiques inculpantes des relations homosexuelles, continuellement 

mentionnée dans les mémoires, est leur visibilité. En effet, c’est une 

transgression centrale qui prouve un élément de criminalité. Cela est 

démontré par le fait que certains prisonniers politiques décrivent dans leurs 

mémoires que malgré l’existence de rares relations homosexuelles parmi 

leur strate, elles étaient particulièrement discrètes, ce qui les différenciaient 

                                                 
69 Bell, «Sex, Pregnancy and Power », p.203, 211. 
70 Ibid. p.211. 
71 Cité dans Kuntsman, « “With a Shade of Disgust” », p.320. 
72 Cité dans Kuntsman, « “With a Shade of Disgust” », p.311. 
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des « vrais » criminels homosexuels.73 Ekaterina Oliskaia, pour une, décrit 

quelques criminelles paradant leurs relations lesbiennes comme étant 

répugnantes, dégoûtantes et effrontées.74 Oliskaia souligne par ce dernier 

qualificatif l’affront que cause ces relations par leur visibilité, ce qui 

rappèle le fait que Iagoda et les forces policières s’efforçaient à faire 

disparaître la culture homosexuelle de la vie publique en partie parce 

qu’elle était si visible. L’homosexualité est donc qualifiée comme étant 

criminelle dans les camps pour une des mêmes raisons qu’elle devint 

criminelle sous Staline. 

 La deuxième transgression des homosexuels dans les camps est 

l’aspect de prostitution, ce qui est considéré par les prisonniers politiques 

comme étant bacchanal et immoral.75 Tandis que, selon Ginzburg, 

l’intelligentsia faisaient face à un dilemme moral et un conflit intérieur 

concernant la question d’utiliser le sexe pour survivre, les criminels 

n’avaient aucune telle conscience et s’adonnaient à ces pratiques sans 

hésitation.76 Bien que cela s’applique aux relations hétérosexuelles autant 

qu’homosexuelles, c’est la prostitution homosexuelle qui est invoquée le 

plus souvent pour qualifier les criminels. Ils étaient spécialement blâmés 

pour la propagation de maladies vénériennes et pour des actes excessifs de 

cruauté.77 Les relations hétérosexuelles, quand à eux, sont décrites par des 

termes beaucoup plus placide, et sont souvent associées à l’intelligentsia.78 

Cette dernière, bien que s’attaquant aux criminels par biais de la 

prostitution en général, utilisaient l’homosexualité comme qualificatif 

additionnel pour les conceptualiser d’être encore plus criminels, tout 

                                                 
73 Kuntsman, « “With a Shade of Disgust” », p.313. 
74 Cité dans Kuntsman, « “With a Shade of Disgust” », p.313. 
75 Kuntsman, « “With a Shade of Disgust” », p.319. 
76 Ibid. p.318-319. 
77 Ibid. p.320. 
78 Ibid. p.309. 
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comme les forces policières sous Staline. Bref, l’intelligentsia utilisait 

l’homosexualité comme trait dénotant des tendances criminelles et 

amorales, tout comme le déterminait la ligne du Parti.  

 En vérité, plusieurs gens de cette strate croyaient en Staline, au 

système politique, et en leur culture Soviétique, et croyaient en conséquent 

qu’ils serraient libérés du Goulag et pourraient ré-intégrer leur place 

légitime en société. Se séparer psychologiquement des « vrais » criminels 

était une stratégie centrale pour justifier cette croyance. De plus, suivre et 

performer la ligne du Parti, même au Goulag, permettait de retenir 

l’apparence d’un vrai communiste, bien qu’il est douteux que cette 

stratégie ait véritablement fait une différence en leur sort. 

 L’évolution de la conceptualisation de l’homosexualité démarque 

comment elle peut facilement devenir un outil politique. Déjà après la 

Révolution Bolchévique, l’homosexualité consistait d’un item démontrant 

et permettant d’exercer la mentalité rationnelle et la politique scientifique 

du pouvoir communiste. Sous Staline, il devint une question importante de 

comment définir qui était un ennemi du peuple. L’homosexualité, déjà 

problématique par sa visibilité et sa culture économique déviante, devint 

une façon centrale de démarquer les ennemis du peuple en l’amalgamant à 

la criminalité, notamment au fascisme. En conséquent, elle devint un 

élément important du discours de loyauté exécuté par les communistes 

loyaux, comme que démontré dans les mémoires de Goulag. En bref, 

l’homosexuel était criminel, et le criminel était homosexuel. 
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Stalling Out: 

An Analysis of Diefenbaker’s Indecisive Nuclear Policy 
Nicholas Friedel 

 
This paper investigates why the Diefenbaker government originally supported a 

nuclear agenda in 1958 but failed to pursue it when the United States made it possible 

to do so. To identify the main factors that caused the switch, this paper studies the 

political, diplomatic, and technological circumstances that shaped the nuclear question 

in Canada. Investigation of Diefenbaker’s cabinet reveals an unsettled debate between 

ministers like Howard Green and George Pearkes that failed to provide the Prime 

Minister with an accurate analysis of public opinion on the nuclear question. In 

addition to miscalculating public opinion, Diefenbaker appears to have misunderstood 

the technological realities and strategic principles that guided the allied defense of 

North America. The personal relationship between Diefenbaker and President 

Kennedy as well as the Prime Minister’s perception of Canadian federal political 

discourse further shaped the conditions that led to the Conservative Party’s rejection 

of American owned nuclear warheads in 1963. This paper uses political speeches and 

correspondence, public opinion polls, and addresses to Parliament as well as 

secondary literature pertaining to the political history and military technology of the 

era.  

 
 

In 1958, the majority of Canadians wanted nuclear weapons to 

defend against the Soviet Union; even Prime Minister John Diefenbaker 

pushed a nuclear agenda. When the United States missile program made 

nuclear defense in Canada’s north possible, however, Diefenbaker 

hesitated and wavered on the issue, eventually resisting nuclear arms and 

losing the support of the Canadian people. As Diefenbaker’s government 

wrestled internally with the responsibility of atomic power, Canada’s 

commitments to the United States and Western allies through NORAD and 

NATO placed additional pressure on the domestic political discourse of 

national nuclear policy. This paper will investigate how the Diefenbaker 

government came to support a nuclear agenda in 1958 but failed to act 

when the United States made it possible for them to do so. Diefenbaker’s 

indecisive nuclear policy was largely due to poor understanding of key 

factors driving national defence. Diefenbaker’s populist ideals contributed 
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to an exaggerated perception of public opposition to a nuclear defense 

strategy. Concerned predominantly with public opinion, Diefenbaker’s 

actions lack a coherent strategic policy as his opposition to a nuclear 

Canada became less viable and he pursued international and national 

defence strategies necessitating nuclear capabilities. The political 

indecision of the Diefenbaker government regarding the nuclear armament 

of Canada was due to the Prime Minister’s miscalculation of national 

security, sensitivity to domestic opinion, and misunderstanding of 

international relationships. 

  

To understand the factors contributing to the indecision of the 

Diefenbaker’s government, it is important to understand the context of the 

nuclear question in its time. Given that debates on the nuclear question 

continue in modern discourse, it can be tempting to equate contemporary 

discourse on atomic apprehensions with those faced by policy-makers in 

1957. Concerns for low carbon energy sources, international disarmament, 

and nuclear proliferation in the twenty-first century fail to reflect the 

political milieu in which leaders like Diefenbaker approached nuclear 

power. When Diefenbaker won a minority government in 1957, atomic 

power was a nascent technology and the subject of considerable 

speculation and uncertainty regarding its potential capacity and 

application.1 A little over a decade old, the atom bomb grew rapidly, both 

in quantity and destructive capability as it reshaped military strategy and 

diplomacy in the emerging Cold War. Following the successful Soviet 

detonation of a 22 kiloton bomb years earlier than anticipated in 1949, the 

United States entered a competition against the Soviet Union to assert a 

nuclear hegemony. With the loss of a western nuclear monopoly, allied 

                                                 
1 Sean M. Maloney. Learning to Love the Bomb: Canada’s Nuclear Weapons During the Cold 

War. (Washington: Potomac Books, 2007), 67. 
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adversaries of General Secretary Joseph Stalin’s Soviet Union began 

reacting to a new fear: that their territory would be subjected to a nuclear 

attack. 2 For Canada, such an attack seemed possible as result not only of 

direct targeting, but also as a strategic casualty as its vast arctic geography 

now marked the shortest route by which Soviet bombers could reach the 

United States. As aviation, ballistic, and atomic technology shifted, so too 

did the fears and strategies of Cold War participants. Given the limited 

experience of practically applied nuclear warfare, much of the nuclear 

discussion was based on emerging theories regarding how the technology 

could attack and counter itself and how a war would manifest 

geographically. It is under this frontier of nuclear science and strategy that 

Diefenbaker and his contemporaries approached questions posed by the 

atomic bomb. In retrospect, Cold War ideas and fears may appear fantastic 

or unfounded, but in the dawn of the nuclear age they seemed very possible 

and very real. 

  

Diefenbaker inherited a nuclear-free status quo in Canada. This 

was a position the nation adopted at the end of the Second World War 

Canada in accordance with its 1945 Declaration on Atomic Bombs. 

Canada’s position against nuclear proliferation began on November 15, 

1945 when Prime Minister William L. M. King, along with United 

Kingdom Prime Minister David Atlee and United States President Harry 

Truman, recognized the weapon’s, “means of destruction hitherto 

unknown, against which there can be no adequate military defense,” and 

agree to, “prevent the use of atomic energy for destructive purposes.”3 

When, in 1958, NORAD was signed and the United States government and 

Canadian population, as indicated by public polls, began calling for a 

                                                 
2 Raymond H Geselbracht. “The Truman Administration During 1949: A Chronology,” 

[http://www.trumanlibrary.org/] Harry S. Truman Library. Nov 2015. 
3 William L. M. King, et al. “Declaration on Atomic Bomb.”  Treaty. (Washington, DC, 

November 5, 1945), section 1.  
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nuclear Canada, the Diefenbaker government was forced to re-evaluate its 

position on the defensive capabilities of nuclear weapons for Canada. It is 

in this debate that indecision first struck Diefenbaker’s cabinet. 

 

Arguing for the status quo, Diefenbaker’s Minister of External 

Affairs, Howard Green, advocated strongly against Canadian ownership of 

nuclear weapons. He argued that nuclear arms would cause escalation of 

the Cold War situation. Just as increased northern Soviet technology had 

led to further defence initiatives in North America; increased weapons 

capabilities in Canada were likely to initiate a response of equal or greater 

proportion. In such a situation, nuclear weapons could not be used as a 

means of “defending’ any territory through their use; rather, they would 

serve as a measure of offensive retaliation.”4 In 1960, Green advocated for 

more conventional non-nuclear interceptor defence system since, “There 

would then be no immediate question of extending control of atomic 

weapons to another power.”5 Green’s reference to ‘extending control’ is a 

concern of the co-signers of the Declaration on Atomic Bombs as he was 

likely appealing to Canada’s historical peaceable role. By investing in 

technology that could be used without causing devastating losses and total 

war, Green tried to persuade the cabinet that Canada could provide 

adequate defence of its people and allies. Green’s antinuclear convictions 

were supported by Undersecretary of State for External Affairs Norman 

Robertson. As an experienced diplomat and head of the civil service, 

Robertson exerted considerable influence over both his minister and the 

Prime Minister throughout the nuclear debate.6   

                                                 
4Regina Karp. Security with Nuclear Weapons? Different Perspectives on National Security. 

(New York: Oxford University Press), 1991, 12. 
5 Howard Green. “Addresses to the House of Commons.” Chronology of Government 

Statements Regarding Negotiations on Acquisitions and Storage of Nuclear Weapons, edited by 

Ross Cambell. (Ottawa: Department of External Affairs), 1961. , 7. 
6 Erika Simpson. NATO and the Bomb: Canadian Defenders Confront Critics, (Kingston & 

Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2001), 27. 
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Leading the cabinet opposition to Howard Green were Ministers of 

National Defence George Pearkes and Douglass Harkness, after 1960. In 

favour of a nuclear agenda, Harkness believed strongly in the principle of 

nuclear deterrents. Harkness summed up his position in a 1961 address to 

the House of Commons claiming, “Without even using the weapons, 

Canada [could] discourage attacks through the deterrent effect.”7 By 

enabling Canada to inflict nuclear devastation upon attacking nations, 

Canada could maximize the negative consequences of conflict, and thus 

deter war altogether. Preceding Harkness, Pearkes had argued for a nuclear 

defense policy based on the merits of nuclear warheads as an “effective 

weapon” against bombers.8  

 

Amid cabinet division, Diefenbaker was initially in favour of 

acquiring nuclear weapons. On February 20, 1959, the Prime Minister 

announced in the House of Commons that, “It is our intention to provide 

Canadian forces with modern and efficient weapons to enable them to 

fulfill their respective roles.”9 In an address to the Canadian Club, he 

indicated what he thought the most “modern and efficient” weapons 

system was, saying: “We must reluctantly admit the need in present 

circumstances for nuclear weapons of a defensive character.”10 

Diefenbaker’s reluctance is due to the recognized dangers of nuclear 

                                                 
7 Douglass Harkness. “Addresses to the House of Commons.” Chronology of Government 

Statements Regarding Negotiations on Acquisition and Storage of Nuclear Weapons, edited by 

Ross Cambell. (Ottawa: Department of External Affairs, 1961), 3. 
8 George Pearkes cited in Sean M. Maloney. “Secrets of the BOMARC: Re‑examining 

Canada’s Misunderstood Missile.” The Royal Canadian Airforce Journal 15, no. 3 (Summer 

2014): 40. 
9John G Diefenbaker. “Addresses to the House of Commons.” Chronology of Government 

Statements Regarding Negotiations on Acquisitions and Storage of Nuclear Weapons, edited by 

Ross Cambell. (Ottawa: Department of External Affairs, 1961), 3. 
10John G Diefenbaker. "Meeting of the Canadian Club." Speech, (Ottawa, November 24, 1960).  
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ownership and the tacit approval that ownership afforded to nuclear 

proliferation.  

 

Though written and delivered independently, Diefenbaker’s 

comments are very similar to those of Cabinet Secretary Robert B. Bryce.  

In a letter marked “secret and personal,” Bryce wrote to the Prime Minister 

referencing his speech in the House of Commons, affirming that, “these 

[nuclear] weapons are needed now in Canada for anti-bomber and anti-

submarine defence.”11 A frequent advisor of the Prime Minister, Bryce’s 

description of nuclear weapons as necessary likely impacted the Prime 

Minister’s perspective regarding practical implications of nuclear 

weapons.12 In the same letter, Bryce echoed the Prime Minister’s 

reluctance: “Perhaps I should add that I do not think we need to be in this 

nuclear business indefinitely. …But it is clearly far too early for 

[disarmament] now and we should have ready as soon as possible the 

defensive weapons that would be important during the next five years or 

so.”13 In spite of agreeing with the Prime Minister, Bryce’s comments may 

have led the Prime Minister to pursue reluctance as a means of postponing 

the nuclear issues until more favourable political conditions arose. In her 

study of the Diefenbaker government, historian Patricia McMahon 

suggests that Bryce’s impact on the Prime Minister’s perspective was 

considerable, but that it shaped his political strategy rather than policy.14 

Bryce unknowingly reduced the Prime Minister’s resolve to settle the issue 

by convincing him that nuclear policy could be strategically postponed 

until less drastic action was necessary. By considering the technological 

                                                 
11Robert Bryce. Memorandum for the Prime Minister: Nuclear Weapons; Policy Statement. 

(Ottawa. January 8, 196), 3. 
12 Sean M. Maloney. Learning to Love the Bomb: Canada’s Nuclear Weapons During the Cold 

War. (Washington: Potomac Books, 2007), 261. 
13 Bryce., 3. 
14Patricia McMahon. Essence of Indecision: Diefenbaker's Nuclear Policy, 1957-1963. 

(Montreal: McGill-Queen's University Press, 2009, 75). 
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realities of these ministers, we will be able to better understand the validity 

of proposed options and rationales. 

 

By the late 1950s, nuclear development and delivery had advanced 

beyond the gravity bomb weapons used to end the Second World War. 

Bombers and Intercontinental Ballistic Missiles (ICBMs) capable of flying 

faster than the speed of sound were able to circumvent traditional 

defensive measures and deliver nuclear payloads to major cities.15 The 

dominating question in defense policy at this time sought to prevent the 

detonation of nuclear warheads over populated areas. Given the small size 

and rapid speed with which nuclear bombs could be delivered, two 

possibilities for interrupting the flight of bombers and ICBMs were 

pursued: first they could be shot down by a very accurate system, second; 

if they could not be accurately targeted, then they could be targeted with a 

system delivering a “high yield” explosion.16  

 

Under the first approach, weapons systems like Nike Ajax missiles 

(non-nuclear) attempted to expand the use of point-defense systems to 

defend against ballistic missiles. Though initially advocated by the 

Canadian Army, in 1958 the Chiefs of Staff Committee recognized that 

such systems were incapable of providing constant negation of nuclear 

assaults since the defense infrastructure “would be consumed by 

megaton-yield weapons directed at the targets they were protecting.”17  In 

contrast to an accurate surface-to-air missile system, interceptors were 

developed in an attempt to provide air-to-air targeting of incoming 

warheads. Theoretically capable of passing and outmaneuvering slower 

missiles, interceptor fighter jets could neutralize nuclear attackers within a 

                                                 
15 Maloney, Secrets of the BOMARC., 37. 
16 Ibid., 39. 
17 Ibid., 37. 
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limited geographic area.18 Along with these research projects to prevent an 

atomic detonation was an initiative to use an atomic detonation in the 

prevention process. In 1951, the United States Air Force’s Strategic Air 

Command (SAC) began a project to add nuclear warheads to Boeing’s 

upcoming BOMARC missiles. Codenamed  ‘Heavenbound’, the projects’ 

feasibility was confirmed in 1953 and on September 24, 1958, a BOMARC 

missile successfully intercepted an incoming missile travelling at Mach 1.5 

in a test off Cape Canaveral.19  By the following September, BOMARC 

missiles were available for use in defense systems.   

 

Thus, when Diefenbaker encountered the nuclear question in 1959, 

he was met with a nuclear reality that his predecessors had not yet 

encountered. In previous discussions, nuclear defense initiatives remained 

highly theoretical and policy had to incorporate speculation regarding how 

successful and how soon military research projects would conclude.20 The 

materialization of one of the two potential projects in 1959 triggered a new 

phase in defense planning. First, pledges to take action and implement 

theoretical defensive initiatives could now be acted upon. Second, other 

defense projects that had not yet provided actionable results were re-

evaluated.  

 

Canada’s military relationships had evolved rapidly through the 

Second World War and post-war years. From the Permanent Joint Board 

on Defence (PJBD) created in 1940 by President Franklin Roosevelt and 

Prime Minister Mackenzie King, Canada and the US created a Military Co-

                                                 
18 Matthew Gurney. Leaders in Conflict: Diefenbaker, Kennedy, and Canada’s Response to the 

Cuban Missile Crisis. (Theses and Dissertations, Wilfrid Laurier University, 2009), 57. 
19 Maloney, Secrets of the BOMARC., 40. 
20 “BOMARC Missile and the Nuclear Weapons Controversy: 1958-1963,” 

[http://www.lermuseum.org/] The Loyal Edmonton Regiment Military Museum. Nov 2015. 
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Operation Committee (MCC) in 1946.21 Comprised of military 

representatives from both nations, the MCC reflected the belief among 

American defence officials on the PJBD that continental cooperation was 

essential.22 With the opening of an arctic front heralded by the successful 

detonation of a Soviet atom bomb in 1949, the American and Canadian 

officials turned to the MCC for solutions to the dearth of defences 

preventing Soviet bombers from targeting North American cities. A 

defense line on the United States border would have only been able to 

shoot down bombers once they had reached the industrial heartland of 

Ontario and Quebec in addition to northern US cities.23 As a result, both 

nations saw it in their interest to construct a series of radar stations in 

Canada’s North to enable early detection and interception of hostile 

aircraft. Constructed in 1950, the first NORAD radar line was 

supplemented in 1952 by a radar line 3200 kilometers further north known 

as the Distant Early Warning (DEW) line.24 Both radar lines were funded 

predominantly by the United States. Canadian and American defence 

continued to integrate as the US invited Prime Minister Louis St. Laurent 

to create unified command to replace their 1954 Continental Air Defense 

Command (CONAD).25 By the time the arrangement of what became the 

North American Aerospace Defence Command (NORAD) was agreed 

upon, St. Laurent’s Liberal Government had been replaced by the 

Progressive Conservatives under Diefenbaker. By agreeing to NORAD, 

Diefenbaker incurred a series of defence obligations Canada was expected 

to meet.  

                                                 
21 Gurney, 48. 
22 Ibid., 37. 
23 “BOMARC Missile and the Nuclear Weapons Controversy: 1958-1963,” The Loyal 

Edmonton Regiment Military Museum.  
24 Gurney, 37. 
25 Ibid., 38. 
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When BOMARC missiles equipped with nuclear warheads were 

made available to Canada in 1959, Diefenbaker’s commitment to NORAD 

led to an expectation that Canada would accept them. A modern, more 

plentiful arsenal was requested by the Canadian Air Force to meaningfully 

contribute to the integrated continental defence system.26 As a means to 

ensure sovereignty and tactical clout in their arrangement, Canadian 

military and political officials sought to follow the American strategy of 

reducing their emphasis on aircraft production and maintenance and 

instead expanding their arsenal of nuclear-tipped missiles. Thus, the 

NORAD expectations triggered by BOMARC development were directly 

linked to Canada’s re-evaluation of its investment in fighter defense.     

 

One of the political and strategic alternatives to missile defense 

began in 1952, when the Canadian public was made aware of an initiative 

to create a national supersonic interceptor.27 Under the administration of 

Prime Minister St. Laurent and Defence Production Minister C. D. Howe, 

the CF 105 Avro Arrow was commissioned.28 When the Diefenbaker 

Administration inherited the Avro Arrow program, both defence strategy 

and the cost of the aircraft had changed significantly. With the newly 

signed NORAD agreement and available BOMARC alternative in 1953, 

Canadian military policy shifted to work more closely with the United 

states in in continental defense.29 In 1953, US military officials had 

adopted new peacetime strategy: rather than try to manufacture a winnable 

war, NORAD strategy had been predicated on the deterrent of war 

                                                 
26 Maloney, Secrets of the BOMARC., 40. 
27 Dow, James. The Arrow. (Toronto: James Lorimer & Company Ltd., 1997), 37. 
28 Ibid., 23. 
29 Ibid., 76. 
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altogether.30 As a result, supersonic fighters capable of shooting down 

nuclear missiles became a lower priority for the Western community as 

leaders focussed on preventing the missiles from every being fired.31  

 

The technical and diplomatic rationale for investing in a nuclear 

missile defense strategy was complimented by financial and technical 

problems in the Arrow program. As of 1958, the estimated cost of the 

fighter had ballooned to four million dollars, several times that of the CF 

104 alternative which could be integrated with the BOMARC missile 

system.32 Furthermore, the Canadian government could not secure orders 

for the Avro Arrow from the United States and the United Kingdom.33 

Without orders for the final product, the Arrow program would be unable 

to compensate its costs and as a result, posed increased fiscal liability. 

Compounding these obstacles was the reality that the program was not yet 

finished and could not be relied upon for the immediate security issues 

facing Canada.  

 

It was in this situation that the Diefenbaker government resolved to 

cancel the Avro Arrow, and opt into the NORAD strategy involving the 

stationing of BOMARC missiles and additional radar stations across the 

North. To the outcry of many Canadians, Diefenbaker announced the 

cancellation of the Avro Arrow and attempted to contextualize its 

cancellation with the procurement of nuclear weapons.   In his speech to 

                                                 
30 Ibid., 81. 
31Donald Story and Russell Isinger. "The Origins of the Cancellation of Canada's Avro CF-105 

Arrow Fighter Program: A failure of Strategy." Journal of Strategic Studies 30, 6 (2007): p 

1034. 
32 Richter, Andrew. “The Evolution of Strategic Thinking at the Canadian Department of 

National Defence, 1950-1960.” International Security Studies 38, 2 (1996):p 42. 
33 Grant, George. Lament for a Nation: The Defeat of Canadian Nationalism. (Montreal: 
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the House of Commons34 on February 20, 1959, Diefenbaker accepted 

BOMARC missiles as well as the nuclear warheads that realized their full 

potential.35 Along with the anti-air missiles, Canada also committed to 

purchasing fighter jets and surface-to-surface rockets the United States. 

 

Having established the political and strategic context of 1959, we 

are now able to study Diefenbaker’s initial nuclear policy. In spite of a 

divided cabinet, nuclear procurement was not a particularly controversial 

subject. Public polls indicate that Canadians generally favoured nuclear 

disarmament and halting nuclear testing, but only on the condition that all 

nations, including Russia, agree. Gallup polls from June 1958 indicate that 

over 75% of Canadians supported a ban on nuclear weapons if it was 

agreed to by every nation, but that 56% of Canadians were “not worried at 

all” about a nuclear war.36 The limited number of Gallup questions asked 

of the public regarding nuclear policy in the 1950’s is telling of the lack of 

controversy revolving around the issue. It was not until a September 1961 

poll that Canadians were directly asked in a Gallup poll “should our forces 

have nuclear arms” with over two thirds of respondents indicating yes.37 

Diefenbaker seemed aware that most Canadians were less concerned about 

the procurement of nuclear warheads than they were about the cancellation 

of the alternative.  

 

                                                 
34 Diefenbaker, Chronology of Government Statements Regarding Negotiations on Acquisitions 

and Storage of Nuclear Weapons, 3. 
35 His Initial commitment is further outlined in: Canada. Ministry of Defence. Draft Statement 

Regarding the Acquisition and Control of Nuclear Weapons for Possible use in the House of 

Commons. [Ottawa], 1959. MG01/XII/F/100 Volume 104. 
36 “Nuclear Weapons,” Canadian Gallup Poll. 260, September 1957. 

[http://odesi1.scholarsportal.info/webview/index]. 
37 “Nuclear Weapons,” Canadian Gallup Poll. 291, September 1961. 

[http://odesi1.scholarsportal.info/webview/index]. 
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In his speech to Parliament revealing his decision, Diefenbaker 

uses nuclear weapons as a means to calm public outrage to the cancellation 

of the Avro Arrow, not to further incite the Canadian public. He described 

the changing nature of the “greatly enhanced” threat of ICMBs and how a 

nuclear system would best protect Canada.38 The press reflected the 

secondary nature of nuclear procurement as the Globe and Mail headline 

for the following day read, “Drop Arrow; 13,800 idle,” while the New 

York Times did not run a story about Canada’s commitment to nuclear 

weapons until the following month.39 Diefenbaker’s calm address to the 

House of Commons regarding nuclear weapons displays his initial attitude 

that nuclear weapons were not a campaign issue for Canadians. At this 

point, Canada’s nuclear procurement was a technical issue, not subject to 

contested debate. Those who would have preferred superior interceptors 

were now left with only one viable alternative: nuclear warheads. Liberal 

MP and former Minister of Defense Paul Hellyer summed up this 

perspective by declaring, “I have not changed my opinion on the 

usefulness of the BOMARC missile, but if there is one thing more useless 

than a [nuclear] armed BOMARC it is an unarmed BOMARC.”40 In 1959 

it was clear to Diefenbaker and much of Canada that nuclear weapons were 

an acceptable procurement given the nation’s defensive alliances, technical 

limitations, and three defense systems that required nuclear warheads. In 

the coming years, Diefenbaker second-guessed these realities and 

misunderstood the treaties, military necessities, and public support that 

initially contributed to Canada’s pro-nuclear policy.  

 

                                                 
38 John G. Diefenbaker. "House of Commons speech announcing the cancellation of the Arrow 

programme." Speech, Ottawa, February 20, 1959. University of Saskatchewan. 

http://www.usask.ca. 
39 McMahon, Essence of Indecision: Diefenbaker's Nuclear Policy, 1957-1963, 49. 
40Patricia McMahon. The Politics of Canada’s Nuclear Policy 1957-1963. (Toronto: Toronto 

University Press, 1999), 187. 
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Before following through with the arming of BOMARC missiles in 

Canada with nuclear warheads, Diefenbaker’s resolve was shaken by a 

developing parliamentary political climate that he perceived as threatening 

to Progressive Conservative support. Throughout the 1950’s, neither the 

Progressive Conservative nor Liberal Party had an official stance on 

Canadian Nuclear policy. Populist parties however, those that had risen 

entirely from grassroots protest, were formally against the acquisition of 

nuclear weapons. The Co-Operative Commonwealth Federation (CCF) was 

staunchly against the proliferation of nuclear weapons. It was common 

among left-leaning groups to reject all measures that were seen as potential 

escalation toward nuclear war. Leftist peace groups especially didn’t want 

to have their country seen as a strategic target due to nuclear ownership if a 

war should break out.41 When the CCF was succeeded by the New 

Democratic Party (NDP) in 1961, the tenets of peace and international 

nuclear disarmament were maintained.42 When the issue of nuclear 

proliferation began to enter parliamentary debate, Diefenbaker feared his 

original pro-nuclear stance would alienate many Canadian’s who 

subscribed to the peace doctrine advocating for abolition of nuclear 

weapons.43 More relevant than the smaller parties, was the position of his 

Official Opposition.  

 

Led by Lester B. Pearson, the Liberal Party of Canada formed the 

Official Opposition throughout Diefenbaker’s government. A renowned 

diplomat and statesman, Pearson had won the Nobel Peace Prize in 1957 

for his organization of a United Nations response to the Suez Crisis. 

Among Canadians, Pearson was respected for his ability to secure peaceful 

and diplomatic solutions and for his experience in foreign affairs. In 1960, 

                                                 
41 Ibid., 190. 
42 Ibid., 191. 
43 Ibid, 187. 
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the Liberal Party’s position on nuclear armaments began to develop with 

Pearson, and his reputation, as the spokesperson.  On January 20, 1960, 

Pearson told Parliament that his interest was in ensuring Canadian control 

over nuclear weapons should they be in Canadian territory saying, “If these 

weapons are released to Canadian forces, for use by Canadian forces for 

the defence of Canada, they should be owned by Canada and should [be] 

used under Canadian authority exclusively.”44 Diefenbaker agreed with 

Pearson, and was able to prolong the nuclear debate through renegotiation 

of contracts with the United States should Canada be provided with nuclear 

weapons. By the time it was settled that Canada would have a veto on the 

use of nuclear weapons in its territory, the Liberal Party had changed its 

position. Pearson addressed parliament on August 5th 1960 declaring, “We 

[reject] the use by us of any form of nuclear weapons for what is 

mistakenly called the defence of our territory.”45 With staunch Liberal 

opposition to nuclear ownership, Diefenbaker feared that acquiring nuclear 

weapons would cause Pearson to gain considerable political support. 

Pearson would not only gain support from leftist peace movements, but 

also from progressive conservatives whom Diefenbaker believed held firm 

anti-nuclear positions. Since no party opposed the stalling of Canadian 

appropriation of nuclear weapons, Diefenbaker did just that. Following the 

Cuban Missile Crisis, the Liberal Party changed its position on nuclear 

weapons a final time while the Diefenbaker government continued to 

waver. In 1963, Diefenbaker would lose his government to the Liberals 

and their pro-nuclear platform when he miscalculated public opinion. 

 

                                                 
44Lester B Pearson. “Addresses to the House of Commons.” Chronology of Recent Opposition 

Statements Regarding Negotiations on Acquisition and Storage of Nuclear Weapons, edited by 

Ross Cambell. (Ottawa: Department of External Affairs, 1961), 2. 
45 Ibid., 3. 
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When Diefenbaker first proposed a nuclear agenda for Canada in 

February 1959, he thought that it would settle Canadians’ safety concerns 

in the absence of supersonic interceptors. It is likely that his distorted 

perception of Canadian opinion came as a result of this initial 

miscalculation: since he expected so little backlash, the moderate concern 

he received seemed larger than it really was.46 

 

Diefenbaker’s perception of public opinion was formed not by 

public polls, which indicated support for nuclear armaments, but by the 

loud anti-nuclear movements.47 The first anti-nuclear movement to gain the 

Prime Minister’s attention was the Voice of Women (VOW) in 1960. 

Although he did not agree with its objective of keeping nuclear warheads 

out of Canada at the time, the Prime Minister granted the VOW several 

meetings and kept its material on file.48 An organization of well-respected 

women, the VOW caused unease for Diefenbaker because of its growing 

numbers and considerable political influence.49 The VOW consisted of 

many prominent women (including Maryon Pearson and Lotta Dempsey) 

and closely restricted its membership to keep out known communists and 

socialist sympathisers. As a result, the VOW could not be rejected 

politically as handful of communist agitators.50 Indeed, Diefenbaker feared 

the organization’s potential to persuade undecided constituents to oppose 

nuclear acquisitions and the party that brought them to Canada. 

 

The second major anti-nuclear movement was headed by the 

Canadian Committee for the Control of Radioactive Hazards (CCCRH). 

                                                 
46 McMahon, Essence of Indecision: Diefenbaker's Nuclear Policy, 1957-1963, 51. 
47 Ibid., 51.  
48 Ibid., 41.  
49 Ibid., 52 
50 Ibid., 52. 
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The organization was a grassroots movement specifically dedicated to the 

renunciation of nuclear warheads for the Canada’s BOMARC missiles. In 

1961, the CCCRH began collecting signatures for a petition to demonstrate 

the public’s adversity to nuclear weapons. Within six months, Diefenbaker 

was handed the petition with a minimum estimate of 140,000 signatures.51 

The VOW presented a potential for creating political opposition, but the 

CCCRH presented the tangible support for the anti-nuclear movement. As 

a self-defined populist, Diefenbaker held public opinion in high regard, 

giving considerable attention to the petitions presented to him by anti-

nuclear groups, however misrepresentative of the public at large they may 

be. In contrast, however, those in favour of nuclear weapons were not as 

vocal or well organized and did not weigh as heavily into Diefenbaker’s 

calculus for public opinion.52 It was out of this perceived fear of public 

opposition that Diefenbaker hesitated to arm Canada’s BOMARC missiles 

with the nuclear warheads they needed to be effective. Diefenbaker’s 

miscalculation of public opinion was compounded by a misunderstanding 

of Canada’s obligations to its allies.  

 

In 1959, Canada was a member of both the North Atlantic Treaty 

Organization (NATO) and NORAD; two initiatives for defence against the 

Soviet Union on the European and Arctic fronts. As a member of NATO, 

Canada had responsibilities to the Western community in Europe. NATO 

did not demand nuclear capabilities from its members, but allowed for 

nations to control nuclear weapons on their own terms.53 The acceptance of 

nuclear weapons in NATO countries was challenged by Canadian 

Members of Parliament as in need of, “fundamental revision … so that any 

                                                 
51Henry Robinson. Diefenbaker’s World: A Populist in Foreign Affairs. (Toronto: University of 

Toronto Press, 1989), 137.  
52 McMahon, Essence of Indecision: Diefenbaker's Nuclear Policy, 1957-1963, 32. 
53 Simpson, 50. 
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aggression with conventional weapons can be repulsed with conventional 

weapons.”54 Canada had attained a level of prestige within both NATO and 

the United Nations for its non-nuclear policy, a prestige which Diefenbaker 

sought to preserve. In NORAD however, Canada’s partner maintained that 

it had a nuclear obligation through agreement to the BOMARC missile 

system. United States President John F. Kennedy personally tried to 

persuade Diefenbaker of his responsibility to install nuclear warheads. He 

openly rejected Diefenbaker’s perception of Canadian anti-nuclear 

sentiment saying, “He could get an [anti-nuclear] parade in Boston at any 

time, but it would not be serious.”55 He believed the support that 

Diefenbaker was catering to was just that of vocal Canadians and not a 

meaningful majority. Top Canadian military officials lobbied for nuclear 

weapons as well as many pro-American Canadians who wanted to live up 

to their side of the alliance.56 In 1959, NATO pushed Canada away from 

nuclear warheads and NORAD pulled Canada towards them. By 1963, the 

roles of each alliance were reversed. 

 

In 1961, during the Berlin Crisis, Canadian fighters in Europe were 

called on by NATO to provide aid in the event of Soviet aggression. Flying 

CF 104 Starfighters, the Canadian pilots were able to carry missiles with 

tactical nuclear warheads. Due to Canada’s status quo nuclear policy 

however, they did not carry a nuclear payload.57 As a result, Canada’s 

European allies felt Canadian Forces were not able to provide the services 

asked of it. Similarly, Canada deployed the 1st Surface-to-Surface Missile 

                                                 
54Paul Hellyer. “Addresses to the House of Commons.” Chronology of Recent Opposition 

Statements Regarding Negotiations on Acquisition and Storage of Nuclear Weapons, edited by 

Ross Cambel. (Ottawa: Department of External Affairs, 1961), 4. 
55 McMahon, the Politics of Canada’s Nuclear Policy, 202.  
56 McLin, Jon. Canada's Changing Defense Policy 1957-63. (Baltimore: John Hopkins 

University Press, 1967), 49. 
57Robinson, Diefenbaker’s World: A Populist in Foreign Affairs, 141. 
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Battery, Royal Canadian Artillery to Germany after accepting a NATO 

commitment to provide support for the defensive fire plan of Britain’s First 

Corps but refused to arm them with their necessary warheads during both 

the Berlin blockade and Cuban Missile Crisis. This led to a feeling of 

disappointment among Canadians who felt their nuclear policy had let 

down their allies.58 In spite of the military short-comings of Canada’s 

contribution to NATO, Diefenbaker continued to appeal to the diplomatic 

role he felt Canada had within the alliance. In resisting nuclear weapons, 

Canada could continue defining its position as a nascent middle-power 

status within the international community. In a 1961 address to the UN 

general assembly on the Disarmament Program President Kennedy 

recognized the need, “to halt the spiraling nuclear arms race,” 59 and 

praised the efforts of nations who worked against nuclear proliferation.  

Leaders who expressed this sentiment served to confirm the role Canada 

had played as a non-nuclear country and added to Diefenbaker’s concern 

that support for nuclear weapons in the West was waning.60 

 

The Canadian Government’s misunderstanding of its continental 

alliance became evident in 1962 when the Cuban Missile Crisis altered 

political support for nuclear fulfilment of NORAD obligations. During the 

Thirteen Day Crisis when nuclear weapons were found in Cuba and the 

United States’ defenses were raised to DEFCON 3, Canada was only made 

aware of the situation one week after the United States had become aware. 

Furthermore, Canadian military and political officials were not consulted 

during the event: the United States had unilaterally considered a nuclear 

                                                 
58 Ibid., 150. 
59John F Kennedy. “Address to the UN General Assembly.” Speech. (New York, September 25, 

1961). 
60 McMahon, The Politics of Canada’s Nuclear Policy 1957-1963, 122. 
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launch from the North American continent.61 For Diefenbaker and many 

Canadians, America’s decision to respond independent of Canada 

perpetuated fears that NORAD would not be treated a bilateral agreement, 

but as an encroachment on Canadian sovereignty. Similarly, Ottawa 

believed the NORAD agreement elevated Canada above other NATO 

countries as a close ally and expected a consultation prior to any decisions 

regarding continental defense.  From this perspective, the Cuban Missile 

Crisis demonstrated to nationalist Canadians that the US exercised 

dominating paternalism over Canada in both NATO and NORAD 

relationships while reserving the ability to plunge both countries into 

nuclear war unilaterally. Under these circumstances, Diefenbaker felt 

justified in rejecting nuclear weapons on Canadian territory controlled by 

the US.62 Although virulent, the shock of Canadians toward US action 

during the Cuban Missile Crisis was due to a misunderstanding of NORAD 

terms rather than a US violation of the alliance.  

 

NORAD was a defensive agreement. As such, it was never 

authorized to embark on offensive operations.63 The only time NORAD 

was able to issue commands was in the event of a Soviet attack. In such a 

case, the situation would be beyond diplomatic concerns and neither the 

Canadian nor American government would be in a position to direct the 

military resources of another country.  Realizing this, in 1958, both 

countries signed the NORAD agreement to issue standing orders for 

cooperative and effective military action in case of an attack. Thus, any 

action undertaken by the NORAD Command was simply the invocation of 
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orders that had been pre-approved through a consultation process.64 

Historian Matthew Gurney notes that Diefenbaker’s expectation to be 

consulted by Washington prior to NORAD activity reflects a 

misunderstanding of this process.65 First, NORAD only acted on activity 

that had previously been agreed upon by Canada. Second, even if there was 

enough time for consultation, in the event of an incident it would be 

unnecessary since NORAD already had its orders to initiate defensive 

operations. Failing to understand the processes involved in NORAD led 

Diefenbaker to misunderstand US activity during the Cuban Missile Crisis 

and, as a result, develop unfounded apprehensions to Canadian nuclear 

possessions. In addition to stressing international tensions between Ottawa 

and Washington, the Cuban Missile Crisis contributed to an increasing 

hostility between Diefenbaker and Kennedy that caused the Prime Minister 

to resist American requests for Canadian nuclear ownership.  

 

As Prime Minister, Diefenbaker met with President Kennedy 

several times to discuss foreign policy. After his first visit in 1961, 

Diefenbaker described the event to his brother writing, “We get along very 

well together. The opinion I formed of him when I first met him – a 

brilliant intellectual and a wide knowledge of world events.”66 It is likely 

that this is not an accurate description of their relationship, but that 

Diefenbaker was posturing to appear to be in good terms with the President 

of the United States. Before their first 1961 meeting, Kennedy confided in 

his national security advisor that, “Canada was the last thing on [his] 

mind… Diefenbaker was certainly not a priority.”67 Furthermore, 
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Kennedy’s advisors described Diefenbaker as a “weak-willed man,” and 

lamented that he could not control his cabinet.68 After their meeting, their 

relationship was further soured when a memo was leaked outlining 

Kennedy’s agenda to impress nuclear weapons on Diefenbaker.69 

Throughout their entire term together, they remained on a title-by-title 

relationship, never addressing each other by their first names as 

Eisenhower and Diefenbaker had done.70 Where Eisenhower’s military 

prestige had appealed to the Prime Minster, Kennedy’s popularity in 

Canada served to incite Diefenbaker’s anti-Americanism. Acting on this 

anti-American sentiment, Diefenbaker perceived the resistance of nuclear 

weapons to be a way of asserting Canadian authority and spite an arrogant 

nation. Historians Knowlton Nash, Patricia McMahon, and Henry 

Robinson used evidence like this and testimony from ministers like Gordon 

Churchill to independently conclude that the hostile relationship between 

the Kennedy and Diefenbaker served to deter Diefenbaker from pursuing a 

nuclear agenda.71 Diefenbaker’s personal disagreement with Kennedy 

contributed to his hesitation and ultimate rejection of a Canadian nuclear 

agenda. 

 

In 1963, Diefenbaker lost a federal election to Pearson who readily 

armed Canada’s BOMARC missiles with nuclear warheads. From 1958 to 

1963, public opinion appears to have changed very little on the issue of a 

nuclear Canada: the majority of Canadians were ready to do what was 

necessary to resist the Soviet Union and fulfill military obligations to the 

United States. Perceiving a growing support for peace and anti-nuclear 

missiles, Diefenbaker postponed making a firm decision on the issue and 

                                                 
68 Ibid., 66. 
69 Ibid., 71. 
70 Ghent, Jocelyn. "Did He Fall or Was He Pushed? The Kennedy Administration and the Collapse of 

the Diefenbaker Government." International History Review. no. 2 (1979): 250. 
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resisted nuclear weapons until he was left defending an unpopular status 

quo. From the beginning, he had a divided cabinet and, in the absence of a 

firm stance, Diefenbaker was easily influenced by advisors like Robert 

Bryce to stall the issue. The NORAD and NATO agreements served to 

further complicate Diefenbaker’s international policy through their 

conflicting impact on Canadian opinion.  A tumultuous relationship with 

President Kennedy further deterred Diefenbaker from pushing an agenda 

which he thought was foreign and unnecessary. Diefenbaker sought to 

make national defence policy based on public opinion rather than strategic 

viability and ended up miscalculating both. Instead of accepting 

international support to act on this policy, he chose to stall out of a 

misunderstanding of national alliances and miscalculation of public 

opinion.  
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Socialism and Death: 

Foreign Music and the Self-Injection Movement in Cuba 
Mihaela Ion 

 
The dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991 ushered a period of economic hardship 

and political isolation in Cuba. Government officials became increasingly repressive 

of deviant and non-conformist behaviour due to fears of revolutionary action against 

the regime, as had happened in Eastern Europe. Simultaneously, the government’s 

controversial asylum program, designed as a response to the global HIV epidemic, 

created autonomous communities. Some young Cubans participating in the Rocker 

counterculture movement, whose members were outspoken in their appreciation for 

American music and culture and their rejection of Cuban government policy, believed 

they could might sanctuary in the asylums. Hundreds of Rockers injected themselves 

with HIV-positive blood. Their motives have been hotly debated; some have argued 

that their actions represented a protest against the Cuban government and its policies 

while the official government position states that their actions were merely a dramatic 

form of suicide, not a political reaction. 

 
 

In 1986, Cuba began an exhaustive and highly controversial 

program requiring routine HIV testing for the entirety of the Cuban 

population and forcibly confining those afflicted with the disease to 

sanatoriums, known as sidatario. Only five years later, the collapse of the 

Soviet Union forced considerable economic and social change to take place 

in Cuba as it lost its most powerful ally. The resulting economic hardship 

and political isolationism, spanning the years between 1990 and 1995, is 

now known as the Special Period.1 Despite the resulting need for austerity, 

Cuba invested heavily in its HIV detection program, and by 1992 the 

Cuban government had established twelve sanatoriums. These sanatoriums 

essentially functioned as isolated communities and were granted more 

expressive independence due to their detachment from greater Cuban 

society. The Special Period also represented a phase of increased social 

repression as the Cuban state attempted to stamp out any dissent before 

                                                 
1 The Special Period in Time of Peace is the Cuban euphemism for the economic crisis that 

began in 1989 and continued for most of the 1990s as a result of the dissolution of the USSR 

and other Communist states in Eastern Europe that had previously provided economic support 

to Cuba. 
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counter-revolutionary sentiments could effect a change of regime, as had 

happened in Eastern Europe. The Cuban government reinforced Cuban 

revolutionary ideals and their importance within the national culture by 

propagating socialist values, reaffirming slogans such as “Socialism or 

Death,” and initiating widespread persecution of any citizens who had 

adopted what they considered to be American values. Two of the most 

prominent American cultural exports to Cuba during this period were 

American-style rock and punk music and American fashion, which had 

been embraced by a section of the population dubbed los Frikis or los 

Roquetos, collectively known as the Rockers. For this group, aggressive 

persecution by state authorities such as police officers, was commonplace.  

 

The coincidence of the Cubans’ government program regarding 

HIV and the exclusionary cultural policy—made only more aggressive by 

the Special Period—led to the unique phenomenon of young people 

knowingly injecting themselves with HIV-positive blood in order to be 

sent to a sanatorium where they believed they could find a place free from 

persecution and ripe with self-expression. It is believed that several 

hundred young Cubans participated in this movement. Their motives have 

been a long debated topic.2 Their motives have been debated by 

government officials, family members, friends, and a number of personal 

accounts of those who took part; some have argued that their actions 

represented a protest against the Cuban government and its policies while 

the official government position states that their actions were merely a 

dramatic form of suicide, not a political reaction. Whether their actions 

were a purposeful political protest or simply suicidal acts out of 

desperation, the self-injection movement was by all accounts the result of 

harsh policies which resulted in a feeling of societal exclusion among 

Cuban youth who did not adhere to the revolutionary ideals prescribed by 

state authorities. 

 

                                                 
2 Prout, “Jail-House Rock: Cuba, AIDS, and the Incorporation of Dissent in Bengt Norborg’s 

Socialism or Death,” 434. Prout came to this estimate using a combination of accounts of the 

sanatorium program and narrative written accounts given by detainees of some sanatoriums. 



Clio 2016-2017 

 

95 

 

Those involved in the self-injection movement largely belong to 

the subcultural group known as the Rockers. Initially called los Roquetos, 

they came to prominence in the 1960s. Their name was derived from their 

appreciation of foreign rock music and their idolization of foreign 

musicians who were thought to pose a threat to communist and socialist 

ideology such as the Beatles and Bob Dylan. The Rockers love of 

American and British music influenced their style of dress. With long hair 

and frayed clothing, they defied the image of proper dress that the Cuban 

government propagated.3 The Rockers were rapidly becoming a non-

traditional and non-socialist cultural group easily identified among other 

members of Cuban society. However, the Rocker movement of the 1960s 

was not a militant, anti-revolutionary group, but rather a fringe element of 

Cuban culture. Their unthreatening nature was reflected in the Cuban 

government’s reaction to the movement. Although Cuban officials were 

unimpressed with the actions of the young Rockers because of their lack of 

commitment to the revolutionary cause, they did not see the Rockers’ 

actions as a direct threat to the state nor the culture it was trying to 

propagate at the movement's origins.4 This view of the Rockers as a non-

threat would change over the next two decades as the group evolved and 

state policy intensified. 

 

By the 1980s, what had begun as a fringe element of Cuban 

culture, developed into a proper subculture. All of the elements of the 

Rocker culture deepened and became even more isolated from society. In 

order to describe the general characteristics of a subculture, Ken Gelder 

described the following six elements that apply to most subcultural groups: 

 

1. Often negative relations to work; 

2. Negative or ambivalent relation to class; 

3. Association with territory, rather than property; 
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4. Movement out of the home and into non-domestic 

forms of belonging; 

5. Stylistic ties to excess and exaggeration; 

6. Refusal of the banalities of ordinary life and 

massification.5 

All of these characteristics can be applied to the Rockers: (1) In some 

statements, the Rockers referred to their opposition to the Cuban 

government’s policy of mandatory employment; (2) the Rockers were 

ambivalent towards class structure as many intermingled with those from 

other working classes; (3) during the 1980s, the Rockers were notoriously 

associated with the sanatoriums as their territory; (4) the Rockers were best 

known for their close friendships in Rocker groups that had distinct 

leadership, and among these leaders was Papo Delgado who became one of 

the most famous self-injectors because of his participation in documentary 

films; (5) the Rockers were associated with a distinct appearance for which 

they were often persecuted by authorities; (6) and in general, the Rockers 

refused to submit to the banalities of Cuban state culture.6 By the end of 

the 1980s, the international political climate shifted in a dramatic fashion 

with the fall of many Eastern European Communist regimes, including that 

of the Soviet Union in the early 1990s. This international shift would 

eventually affect Cuba and the Rockers. 

 

The other significant element that led to the self-injection 

movement was the introduction of HIV to Cuba. The Cuban government's 

reaction to the global AIDS epidemic was to focus on medical isolation 

from the disease. Even before Cuba's first case of HIV, the government 

established a program that would isolate the country from foreign sources 

of blood and prevent the entry of any infected individuals.7 The political 

isolation that was already in place only aided the government's isolationist 

medical policy. Before implementing an official isolationist policy in 

                                                 
5 Gelder, Subcultures: Cultural Histories and Social Practice, i. 
6 Katel, “Choosing to Die: Did Some Youths Get AIDS--on Purpose?,” 42. 
7 Pont and Francisco, “Articles Cuba’s National AIDS Program The First Decade,” 140. 
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response to the global HIV epidemic, Cuba was already offered some 

degree of protection due to its economic isolation, most notably the 

American blockade of the island nation. In general, Cubans placed a great 

amount of faith in their healthcare system and, as a result, the focus was 

placed on medical isolation and treatment rather than education as a 

preventative measure.8 While much of the world was dealing with the 

consequences of the HIV and AIDS epidemic, Cuba was able to stave off 

any cases of infection until 1985. 

 

The first Cuban case of HIV in 1985 was in a soldier returning 

from the conflicts in Africa, where Cuba sent armed forces to back a leftist 

party in Angola.9 The Cuban government responded to this first incident by 

strengthening its earlier isolationist measures that it had established in 

response to the global HIV and AIDS epidemic. The government ordered 

the destruction of foreign blood that had been donated, including 22,000 

units of blood from Europe, and implemented widespread testing 

procedures.10 The Cuban government’s response was twofold; the first 

sought to limit the entry of HIV into the country and the second was to 

limit its spread within Cuba which was achieved through regular testing of 

the island’s population.  

 

Those who were initially tested under the new program included 

the roughly 380,000 Cubans who had travelled abroad and groups that 

were identified as at risk for HIV infection.11 Anyone regularly exposed to 

potential carriers of HIV, either within Cuba or from abroad was 

considered to be at risk of contracting the disease.12 Rockers were included 

in this group, largely because of their more prevalent use of drugs.13 

Reports from the time indicate that “by 1989 the government tested over 

                                                 
8 Smallman, “A Comparative History of AIDS in Latin America: Brazil and Cuba,” 5. 
9 Ibid. 
10 Ibid. 
11 Ibid. 
12 Pont and Francisco, “Articles Cuba’s National AIDS Program The First Decade,” 141. 
13 Ibid., 143. 
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seventy-five percent of the population over the age of fifteen for HIV [and] 

by April 1991, 9,771,691 people, almost the entire population had been 

tested.”14 In all, the nearly fifteen million tests carried out between 1986 

and 1993 indicated that 927 Cubans were HIV-positive.15 The next step in 

Cuba’s HIV policy was the question of what to do when an individual was 

identified as being HIV-positive. 

 

In 1986, Cuba established its controversial sanatorium program in 

hopes of totally isolating HIV positive individuals in communities away 

from the general population to prevent an epidemic. In the early years of 

the sanatorium program – often referred to as Phase I – patients who tested 

positive for an HIV infection were placed in a sanatorium and not 

permitted to leave.16 Cuba's sanatorium program caused a significant 

amount of international debate regarding its ethical nature and claims that 

it violated a number of human rights. Most of the residents of the 

sanatoriums claimed that, given the choice, they would have preferred to 

be free despite the high standard of care offered by the sanatoriums. The 

sanatorium program was accepted in Cuba largely due to the collectivist 

nature of Cuban culture; the need of the individual is routinely set aside in 

order to protect the interests of the state.17 Such patterns became more 

prevalent and intense with the advent of the Special Period, which acted as 

a catalyst for the self-injection movement because it strained Cuban 

resources and caused the propagation of state-imposed culture to become 

more extreme. 

The sudden collapse of the Eastern European communist countries, 

including the Soviet Union in the late 1980s and early 1990s had extreme 

ideological and economic consequences for Cuba. There was a wide shift 

in Cuban nationalist discourse in the early 1990s because of Special 

Period. The shock of the collapse of the Soviet Union and the international 

communist culture it had fostered created a sort of identity crisis for Cuba. 

                                                 
14 Smallman, “A Comparative History of AIDS in Latin America: Brazil and Cuba.” 
15 Pont and Francisco, “Articles Cuba’s National AIDS Program The First Decade,” 141. 
16 Ibid., 142. 
17 Ibid., 144. 
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Historians such as Ariana Hernandez-Reguants have noted that Cuba was 

involved in “widespread preoccupation over the future of socialism and a 

philosophical turn inward in search of a unique Cuban path.”18 The Cuban 

government was increasingly looking inwards to craft a new Cuban 

identity for the country. For example, in removing aspects of international 

socialism from the state culture, the government replaced communist 

ideological forefathers with national Cubans such as Jose Marti.19 In the 

crafting of Cuban culture, the government sought to incorporate a certain 

pluralism. For example, various forms of music originating in multiple 

ethnic groups were woven into the fabric of Cuban Marxism.20 Therefore, 

while the Special Period saw the dissolution of the international communist 

culture which the USSR had set up, the Cuban state attempted to create a 

national culture which incorporated elements from the many Cuban ethnic 

groups against the backdrop of state Marxism. 

 

However, like many other Communist countries, censorship, 

dogmatism, and stagnation plagued Cuban cultural policy.21 Despite the 

incorporation of cultural pluralism into the state culture, Cuban officials 

continued to persecute non-socialist elements of popular culture. The 

Rockers presented a threat to the construction of a national culture because 

of their embrace of American mass culture. Although the Cuban 

government sought to create the appearance of plurality, it heavily 

controlled the elements allowed to be included in the Cuban national 

identity. This mode of socialist hypocrisy has been described by dissenters 

of other communist regimes: 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
18 Hernandez-Reguant, “Radio Taino and the Cuban Quest for Identi...que?,” 185. 
19 Ibid. 
20 Manuel, “Music and Ideology in Contemporary Cuba,” 297. 
21 Ibid. 
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Haraszti, writing from a Hungarian perspective, argues that 

the superficial tolerance of modern socialist countries 

masked a deeper stagnation and mediocrity, and that the 

"autonomous spirit" of the imported Western art was 

"permanently detained at the customs gate." He concludes, 

"It is the integrating capacity of state culture and not 

authentic pluralism that conquers."22 

The creation of a pluralist state culture, therefore, did not leave room to 

incorporate any non-socialist cultural elements. 

 

Despite Cubans’ pluralist culture, the state continued to persecute 

elements of culture which did not fall within the normal. This sort of 

persecution was only deepened with the fall of the Soviet Union and other 

Eastern Bloc countries because of a fear that similar revolutionary activity 

could bring down Castro’s regime if it were not stamped out. The Cuban 

government defined Cuban identity in a general sense as the commitment 

to the socialist project.23 By 1993 and in direct response to the events 

which had occurred in Eastern Europe, cultural industries in the country 

returned to ideological orthodoxy.24 In 1991, Castro reaffirmed the 

“Socialism or Death” slogan to the Congress of the Cuban Communist 

Party. This was the first in a series of reaffirmations and introductions of 

new slogans that underlined social activities and ideals deemed acceptable 

by the state. In a 1994 documentary, Vladimir Ceballos claims that the 

decision made by many young Cubans to self-inject, an action which they 

knew would eventually lead to their death should a cure never be found, 

was the result of the state’s hardline position on deviance. In spouting 

hardliner ideology, the Cuban state essentially made non-conformity 

synonymous with death. Ceballos echoes this sentiment in stating, “The 

problem resides in the fact that for many people in Cuba life has no value. 

From childhood onwards we were taught that death is the same as life.”25 

                                                 
22 Ibid., 311. 
23 Hernandez-Reguant, “Radio Taino and the Cuban Quest for Identi...que?,” 192. 
24 Ibid., 185. 
25 Ceballos, Maldito Sea to Nombre Libertad. 
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Whereas the government’s position on elements of non-socialist 

culture such as the music enjoyed by the Rockers was once dismissive, it 

became increasingly uncompromising during the Special Period. With the 

state’s ideology becoming more hardline on deviance, any non-Cuban 

identity was rejected as the products of market capitalism and a subversion 

of national borders.26 The Rockers were an especially persecuted group 

because of their appreciation of American culture, a position that directly 

contravened the Cuban state’s anti-American policy. State authorities 

began to treat music as another form of culture resistance and reacted 

accordingly. The Cuban government viewed music as a potential weapon 

against the regime due to its ability to disperse emotive messages widely. 

The term 'underground' has been one of the most used descriptive words 

regarding Cuban music because of the state's repressive tendencies against 

all music that does not fall within the government's clearly defined cultural 

policy.27 By 1991, the state was no longer granting performance licenses to 

musicians who performed in English and, in the same year, Interior 

Ministry police clashed with roughly one thousand fans at a Metal Oscuro 

concert.28 In articles published in the early 1990s which included 

interviews with Cuban musicians who found asylum in the United States, 

many commented on the fact that Castro's regime saw any American music 

as an imperialist Yankee force which should not be embraced within Cuba. 

This policy was directed at all sorts of American music, including the rock, 

punk, and metal embraced by the Rockers and even going so far as to 

include jazz.29 In general, foreign music, especially from the United States, 

could not be integrated into Cuban culture and its admirers were therefore 

excluded from general society because of their failure to embrace the 

dictated culture. 

                                                 
26 Hernandez-Reguant, “Radio Taino and the Cuban Quest for Identi...que?,” 190. 
27 Baker, “Cuba Rebelion: Underground Music in Havana,” 2. 
28 Prout, “Jail-House Rock: Cuba, AIDS, and the Incorporation of Dissent in Bengt Norborg’s 

Socialism or Death,” 430. 
29 Zigel, “Constricting the Clave: The United States, Cuban Music, and the New World Order,” 

137. 
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The result of the creation and protection of a Cuban culture 

developed by the state after the Special Period was particularly felt by 

young people in the country. The Cuban youth was especially disillusioned 

with the state's attempt to redefined national culture.30 With the fall of the 

USSR and the economic hardships that Cuba faced, young people were 

increasingly attracted to the consumerist culture and economic prowess of 

the United States. By the late 1980s and the early 1990s, the Rocker 

subculture movement developed into a counterculture because of its 

distinct opposition to the fabrication of Cuban culture. 

 

The social theory of the anomie can be applied to Cuban society 

during this difficult period.31 Emile Durkheim essentially argues that in 

societies where drastic changes have been forced organic elements of 

society can no longer take place and anomie can occur.32 By contrast, 

anomie cannot occur in organic societies in which cultural elements and 

industries are allowed to develop naturally. One can argue that the Cuban 

government’s creation and enforcement of a state culture during the 

Special Period constitute a drastic and intense change that transformed 

Cuba into an inorganic society. Therefore, Cuban culture marginalized 

those who did not meet social expectations and those groups were 

consequently liable to experience anomie. Among these groups, the 

Rockers were perhaps the most visibly different subcultures in society at 

the time. Cuban religious figures have supported the theory of anomie 

having developed among Cuban youth because of the limited number of 

identities afforded to young Cubans within the hardline rhetoric of the 

state.33 Although the Rockers had been a fixture of Cuban society since the 

1960s, it was only the intensification of communist ideology during the 

                                                 
30 Hernandez-Reguant, “Radio Taino and the Cuban Quest for Identi...que?,” 179. 
31 The theory was developed in the late nineteenth century by French sociologist Émile 

Durkheim. In his studies, Durkheim outlines his theory that anomie is a social disorder that 

emerges in societies that have undergone drastic changes. 
32 Durkheim, The Division of Labor in Society, 368–69. 
33 Prout, “Jail-House Rock: Cuba, AIDS, and the Incorporation of Dissent in Bengt Norborg’s 

Socialism or Death,” 429. 
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Special Period that caused them to become severely marginalized. This 

feeling of non-belonging in Cuba could have led some of the Rockers to 

experience anomie, a social condition which Durkheim has linked to 

suicidal feelings. 

 

Although the Special Period had ideological consequences for 

Cuba, it was equally accompanied by economic consequences. The 

collapse of the Soviet Union resulted in a severe financial loss to Cuba 

because the former had been its main source of international welfare. As a 

result, Cuba entered a period of economic difficulty that was characterized 

by widespread rationing, which in some areas of the country resulted in 

famine, and shortages of housing and transportation.34 Eventually, the 

economic hardships of the Special Period began to affect Cuba’s healthcare 

system as well. The sanatorium program was an especially expensive 

initiative that was maintained by the healthcare system. It is thought that it 

cost the government roughly $15,000 USD a year to keep a single patient 

in a sanatorium for one year.35 The Cuban government began searching for 

cost cutting measures which included cutting the cost to personnel by 

allowing patients to leave during the weekend. By 1989, the sanatorium 

program entered Phase III. Patients were allowed to leave the sanatoriums 

unsupervised for the first time since their implementation three years 

earlier.36 This sort of situation became more common as funding for the 

healthcare system was decreased due to the financial support of the Soviet 

Union was no longer available. As a result, during Phase III of the 

sanatorium program, the patients who had been incarcerated were allowed 

to return and, for the first time, communicate the conditions of the 

sanatoriums to their friends at home.  

Life in the sanatoriums was far more comfortable than everyday 

Cuban society could offer during this period. This disparity was so great 

that some of the patients confined to the sanatoriums debated leaving at all 

                                                 
34 Pastor and Zimbalist, “Waiting for Change: Adjustment and Reform in Cuba,” 707. 
35 Pont and Francisco, “Articles Cuba’s National AIDS Program The First Decade,” 143. 
36 Ibid., 141. 
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once Phase III permitted it.37 While Cuba suffered from shortages in food 

and energy, patients in the sanatoriums were afforded their wages, three 

full meals a day, air conditioning, and continuous electric power.38 Though 

they were forcibly confined to the sanatoriums, the patients were more 

comfortable than most Cubans. Additionally, patients within the 

sanatoriums were afforded greater liberties than anywhere else in Cuba. In 

broader Cuban society, government authorities heavily persecuted 

marginalized groups. The Rockers were often stopped in the streets and 

given forced haircuts by police officers. Some were frequently given fines 

because the appearances were thought to constitute a public disturbance.39 

Additionally, many of the Rockers were heavily victimized because of 

their fascination with American punk and metal music during a period of 

Cuban cultural consolidation. Whereas the Rockers were being 

marginalized in the outside Cuban society due to their appearances and 

musical interests, those who had been institutionalized in the sanatoriums 

early on found sanctuary there.  

 

Once the Rocker Movement had established itself in the 

Sanatoriums, the Cuban government was no longer concerned with the 

cultural threat that the Rocker counterculture movement posed to the 

national culture. In the sanatoriums, the young Rockers could not only 

express their countercultural tendencies by listening to American music 

which would have otherwise been banned in other areas of Cuban society, 

but they were also able to participate in the production of counterculture. 

Rockers confined to the sanatoriums occasionally set up their own bands in 

the sanatoriums. Among them, some reached an international audience, 

such as Eskoria, Zeus, and Combat Noise.40 Shockingly, some of the bands 

that were set up and were performing in the sanatoriums played in English. 

Keeping in mind that performance licenses were being denied to musicians 

who sang in English, the fact that the patients of the sanatoriums were 

                                                 
37 Ibid., 143. 
38 Katel, “Choosing to Die: Did Some Youths Get AIDS--on Purpose?,” 42. 
39 Prout, “Jail-House Rock: Cuba, AIDS, and the Incorporation of Dissent in Bengt Norborg’s 

Socialism or Death,” 430–31. 
40 Norborg, Socialism or Death. 
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performing English songs becomes all the more fascinating. Therefore, 

conditions in the sanatoriums were considered to be a better alternative to 

life in general society for young Cubans who felt marginalized. Once 

weekend visits were permitted, some of the Rockers who had been 

confined early on were able to inform other members of the movement of 

the superior conditions which existed in the sanatoriums. 

 

The collision of the Cuban government’s policy concerning the 

isolation of HIV, their severely oppressive cultural policy, and the effects 

of the Special Period acting as a catalyst created an inorganic society. 

Some young Cubans took drastic actions in order to remove themselves 

from that society. There are, however, a number of unknown factors which 

played into this decision. Because of the Cuban government’s reticent 

policies, not much is revealed about the self-injection movement through 

official documents and information has to be procured through other 

sources.  

 

Information on the Rocker movement and the resulting self-

injection movement is rather sparse. Though the Cuban government has 

acknowledged that some young people self-injected, they do not provide 

any further information and severely downplay the magnitude. As a result, 

much of the information about the Rockers and self-injection comes from a 

series of documentaries that were produced in the mid-1990s and some 

American newspaper articles which were written in response. In the early 

1990s, Vladimir Ceballos, a young Rocker who had considered self-

injecting for some time, decided instead to produce a film to document the 

experience of Rockers and sanatorium patients. In 1994, Ceballos sought 

asylum in the United States, where he was able to release his film Maldito 

sea tu nombre libertad for the first time.41 The next year Bengt Norborg, a 

Swedish filmmaker, secretly filmed a documentary titled Socialism or 

Death in the same region as Ceballos.42 In response to the films that 

emerged, in 1994 and 1995 some American newspapers published articles 

                                                 
41 Ceballos, Maldito Sea to Nombre Libertad. 
42 Norborg, Socialism or Death. 
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chronicling the self-injection movement and some of its leaders, including 

Papo Delgado, who had been an important subject in Ceballo’s film. The 

restriction of these few sources and the Cuba government’s attempts to 

censor the extent of the movement have resulted in limited knowledge of 

the phenomenon. Most of the information that is known comes from Pinar 

del Rio, the region where Ceballos grew up and filmed his documentary. 

Pinar del Rio, Santa Clara, and Havana were important urban centres in 

which the Rocker movement was fostered and the self-injection movement 

developed. According to most sources, the estimated number of self-

injectors is thought to be as high as two hundred. This estimate largely 

comes from eyewitness reports from those who were interviewed in the 

documentaries made in 1994 and 1995. The Cuban government contends 

that this number is in fact much lower.43 

 

It is difficult to attribute an exact reason behind the actions to a 

specific trigger. This is largely because most of the testimony comes from 

mid-1990s when those who self-injected were interviewed. Most of the 

self-injections occurred in the late 1980s and their motives may have been 

radically different than what they stated when they were interviewed years 

later. For example, it is believed that many who self-injected in the 1980s 

believed that the Cuban government, whose investments in healthcare were 

well known and revered by the general population, would eventually find a 

cure and that they could live in relative freedom in the sanatoriums until 

that point. It has been reported that the instances of self-injection 

diminished severely or completely stopped once the disease was 

understood to be fatal.44 It is therefore possible that those who self-injected 

radically altered their statements once the full impact of HIV became 

known and they realized that their actions may have been a mistake. 

 

In general, two different interpretations of the motives of the self-

injectors have emerged. The first states that the self-injection movement 

                                                 
43 Prout, “Jail-House Rock: Cuba, AIDS, and the Incorporation of Dissent in Bengt Norborg’s 

Socialism or Death,” 428. 
44 Ibid., 429. 
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was a protest against the harsh policies of the Cuban government which 

severely restricted freedom. Many of the important figures in Pinar del Rio 

claim that they believed this movement developed because young people 

felt that they had nothing to lose in becoming HIV positive.45 This would 

be an indication that the movement was the result of failed Cuban state 

policy, where young Cubans saw more opportunity in the sanatoriums than 

in everyday society because Castro’s regime had enacted policy which 

effectively ruined the organic Cuban society and culture. Another 

interpretation of self-injection was popularized by the Cuban government. 

The government argues that self-injection occurred in some cases that were 

only a form of dramatic suicide because they found themselves on the 

outskirts of society, rather than a protest against government policy.46 The 

two interpretations are arguably not so different. The Cuban government 

concedes that some people chose to self-inject HIV-tainted blood because 

they felt marginalized in society. The government’s cultural policies 

resulted in these feelings of anomie and therefore failed a portion of the 

population who took drastic actions to escape this society. As a result, any 

death that resulted from the self-injection movement can be interpreted as a 

protest, whether direct or indirect, against the oppressive cultural policies 

of the Cuban state. Carols Monsivais, a commentator on Bengt Norborg's 

Socialism or Death, noted “What this ultimate act of self-destruction shows 

is the extent of the hopelessness and the sense of dejection and humiliation 

felt by these young people.”47 
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Glenn Gould: Nationalism Variations 
Alexander Kemp 

 
This paper explores Toronto pianist, radio producer, and writer Glenn Gould’s place 

in Canada’s Post World War II quest to form and sustain a national identity. The 

Massey Commission, formed in 1949 and dissolved in 1951 after issuing an expensive 

report on Canadian culture, the threat of American consumerism, and policies to 

bolster Canada’s own identity, was influential though criticized for favouring elitist 

ideas of what a sophisticated culture should and should not include. Gould related and 

diverged from this narrative. After criticizing contemporary concert hall dynamics that 

prized the perfect replication of musical compositions and warded against 

reinterpretation, Gould retreated to the studio and the uses of burgeoning musical 

equipment and techniques, like tape splicing, to realize his artistic aspirations. By 

splicing together audio recorded at different times and locations, Gould created sonic 

works that transcended mainstream understanding of consumption and interpretation 

while prioritizing a plurality of ideas and voices. By synthesizing government 

documents and Gould’s writing and radio productions with scholarly work on 

nationalism and postwar culture, this paper claims that Gould heralded a Canadian 

identity that was weary of American encroachment, but most importantly, did not 

privilege an elitist conception of high culture in its place. 

 
 

          “Not for nothing does the rule of the established conductor remind 

one of that of the totalitarian Führer,” asserted sociologist and philosopher 

Theodor Adorno.1 Although Adorno was writing in regards to the 

unwavering esteem held for renowned composers, his warning hints at 

broader post-World War II phenomena. Just as the Western world breathed 

a sigh of relief after the defeat of the National Socialist regime and its 

concomitants, new threats soon appeared on the horizon. As the United 

States pivoted to confront the Soviet Union, critics across the West took 

aim at U.S. encroachment into all facets of sovereign nations. Though 

these critiques included U.S. economic and political domination, particular 

effort was made to resist U.S. consumerism and its rapid diffusion as a 

result of advancements in communications technology.  

                                                 
1 Theodor Adorno, The Culture Industry (London: Routledge, 1991), 39. 
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 Postwar Canada, well poised to define its identity outside of Great 

Britain’s influence and with the respect of the international community, 

was optimistic yet particularly vulnerable to American infringement. 

Recognizing this, in the immediate postwar period Canada’s social, 

cultural, and political elite attempted to articulate a national identity by 

appealing to anti-Americanism and Canada’s geographic and demographic 

diversity. Initiated in this ambitious cultural pursuit was The Royal 

Commission on National Development in the Arts, Letters, and Sciences, 

better known as the Massey Commission. Founded in 1942 and dissolved 

in 1951 after issuing an extensive report on Canadian culture, the 

Commission proved to be extremely influential in the sentiments, artefacts, 

and modes of distribution used to cohere and sustain a national identity.2  

  

 Glenn Gould, a Toronto musician, broadcaster, and writer, was a 

central figure in Canada’s postwar identity. Born in 1932, Gould started 

playing piano at age three and quickly proved his prowess to his parents, 

peers, and teachers. After years of performing primarily in Canada and 

occasionally in the United States, Gould signed to Columbia Masterworks 

and soon released his debut LP, “Bach: The Goldberg Variations,” placing 

him on the path to international acclaim. Despite widespread success, in 

1964 Gould denounced live performance due to the toxic power dynamics 

of the concert hall and an intensifying interest in burgeoning audio 

recording and editing technology. In place of the concert hall, the studio 

became Gould’s primary artistic environment until his death in 1982.3 

Despite his hermetic retreat, Gould retained his presence in public 

                                                 
2 Paul Litt, “The Massey Commission, Americanization, and Canadian Cultural Nationalism,” 

Queen’s Quarterly 98, no. 2 (1991): 376-377. 
3 Robert Fulford, “Growing Up Gould,” in Glenn Gould Variations, ed. John McGreevy, 57-63 

(Toronto: MacMillan, 1983), 58-61; Tim Page, Introduction to The Glenn Gould Reader, ed. 

Tim Page (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1984), xii. 
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consciousness by frequently releasing new musical recordings and 

producing radio documentaries for the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation. 

Applying musical theory and advanced audio production techniques, 

Gould pioneered contrapuntal radio, which interlocked field recordings, 

music, and voices to create dynamic portrayals of the Canadian landscape 

and its inhabitants. In doing so, Gould advanced a Canadian identity based 

on the plurality of everyday people and the variety of values among them. 

Before exploring the ways Gould achieved this, the underlying motivations 

of the Massey Commission, pertinent critiques, and its methods of 

articulating a Canadian identity will be outlined. 

  

 Canada is great because of its diversity, the Commission’s ultimate 

report explains, that must be maintained to ensure “a healthy resistance to 

the standardization which is so great a peril of modern civilization.”4 In 

other words, as historian Paul Litt succinctly writes, “before Massey, 

barbarism; after Massey, civilization and arts subsidies for all.”5 Further, 

the Commission sought to prevent a descent into the fascism and 

authoritarianism that characterized the war’s Axis while, as the Cold War 

began to boil, ward against the spread of communism. These undesirable 

ideologies, the Commission ironically believed, developed in large part 

due to the use of unrelenting propaganda.6 The Commission did not 

necessarily disagree with state operated media but its form and substance. 

As Litt clarifies, “Dictating taste was illiberal both in means and ends,” and 

would only result in a homogenized population like the authoritarian 

                                                 
4 Royal Commission on National Development in the Arts, Letters and Sciences, 1949-1951, 

Report, 11.  
5 Paul Litt, The Muses, the Masses, and the Massey Commission (Toronto: University of 

Toronto Press, 1992), 5. 

6 Litt, The Muses, the Masses, and the Massey Commission, 89. 
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regimes the Commission sought to avoid.7 Instead, “education without 

coercion” would be employed, wherein “High culture could be dangled in 

front of individuals in the hope that their better instincts would prompt 

them to take the bait.”8 By packaging nationalist sentiment within arts 

programming, institutions, and policy, the Commission would slowly but 

surely “improve public taste over the long term.”9 In order to make light of 

Canada’s postwar cultural environment and the Commission’s pursuit, 

anthropologist Ernest Gellner’s work on nationalism is instructive. 

  

 By appealing to Canada’s primordial unity and strength, the report 

aligns with Gellner’s claim that “The cultures it [the state] claims to defend 

and revive are often its own inventions, or are modified out of all 

recognition.”10 As Gellner goes on to explain, nationalism is “the general 

imposition of a high culture on society, where previously low cultures had 

taken up the lives of the majority, and in some cases the totality, of the 

population.”11 In Gellner’s vocabulary, high culture is an overriding 

espousal from the top down. In the minds of Canada’s postwar elite, high 

culture entailed sophisticated artistic and social practices fit for a civilized 

nation. Gellner’s framework remains relevant, however, especially given 

the Commission’s way of framing and attempting to foster culture. Gellner 

writes “A modern, streamlined, on-wheels high culture celebrates itself in 

song and dance, which it borrows (stylizing it in process) from a folk 

culture which it fondly believes itself to be perpetuating, defending, and 

reaffirming.”12 By advocating for the increased funding and omnipresence 

of Canadian arts and media institutions, the Massey Commission made an 

                                                 
7 Ibid., 131. 
8 Ibid.. 
9 Ibid.. 
10 Royal Commission on National Development in the Arts, Letters and Sciences, 1949-1951, 

Report, 4; Ernest Gellner, Nations and Nationalism (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1983), 56. 
11 Ibid., 57. 
12 Gellner, Nations and Nationalism, 58. 
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appeal to an idealized historical perception of Canadian identity to offset 

what it sees as an harmful American influence. Yet, as we shall see, this 

tendency did not entirely skew the output of the nation’s cultural agents 

and institutions.  

  

 Though Gould’s views and methods paralleled those of the Massey 

Commission at times, the philosophy he articulated through his work as a 

musician and radio producer made several crucial departures. While his 

work was not explicitly anti-American, it consciously decried America’s 

growing web of consumerism and celebrity, especially when they came at 

the expense of individual interpretation and experience. Inverting the 

Massey Commission’s prescribed method of subtly dispersing high culture 

from the top down, Gould’s embrace of advanced technologies to record, 

manipulate, and create audio showcase an effort to lessen the distance 

between producer or performer and listener and negotiate the plurality of 

voices found across Canada. By removing the hierarchies formerly 

embedded in the creation and consumption of art, Gould helped articulate 

and highlight a Canadian identity that was distinct from American mass 

culture, but more importantly, checkered and healthily contradicting. As an 

advocate and conduit for broader technological, social, and cultural 

currents, Gould stands as a helpful entry point into the forces that have 

shaped Canadian nationalism after the Second World War. 

  

Gould rose to prominence for his technically adept and eccentric 

piano renditions of pieces by acclaimed composers such as Bach and 

Beethoven. Yet in 1964, he turned exclusively to the studio to realize his 

musical aspirations. This retreat to the studio’s technologically 

introspective salvation was not entirely sudden; in a 1962 essay, Gould 

coolly writes “I have come to the conclusion, most seriously, that the most 

efficacious step which could be taken in our culture today would be the 
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gradual but total elimination of audience response.”13 Through 

technologically like the radio and phonograph, Gould explains, “We are 

rapidly and quite properly learning to appreciate the elements of aesthetic 

narcissism—and I use that word in its best sense—and our awakening to 

the challenge that each man contemplatively creates his own destiny.”14 In 

his 1974 piece “Glenn Gould interviews Glenn Gould about Glenn Gould,” 

Gould takes aim at traditional dynamics between performer and audience: 

 

I simply feel that the artist should be granted, both for his sake and 

for that of his public—and let me get on record right now that I’m 

not at all happy with words like “public” and “artist”; I’m not 

happy with the hierarchical implications of that kind of 

terminology—that he should be granted anonymity…And given 

their disappearance, the artist will then abandon his false sense of 

“public” responsibility, and his “public” will relinquish its role of 

servile dependency.15  

 

Moving away from this antiquated form of musical consumption, Gould 

turned to the studio and embraced burgeoning audio recording and editing 

technology in an attempt to engender an independent, introspective 

listener. In doing so, as Edward Said writes, Gould engages in an 

“argument about intellectual liberation and critique that is quite impressive 

and radically at odds with the aesthetics of performance as understood and 

accepted by the modern concert audience.”16 

 

                                                 
13 Glenn Gould, “Let’s Ban Applause!” in The Glenn Gould Reader, ed. Tim Page, 245-150 

(New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1984), 246 
14 Ibid, 246. 
15 Glenn Gould, “Glenn Gould Interviews Glenn Gould About Glenn Gould,” in The Glenn 

Gould  Reader, ed. Tim Page, 313-331 (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1984), 318. 
16 Edward W. Said, On Late Style: Music and Literature Against the Grain (London: 

Bloomsbury, 2006), 120. 
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Instead of a clearly demarcated composer or performer, in the age 

of electronic creation the audience is left with a blurring between 

composer, tape editor, producer, and any other peripheral studio roles, 

creating a new listener altogether. “For this listener is no longer passively 

analytical…He is also, of course, a threat, a potential usurper of power, an 

uninvited guest at the banquet of arts, one whose presence threatens the 

familiar hierarchical setting of the musical establishment,” Gould 

expounds in a 1966 essay.17 Through techniques like tape splicing or 

uncommon microphone placement, Gould believed the traditional way of 

appraising art—discerning its place in an artistic and historical milieu—

dissolves. The listener, then, freed from outmoded limitations on 

interpretation, is free to immerse themselves in the sounds and ideas being 

transmitted. As Gould writes in response to technological naysayers, “It 

would indeed be foolhardy to dismiss out of hand the idea that the listener 

can ultimately become his own composer.”18  

 

Gould’s hopes stood at odds with the not just performance 

dynamics and their suffocation of interpretation, but overarching modes of 

musical consumption in the postwar era. According to Adorno, musical 

consumption had been led askew by the infiltration of commoditisation and 

consumer apathy. In the realm of classical music, composers, performers, 

and their audiences had become despairingly enamored with “flawlessly 

functioning, metallically brilliant” renditions, where such a “protective 

fixation of the works leads to its destruction, for its unity is realized in 

precisely that spontaneity which is sacrificed to the fixation.”19 In popular 

music meanwhile, “the spokesmen of popular music…have sought to blur 

                                                 
17 Glenn Gould, “The Prospects of Recording,” in The Glenn Gould Reader, ed. Tim Page, 331-

353 (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1984), 347 
18 Ibid., 339-343, 347. 
19 Adorno, The Culture Industry, 39. 
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the difference between art and directed mass production.”20 These 

phenomena, according to Adorno, are part of larger cultural and economic 

shifts in the postwar west, where “The sacrifice of individuality, which 

accommodates itself to the regularity of the successful, the doing of what 

everybody does, follows from the basic fact that in broad areas the same 

thing is offered to everybody by the standardized production of 

consumption goods.”21  This sacrifice, in turn, creates monoculture across 

popular and classical music where, as Adorno laments, “familiarity of the 

piece is a surrogate for the quality ascribed to it. To like it is almost the 

same thing as to recognize it.”22 Gould, aligning with these critiques, 

sought to transcend the confines of audience expectation and the 

subsequent evisceration of individual interpretation. 

Like Adorno and the elites behind the Massey Commission, Gould 

saw the commoditisation and standardization of musical form, 

consumption, and interpretation as a precursor to authoritarianism. Not 

only was Gould cognizant of the recently defeated fascist regimes in 

Europe and their intolerance of artistic deviation, he also held an 

ambivalent attitude toward Canadian culture’s sustainability in the shadow 

of postwar America, with its newly minted international superpower status 

and domineering cultural output.23 The solution to this, as in the problem 

of toxic concert hall dynamics, was individualism. Beyond freedom of 

interpretation, Gould envisioned a future where, as technologies became 

increasingly accessible and listeners were now free to engage in creation 

themselves, “those venerable distinctions about class structure within the 

musical hierarchy—distinctions that separated composer and performer 

                                                 
20 Theodor Adorno, Introduction to the Sociology of Music (New York: Continuum, 1976), 26. 
21 Adorno, The Culture Industry, 35. 
22 Ibid., 26. 
23 Anna Sajecki, “Contrapuntal Politics: Glenn Gould, Canadian Landscape, and the Cold War,” 

Canadian Literature no. 225 (2015): 12. 
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and listener—will become outmoded.”24 The democratization of art 

through technology, Gould believed, would fundamentally shift the 

cultural relevance and role of art. Citing its inherent hierarchies and 

participatory limitations, “In the best of all possible worlds, art would be 

unnecessary…The audience would be the artist and their life would be the 

art,” Gould idyllically writes.25 Though ambitious, Gould applied this 

multifaceted philosophy determinately. One such instance, the 1967 radio 

documentary “The Idea of North,” involved the collusion of art, life, and 

production technology, resulting in a plural portrayal of Canada. The 

documentary, true to Gould’s ethos, did not rely on its objective property 

as his creation and invited listeners to engage in the multiplicity of ideas 

and sounds presented to interpret the work’s content for themselves. 

By weaving field recordings, music, and numerous voices together 

using the same techniques applied to his music, Gould created radio 

documentaries that allowed for a productive conflation of art as 

information and information as art, which dismantled the “contradiction 

between the processes of ‘art’ and ‘documentation.’”26 This blurred line 

permeates how his documentaries were conceptualized and produced. 

Recalling the influence of playing organ and the instrument’s rich bass 

resonance, “up to now I’ve felt the need of having some kind of back drop 

against which I can pitch other things—other ideas that can find relief 

thereby,” Gould explains.27 Whether layering melodies in reference to 

underlying low-end tones or synthesizing competing ideas within the same 

audio field, Gould’s work relies on counterpoint. Akin to the new listener 

of music, poised to dismantle formerly dominant hierarchies in taste 

making, radio listeners were now free to interpret competing ideas on their 

                                                 
24 Gould, “The Prospects of Recording,” 353 
25 Ibid., 353. 
26 Glenn Gould, “Radio as Music: Glenn Gould in Conversation with John Jessop,” in The 

Glenn Gould Reader, ed. Tim Page, 374-388 (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1984), 388. 
27 Ibid., 383. 
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own terms, parsing out ideas worth considering or critiquing from the 

larger cluster of formants.  

 

According to political scientist Benedict Anderson’s conception of 

nationalism, communities are “imagined because the members of even the 

smallest nation will never know most of their fellow-members, meet them, 

or even hear of them, yet in the minds of each lives in the image over their 

communion.”28 Ulrich Beck and Daniel Levy compliment this claim by 

explaining that, “Theories of progress became the chief prism through 

which nation-states sought to control the political and cultural 

interpretations of the future.”29 In “The Idea of North,” however, Gould 

problematized this pursuit by presenting contradicting ideas without any 

clear prioritization. By showcasing divergent opinions of northern life, 

Gould invited listeners to imagine the north and, by contrast, the south 

without restriction. 

 

When framing “The Idea of North,” understanding how northern 

Canada has been used as an instrument and exploited in pursuit of 

nationhood is crucial. Though concerned with European identity generally, 

political and legal theorist Peter Fitzpatrick’s understanding of European 

Enlightenment and its inherent insider and outsider distinctions is 

illuminating. As Fitzpatrick explains, “With the creation of modern 

European identity in Enlightenment the world was reduced to European 

terms and those terms were equated with universality,” and anything 

outside this order “could only be an aberration or something other than 

what it should be. It is thus negatively and inextricably connected to the 

                                                 
28 Anderson, Imagined Communities, 19. 
29 Ulrich Beck and Daniel Levy, “Cosmopolitanized Nations: Re-imagining Collectivity in 
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universal.”30 Racism, subsequently, is used to account for peoples outside 

the universal, Fitzpatrick expands, and within this logic, “differences based 

on race are fundamental, intractable and unerringly indicative of 

superiority and inferiority.”31 This dynamic has rendered the Canadian 

north as an instrument of identity building through insider and outsider 

distinctions for the state, as illustrated by numerous scholars.32 

 “The Idea of North” relates and diverges from this overarching 

dynamic. The documentary presents five distinct voices explaining 

complimentary and clashing experiences and perceptions of northern 

Canada, as amplified by Gould’s clever editing. Perhaps the most crucial 

theorizations circle around what “the north” means for Canadian identity 

and how Indigenous people are represented. One interviewee celebrates the 

unique effect of the north as frontier on Canadian identity, while another 

envisions the territory as a scientific laboratory poised to solve problems of 

the modern age.33 Sentiment toward Indigenous people, meanwhile, is not 

outright racist, but veers into reductionist, patronizing, and outlandish 

territory. For example, “You see, it makes sense to me to send Eskimos to 

the moon.”34 Criticism of these ideas is entirely valid, yet Gould’s intent 

seems to be to highlight European perception of Indigenous people during 

the late 1960s; “What I really wanted to do was create a structure in which 

                                                 
30 Peter Fitzpatrick, The Mythology of Modern Law (London: Routledge, 1992), 65. 
31 Ibid., 66. 
32 Matthew Farish and P. Whitney Lackenbauer, “High Modernism in the Arctic: Planning 

Frobisher Bay and Inuvik,” Journal of Historical Geography no. 35 (2009); Richard Cavell, 

“White Technologies,” Essays on Canadian Writing no. 59 (1996); Tina Adcock, “The 

Maximum of Mishap: Adventurous Tourists and the State in the Northwest Territories, 1926-

1948,” Histoire sociale/Social history 49, no. 99 (2016); Adcock, “The Maximum of Mishap: 

Adventurous Tourists and the State in the Northwest Territories, 1926-1948,” 448; Mallory 

Schwartz, “Securing the North: Building the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation Northern 

Service,” Canadian Journal of History 51, no.1 (2016): 115. 
33 “The Idea of North,” 24:16 47:40. 
34 Ibid., 41:08 
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one could feel free to have different approaches and responses to the same 

problems merge simultaneously.”35 Though the documentary is novel in 

approach and presentation, it still neglects the viewpoints of those 

routinely denied a voice in Canadian history, signaling larger issues within 

Canada’s national narrative and how it is told that require further public 

and scholarly attention. 

 

The friction between the North’s symbolic and actual place in 

Canada’s national narrative force us to nuance Anderson’s claim that  

“state sovereignty is fully, flatly, and evenly operative over each square 

centimetre of a legally demarcated territory.”36 In the communal process of 

imagining Canada’s northern territory the question of what exactly to do 

with the territory remains unresolved, irrespective of its legal and 

geographic bind to the nation as a whole. The value of presenting different 

ideas is not in the hopes of coming across an answer, but to allow the 

individual listener to negotiate the plurality of temperaments found across 

Canadian society how they feel appropriate. Borrowing Gould’s reference 

to higher tones played over bass notes, the inseparable place of the north in 

Canada forms the relationship’s lower register, while different ideas of 

what the north is and should be rise and fall overtop, free to harmonize, 

modulate, or push against each other in dissonance. 

 

 Though Gould’s dynamic and provocative works and philosophy 

are exceptional, they were not created in a vacuum. A significant 

continental development is what sound historian Jonathan Sterne calls the 

individuation of listening. During the early twentieth century, according to 

Sterne, the practice of listening to auditory media would undergo intense 
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“isolation” and “localization,” and ultimately, “The space of the auditory 

field became a form of property, a space for the individual to inhabit 

alone.”37 Within this schema, intent listening and its momentary negation 

of the surrounding sonic and physical environments became commoditised; 

new and increasingly accessible technologies like the phonograph, 

gramophone, and eventually radio all begged for consumers’ attention.38 

Ironically, the Massey Commission would attempt to exploit the 

individuation of listening that was socially entrenched, if not outright 

produced, by American mass production and consumerism. Through 

targeting the listener in the highly personal space of auditory consumption, 

the Commission hoped to individually connect with audience members and 

induct them into high culture. Like the Commission, Gould hoped 

presenting a plurality of sonic cues would provide listeners with fodder for 

critical thinking. Unlike the Commission, the act of engaged listening was 

itself enough, never mind the answers it yielded. Gould’s efforts, though, 

were not always so subtle. 

 

Gould’s 1957 trip to the USSR to promote Canadian culture while 

degrading that of the Soviet’s also creates a potential snag in his otherwise 

plural esteem for independent thought. John Diefenbaker’s government 

believed that artists were perfectly positioned to extend Canadian identity 

abroad, cast doubt on the Soviet’s own artistic and intellectual merits, and 

collect information about life behind the Iron Curtain.39 Though Gould 

operated within the heated cultural battleground of the Cold War, and 

                                                 
37 Jonathan Sterne, The Audible Past: Cultural Origins of Sound Reproduction (Durham: Duke 

University Press, 2006): 158, 160. 
38 Ibid., 158-167. 
39 Graham Carr, “‘No Political Significance of Any Kind’’ Glenn Gould’s Tour of the Soviet 
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historian Graham Carr explains that initially Gould was happy to criticize 

the state of Soviet art, his later recollections signify an understanding and 

appreciation of the USSR, particularly Russia, untainted by ideological 

warfare.40 In a 1964 lecture at the University of Toronto, Gould explained 

cultural variations were not based on communism versus capitalism, but a 

different artistic evolution across history. Showing great esteem for 

Russian arts, he concluded the lecture by stating “Indeed, one would like to 

assume as the generations pass and musical experiences broaden, Russia, 

without every recapitulating precisely the Western, Renaissance-orientated 

culture, will produce its own cultural continuity,” and further, that those 

“who possess such a fascinating, frightening, troubling, and deeply moving 

spiritual heritage, must be given the chance to find a form in which they 

can transmit to us.”41 While ideological tensions motivated such initiatives, 

they did not entirely contaminate what Gould personally garnered. 

 

Just as one interviewee in “The Idea of North” highlighted the cult 

of personality surrounding those daring enough to face isolation and 

desolation, Gould maintained celebrity status before and, saliently, after his 

hermetic retreat.42 As Carr convincingly wrote after analyzing the public 

portrayal of Gould, “the star treatment he received bore all the hallmarks of 

late 1950s popular culture…Capitalizing on the unprecedented scope for 

publicity afforded by the mass media, Gould became instantly familiar to 

mainstream audiences through his omnipresence in the public sphere.”43 

Extending beyond Gould’s lifespan, “he seems to have entered the general 

imagination and stayed there until now, almost two decades after his 

                                                 
40 Ibid., 22. 
41 Glenn Gould, “Music in the Soviet Union,” in The Glenn Gould Reader, ed. Tim Page, 166-184 
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42 “The Idea of North,” 25:40. 
43 Graham Carr, “Visualizing ‘The Sound of Genius’: Glenn Gould and the Culture of Celebrity in the 
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death,” Said writes.44 Nearly two decades after this comment, Gould’s 

place in Canada’s imagination does not appear to have faded significantly. 

His recorded works are frequently reissued, his documentaries are 

available online, and there are institutions like The Glenn Gould School at 

The Royal Conservatory. On music streaming platform Spotify, for 

example, several of his recordings have well over a million listens.45 This 

could all point to the worship of Gould as his lamented “singular 

visionary,” to borrow the words of communications scholar Tim Hecker.46 

Yet it could equally mean that many people, from Canada and beyond, 

recognize and prize what makes Gould’s work unique. Admittedly, 

measuring the ephemeral forces of artistic influence and interpretation is 

difficult and further understanding Gould’s place in contemporary 

Canadian identity as a continuation of the cult of celebrity that surrounded 

him during his lifetime may be slightly misguided. Instead, latter day 

commemoration may stand as a sober second thought to epochal celebrity. 

Though more focused research on this difference is required, the esteem 

continually heralded to Gould signals a deeper resonance among 

Canadians than a distant memory of a bygone celebrity.  

 

There are several fruitful directions for future research that may 

benefit from Gould’s artistic philosophies. As Hecker explains, “Gould’s 

studio practice of total control offers a counterpoint to the prevalence of 

Cagean aesthetics of chance and randomness within the avant-garde.,” and 

further, “the general paradigm in classical music has continued to be 

transparent documentary representation; Gould’s ideas have therefore 

                                                 
44 Said, On Late Style: Music and Literature Against the Grain, 116. 
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maintained an oppositional relevance.”47 However, the utopian soundscape 

of electronic production Gould envisioned may have developed lopsidedly, 

favouring production techniques over aesthetics and substance. Hecker 

explains that thanks to advanced sound manipulation and compositional 

software, “It is almost possible to download a patch which imitates the 

styles of one's favourite composer, set various functions to randomize, and 

go eat dinner while a composition writes itself. This leads towards sonic 

homogenization.”48 Defying Gould’s desire for genuine connection, “Man-

machine electronic music generates a discourse which relates better to its 

epoch indexed by its software version than any discourse outside of its own 

circle of referents.”49 Was Gould naively optimistic in his prediction? Not 

quite. Gould was right to assume the electronic age would irrevocably 

embed itself in society, but he was mistaken in believing former problems 

with creation and consumption would dissolve instead of mutate into a 

contemporary form. Examining shifts in electronic music production and 

the critical language and concepts used to discuss it would renew Gould’s 

philosophical outlook for the current era.  

  

Gould’s articulation of Canadian identity mirrored and diverged 

from the Massey Commission’s own motivations and methods. Both the 

Commission and Gould were weary of mass culture and its uniform 

imposition on creative production and interpretation. The Commission, 

though, chose to counteract this by appealing to an idealized Canadian 

identity that highlighted the nation’s sophistication relative to America. 

Gould, on the other hand, did not necessarily believe an overarching, elitist 

high culture would, sooner or later, win the hearts and minds of Canadians. 

Instead, Gould concerned himself with the means of identity creation—

                                                 
47 Hecker, “Glenn Gould, the Vanishing Performer and the Ambivalence of the Studio,” 78, 79. 
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synthesizing competing, often contradicting ideas—not the final, 

sophisticated result. Applying his technological practice to the 1967 radio 

documentary “The Idea of North,” Gould pioneered contrapuntal radio, 

wherein a multitude of sounds are creatively woven together to showcase 

various, often competing, narratives, a technique which invites the listener 

to individually synthesize an array of ideas. Crucially, while these cultural 

shifts would initially occur in private, “the next generation will find it no 

mighty task to carry this quality of introspection one step further—into the 

concert hall and theatre themselves.”50 While the exact shape and quality 

of Canada’s postwar identity was uneasily unknown to Canada’s public 

and cultural elite alike, Gould’s negotiation of the country’s changing 

technological landscape and array of personal temperaments provided a 

plural and decidedly ambiguous answer.  
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Too Big to Sail? Assigning Blame During the South Sea 

Bubble of 1720 
Oliver Parker 

 
This essay revisits the 1720 South Sea Company Bubble crash and the resulting 

market meltdown that spread throughout London. The history of the South Sea Bubble 

is still contentious as historians continue to debate who was responsible for allowing 

the market to inflate so rapidly with many firmly believing that the Company’s owners 

deliberately manipulated the stock’s price to extract profit from the joint-stock market. 

Whereas Parliament’s investigation came to a quick verdict of guilty, the historical 

discussion has gravitated to determining whether a rational or irrational market was 

the true culprit. This essay looks to provide a new take by utilizing data gathered by 

historians such as Richard Kleer and primary testimony written by Malachy 

Postlethwayt. Ultimately, by reconsidering key testimony from the South Sea 

Company’s Board of Directors and visualizing the stock price data, the intent of this 

article to prove that the South Sea Company’s leadership were no more guilty of 

manipulating stock prices than the market speculators who were looking to make 

quick profits. 

 
The old adage that says the “British Empire runs on tea” may be 

humorously stamped on mugs today for purchase but the phrase touches on 

an important function of the British Empire and how the large and 

sprawling institution managed to operate. One of the most important 

aspects of managing the Empire was of course the economic and financial 

factors that had immense sway over empire and colonization. However, 

British financial markets and their economic prowess originated from 

several periods of crashes, deficits, and blunders. One of the most 

infamous of these commercial crises was the South Sea Bubble Crash of 

1720. This crash is significant to note due to its occurrence during the 

Commercial Revolution that spawned from the Glorious Revolution of 

1688. Many historians have attempted to assign blame with two camps 

dividing along lines of attacking and defending the South Sea Company’s 

directors. However, it is important to review the motivations behind the 

founding of the South Sea Company and the ambitions behind its founders 

John Blunt and Robert Harley to capitalize on the newly established 
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National Debt. The conversion of government debt to tradeable shares by 

way of sequenced tranches raised questions among historians who argue 

that illicit trading manipulated stock prices. Examining stock prices over 

the year 1720 and the personal transactions of directors it is clear that their 

attempted manipulations were ineffective to encourage market activity and 

entice purchasing of company stock and options. Naturally, following the 

crash of the stock market, the English public sought a quick resolution to 

the affair and a target to direct blame; therefore, the South Sea’s directors 

were tried and sentenced by Parliament without due process as part of a 

concerted political and social effort to end the turmoil and confusion that 

plagued the market. This paper will argue that contrary to contemporary 

belief, the South Sea Company’s thirty-three directors were not responsible 

for the collapse of the Company’s stock and the financial markets of 

London but in reality the culprits were the trading public who created a 

market mania of irrational investing.  

 

Investigating and analyzing financial history in the 18th century is a 

complicated and delicate affair and the historiography surrounding the 

South Sea Bubble of 1720 is no exception. Despite the advantage of 

hindsight, arguments over culpability and guilt remain highly contested. In 

this debate spanning decades, two camps can be seen that are divided along 

lines of whether they agree or disagree with Parliament’s decision to brand 

the South Sea’s directors as liable for the market collapse and meteoric 

inflation of South Sea stock in 1720. On the one side, those that firmly 

believe the South Sea’s directors are very much guilty and side with 

Parliament are of a traditionalist nature including P.G.M Dickson (1967)1 

and John Carswell (1960)2. Their arguments can be summarized in saying 
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that directors used a variety of methods to manipulate the stock market to 

generate massive revenues from stock prices including stock sequencing, 

forward purchasing in bulk amounts to shock the market, and even lending 

to interested investors to encourage participation.3 This anti-South Sea 

Company stance was later expanded by Dale more recently in 2004 with 

The First Crash: Lessons from the South Sea Bubble with his 

understanding that sequencing of stock in several delayed tranches was a 

deliberate attempt by the South Sea’s directors to encourage market 

speculation and excitement, thereby raising prices through the local coffee 

houses and financial papers.4 In contrast to the more traditional camp, a 

revisionist history points towards the market and the public as the more 

culpable actors in the market collapse in 1720 and exonerates the South 

Sea Company directorate of any wrongdoing.  

 

The reversal of long-held beliefs in directorship corruption was a 

long process that began in much more modern times and only recently 

gained traction among academic circles. Some of the initial writers 

pursuing the revisionist history of a rational market and innocence of South 

Sea directors, Peter Temin and Hans-Joachim Voth wrote Riding the South 

Sea Bubble in 2004 where they argue that investors were fully aware of a 

bubbling in the market and continued to invest regardless in order to 

exploit it for profit.5 Building toward the conclusion of South Sea 

leadership innocence, Gary Shea challenged Dale’s6 belief that the market 
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6 Richard Dale, Johnnie Johnson, and Leilei Tang, “Financial Markets Can Go Mad: Evidence 

of Irrational Behaviour During the South Sea Bubble,” Economic History Review 58, no. 2 

(2005). 
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was acting irrationally due to South Sea mismanagement and corruption 

but instead that the public was mostly investing in a rational manner 

without falling prey to manipulation.7 This argument has been championed 

and expanded by writers such as Richard Kleer and his article titled 

“Riding a Wave: The Company’s Role in the South Sea Bubble” that 

attempts to clear the names of all thirty-three directors of any wrongdoing 

and accuses Parliament of seeking quick justice during a frenzied period of 

financial pitfall.8 Therefore, contrary to the earlier historiography that rails 

against John Blunt, the founder of the South Sea Company, and his thirty-

two co-conspirators, the case of the South Sea Bubble requires further 

investigation due to the complicated period of financial history. To better 

understand how these arguments approach the market activity of 1720, we 

must look closer at what the South Sea Company’s intentions and 

ambitions were when trading government debt. 

 

The nature of finance and economics in England was just adjusting 

to a radical shift following the Glorious Revolution of 1688. The South Sea 

Company’s rise as a trading and financial institution requires some analysis 

in order to comprehend the unique position it occupied in London both in 

political and business circles. The original masterminds behind the 

operation were the merchant John Blunt and the Chancellor of the 

Exchequer Robert Harley, who conceived of an idea to convert the 

National Debt into tradeable assets managed privately while also 

conducting trade in a monopolistic fashion to South America. Malcolm 

Balen describes the scheme in his book The Secret History of the South Sea 

Bubble: 

                                                 
7 Gary Shea, “Financial Market Anaylsis Can Go Mad (In Search for Irrational Behaviour 

During the South Sea Bubble),” Economic History Review 60, no. 4 (2007). 
8 Richard Kleer, “Riding a Wave: The Company’s Role in the South Sea Bubble,” Economic 

History Review 68, no. 1 (2015). 
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not only would it trade in the South Seas but also aimed to take 

over the ‘floating’ portion of the National Debt, put at £9 million: 

this was the debt that could be paid off if the government had 

enough money, rather than the fixed sums it had agreed to pay to 

annuitants for many years ahead at generous rates of interest. The 

company would ask the government’s creditors to exchange the 

money they were owed, directly, for shares in the new trading 

venture. To help service the interest on the debt, the company itself 

would be paid more than half a million pounds a year by the 

government.”9 

 

Blunt and Harley’s endeavor would gain a large amount of traction among 

members in the government thanks to Harley’s position as Exchequer, but 

the additional purpose to trade directly to South America was of less 

importance and market speculators were skeptical of their ability to trade 

in Spanish colonies. Archibald Hutcheson, a prolific writer on commerce 

and later member of the Parliamentary inquiry, believed that the revenues 

from trade to South America would amount to very little profit; the true 

focus of the South Sea Company would be the debt conversion and sale of 

stock.10 Despite this apparent weakness in trade profit, Blunt and Harley 

were confident in their idea and set out to propose the plan to Parliament 

and the Treasury. Shortly after, Blunt elaborated on the specifics of the 

debt scheme to manipulate government debt as premium shares, thereby 

generating significant profit off the top of the debt-conversion process. 

Blunt’s idea was that the South Sea Company would “purchase the 

national debt at par – that is, creating a single £100 share for every £100 

worth of debt – and then persuade the government’s creditors to exchange 

                                                 
9 Malcolm Balen, The Secret History of the South Sea Bubble: The World’s First Great 

Financial Scandal (London, Fourth Estate Press: 2003), 30. 
10 Archibald Hutcheson, Some Calculations (London: 1720), 8. 
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their annuities for shares in the Company at a higher market rate.”11 So 

long as the Company stock exceeded £100 per share, the profits would be 

collected by the director. Unfortunately, the South Sea Company faced 

competition from the Bank of England and entered a bidding war to 

purchase the debt from the government. The ensuing bids saw the Bank of 

England: 

 

offering to pay a maximum sum of nearly £5.6 million to the 

government, conditional on securing the conversion of all 

outstanding irredeemable and redeemable debt. On the same day, 

the South Sea Company…accepted a reduction in the interest on 

the whole debt owed by the government from 5 percent to 4 

percent with effect from mid-1727… [and] raised its unconditional 

payment yet again to £4 million, and the total maximum sum 

payable (if all debts were converted) to just under £7.6 million.12 

 

After defeating the rival bid from the Bank of England, the South Sea paid 

a large sum of cash but its ability to defend against the competition had 

more of a political understanding. This was because Blunt and Harley were 

both of a Tory background, which aided in attracting Parliamentary 

support to combat the Whig dominance taking hold over most other 

London institutions. Julian Hoppit argues this point in saying, “trade was 

always of minor importance to the company, for it had been established to 

help the Tory government organize the national debt and exploit public 

credit after nearly twenty years of expensive warfare. Its political origins, 

as a counterweight to the Whiggish Bank of England and East India 

Company, were fundamental.”13 The understanding that the South Sea 

                                                 
11 Malcolm Balen, The Secret History of the South Sea Bubble, 73. 
12 Richard Dale, The First Crash, 75. 
13 Julian Hoppit, The Myths of the South Sea Bubble, 142. 
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Company acted as a counterweight to the widespread Whig control in 

Parliament and rival trading institutions assists in understanding the origins 

and subsequent ending of the South Sea’s debt-conversion scheme.  

 

One of the primary arguments circulated by Bubble historians is 

that the South Sea Directorship and its officials attempted to influence and 

manipulate stock prices for personal gain by way of selling off stock just 

prior to spikes in price. One proponent, P.G.M Dickson, believed that the 

directors would have bought large quantities of stock just before share 

prices spiked significantly and then immediately cashed out, thereby 

creating a “systematic use of forward purchases at high prices.”14 

However, this accusation is not convincing as trades made by South Sea 

officials were hardly influential in the market and their timings did not 

coincide with stock increases. Below, historian Richard Kleer assembled a 

chart that plotted sales of Company stock by key figures in the South Sea 

Company between January and December of 1720 using Freke’s Prices of 

Several Stocks15. 

                                                 
14 P.G.M. Dickson, The Financial Revolution, 431. 
15 John Freke, Freke’s Prices of Stocks, etc. (London: 1720). 
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Figure 1 Running Net Sales of South Sea Officials, 1720 

Source: Richard Kleer, “Riding a Wave: The Company’s Role in the South Sea 

Bubble,” Economic History Review 68, no. 1 (2015): 270. 
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From what can be understood above, the listed names here are the 

Company’s most active traders and feature important figures such as 

Director Janssen, Grigsby the Chief Accountant, and Deputy Cashiers 

Knight and Surman. The grey bands featured on the chart are periods when 

price surges occurred. In the figure, it can be seen that company traders did 

sell off large amounts of shares shortly after prices spiked in the market but 

there is no evidence of the Company men making large purchases of stock 

beforehand to influence and encourage the stock prices. During the House 

of Commons’ investigation the Parliamentarians focused on Mr. Knight’s 

trading habits as he was one of the most active traders during the year of 

1720, which seemed suspicious to the Secret Committee of Parliament. In 

their tabled report, the minutes show that the Committee found that “it also 

appears, that Mr. Knight did issue a considerable Sum to be disposed of by 

Brokers, for the Refusal of the South-Sea Stock at certain Times, at very 

high Prices; and likewise, that on Account of the Company, at very high 

Prices; and Part of the Stock then bought appears to have belonged to some 

of the Directors of the said Company.”16 They interpreted these findings  

as proof of Knight intentionally attempting to influence the market, and 

then further concluded without substantiation a correlation between this 

intentionality and everything that followed17.  

  

The options market presented a controversial area where several 

investigations were made to tie price manipulation and adjustments to the 

South Sea directorship, but the evidence collected does not concretely tie 

Company transactions to market trends. The options market was quite 

active during the South Sea Company’s transitioning of public debt to 

stock with price fluctuations occurring often. Despite claims from 

                                                 
16 British House of Commons, Several Reports of the Committee of Secrecy (London: 1721), 16. 
17 “Refusals” being the contemporary term for options. An option is a contract that guarantees a 

buyer’s right to buy shares at a specific “strike” price for a specified “settlement” date later. 
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Parliament that the Company was complicit in underhanded trades to 

encourage price increases, in reality the market was unaffected by any 

Company transactions. Richard Kleer assembles the broker data from 1720 

on the options market as seen below. 

 
Figure 2 Options Market in South Sea Shares by Company Officials 23 June to 21 

August, 1720 

Source: Richard Kleer, “Riding a Wave: The Company’s Role in the South Sea 

Bubble,” Economic History Review 68, no. 1 (2015): 272. 

 

The option trades above clearly portray no close relationship between 

Company transactions of options and the market value between June and 

August of 1720. There are, however, four instances where the Company 

sold options at higher prices than current market value, first in January just 
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before the South Sea’s debt-conversion plan was announced, and second in 

May when Surman, Grigsby, and a broker named Strode purchased 

£15,000 worth of options at a price of £400. The third instance saw 

Surman, Grigsby and Strode purchasing £47,000 of options at £1,000 for 

the strike price in mid-June. The fourth and final instance in September 

saw Grigsby, Knight, and Surman purchase options for £45,000 at prices of 

£700 and £800.18 These four instances can be construed as attempts by 

Company officials to influence the markets prices but as seen above, the 

market did not react in any way to these purchases and in some instances 

continued along a decline in options value. While it may appear that the 

directors managed to manipulate the market twice into raising the stock 

price, the timing is largely coincidental and the price adjustments not 

consistent with direct manipulation. Therefore, any claims put forth by 

Parliament in its investigation that the South Sea Company’s directors 

interfered with market prices for options is incorrect in the sense that the 

purchases made did not influence prices at all, but whether there was intent 

to influence the market remains uncertain.  

 

Following the crisis of the South-Sea Company’s stock collapsing 

and the subsequent market free-fall reaction, Parliament convened and 

immediately established an inquiry into the South Sea’s directorate to find 

any fault for the meltdown. On the 11th of February of 1721, the House of 

Commons deliberations concluded: 

 

that the late sub-governor, deputy-governor, and directors of the 

South-Sea company, and their officers, and their aiders and 

abettors, in lending out the company’s money upon stock and 

subscriptions, without taking sufficient security for repayment 

                                                 
18 Richard Kleer, “Riding a Wave,” 271-272. 
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thereof, have been guilty of a notorious breach of trust, and have 

thereby occasioned great loss to the company, for which they ought 

to make satisfaction of their own estates.19 

 

Therefore, Parliament’s full investigative efforts and ire were directed to 

the South Sea Company executives whom they believed to be the source of 

the market collapse and laid the blame of skyrocketing share prices at their 

feet. The Parliamentary investigation called upon Company officials to 

testify before the House of Lords to outline their actions during the 

summer of 1720 when market prices climbed sharply. The Member of 

Parliament John Aislabie, one of the original leaders in establishing the 

South-Seas debt scheme, came before the House of Lords to defend the 

Company’s actions and the innocence of its leadership. In a speech 

Aislabie argued: 

 

My Lords, there was something very extraordinary in the 

Consequence of this Affair, that the more the South-Sea Company 

were to pay the Publick, the higher did their Stock rise upon it: 

Whether this proceeded only from the Distemper of the Times, that 

afterwords broke out into such a Flame, and which was kindled by 

the Opposition of the Bank, and the Value they set upon the 

Scheme, by bidding so high for it, or from what other Cause I 

cannot tell, but from that Time it became difficult to govern it; and 

let those Gentlemen that open’d the Floodgate wonder at the 

Deluge that ensu’d as much as they please, it was not in one Man’s 

Power, on in the Power of the whole Administration to stop it, 

considering how the World was borne away by the Torrent.20 

                                                 
19 British House of Commons, A Collection of the Parliamentary Debates in England, from the 

Year MDCLXVIII, to the Present Time, vol. 8, (London: 1739): 19. 
20 Mr. Aislabie’s Second Speech on His Defence in the House of Lords, on Thursday, July 20, 

1721 (London: 1721), 12 
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The impassioned defence by Aislabie asserted the claims that the 

Company’s directors did not artificially increase stock prices but were 

unable to reign in control and that the blame must be pointed to the market 

itself for the frenzied purchasing of stock. In addition to Aislabie’s 

defence, theories of how the South Sea stock collapsed rapidly arose that 

questioned Parliament’s sentencing of the directors as the guilty party. In 

1755, the British commercial writer Malachy Postlethwayt wrote in his 

Universal Dictionary of Trade and Commerce, “another cause the late 

directors assign for the sudden rise of their stocks, which occasioned the 

calamities in the year 1720, was the Bank bidding against them.”21 This 

perspective should not come as a surprise since the Bank of England was a 

direct competitor to the South Sea Company, and the two had fought 

fiercely over acquiring the national debt only for the latter to win out.  

 

The fingers pointing towards the Company’s executives extended 

beyond Parliament as in the following months dozens of petitions were 

submitted from across England complaining about the economic recession 

due to the Bubble bursting. Two petitions came from Birmingham and 

Kent complaining of the sharp decline in trade and available credit on the 

market due to the mismanagement of the South Sea Company having 

plunged the markets into uncertainty and depression.22 However, these two 

petitions and the 85 other petitions were submitted nine months after the 

Bubble burst, and immediately afterwards the House of Commons 

published a list of the estates of the South Sea Directors that were to be 

confiscated which will be discussed later. Hoppit argues that these 

petitions were used as political leverage by communities to push blame 

                                                 
21 Malachy Postlethwayt, The Universal Dictionary of Trade and Commerce, vol 2 (J. and P. 

Knapton, London: 1751), 744. 
22 Julian Hoppit, “The Myths of the South Sea Bubble,” 154. 

 



Clio 2016-2017 

 

139 

 

upon the South Sea Directors and keep Members of Parliament along the 

line of prosecution.23 Amid the storm of political posturing, economic 

uncertainty, and growing public voices for restitution, the South Sea 

Directors were quickly pinned as the perpetrators of the Bubble bursting 

while Parliament and the landed elite lined up to recoup their losses from 

their confiscated estates. In fact, a large portion of the political elite were 

investors in the South Sea Company with investments made from royalty, 

aristocrats, and MPs. Around three-quarters of the members of the House 

of Commons and House of Lords were subscribers to South Sea shares.24 

Facing large losses of personal investment, the personal nature of the 

investigation undertaken by Parliament is apparent. The sheer outrage and 

public frenzy surrounding the arraignment and sentencing of the South Sea 

conspirators was noted later in a biographical by a grandson of one of the 

directors who believed a fair trial was not given. Edward Gibbon wrote in a 

history later in 1796 that the directors “prayed to be heard; their prayer was 

refused; and their oppressors, who required no evidence, would listen to no 

defence…instead of the calm solemnity of a judicial inquiry, the fortune 

and honour of three-and-thirty Englishmen were made the topic of hasty 

conversation.”25 Gibbon’s belief that no evidence would be heard is an 

interesting remark that seems reasonable considering Parliament at the 

time was having issues collecting sufficient evidence connecting the South 

Sea’s directors to financial wrongdoing. 

  

The Parliamentary inquiry that was undertaken in a secret 

committee scrambled to amass evidence against John Blunt and his 

colleagues, but complications in witnesses fleeing the country and Blunt’s 

questionable testimony hampered their efforts. The first issue that the 

                                                 
23 Ibid., 155. 
24 P.G.M. Dickson, The Financial Revolution in England,” 107. 
25 Edward Gibbon, Miscellaneous Works, vol. 1 (London: 1796), 14. 
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investigation faced was that evidence necessary for an indictment went 

missing as the company cashier Knight fled England for the continent with 

a ledger known as the green book. On the second day of the inquiry, Blunt 

told the Secret Committee that Knight had recorded all the Company’s 

business in two books but had fled the country with one which detailed 

trades and even bribes issued by the Company.26 The green book and 

Knight missing from London was disastrous as the book could give 

legitimacy to Parliament’s investigation. Knight’s flight was short-lived 

though, as he was captured by the British legation in Brussels who sent 

Knight and the documents to London. The issue, however, is that the 

documents were never sent to the committee but instead to Walpole, whose 

ascendency in the Commons would be threatened by Knight’s evidence.27 

As such, the green book’s power to condemn the Company’s directors 

never materialized in the investigation, which weakened any charges that 

were brought against them. 

 

However, like many Parliamentary enquiries before and after the 

South Sea Bubble, their investigation was quick and their punishment 

severe for the directors of the South Sea Company. Despite objections to 

the ethical and legal nature of the inquiry, Parliament deemed thirty-three 

directors guilty and issued massive punitive fines against their estates. 

Commerce writer Malachy Postlethwayt recorded the names of those 

sentenced and their fines in a table that will be examined now. 

 

                                                 
26 Malcolm Balen, The Secret History of the South Sea Bubble, 183. 
27 Ibid., 189. 
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Figure 3 The first section of Postlethwayt's list 

Source: Malachy Postlethwayt, The Universal Dictionary of Trade and Commerce, 

vol 2 (London: 1751), 746. 
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Figure 4 The second portion of Postlethwayt's list 

Source: Malachy Postlethwayt, The Universal Dictionary of Trade and Commerce, 

vol 2 (London: 1751), 747. 

 

As seen above, the fines were extremely high with the average fine being 

around 80% of the entire estate of the directors. In the aftermath, the 

market would slowly recover as confidence increased due to the passing of 
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the Bubble Act; however, the effectiveness of this legislation remains 

highly contentious and hotly debated among Bubble historians. Years after 

the Bubble crisis faded from public memory, John Blunt would publish his 

thoughts on the matter and sticks to his belief in market-mania as having 

caused the market to crash. Blunt wrote that “the distemper of the times, 

which captivated the reason of mankind in general, not only in England but 

in all the neighbouring countries; who leaving the usual methods of labour 

and industry to gain estates, were all tainted with the fond opinion of being 

rich at once, which caused many persons to engage much beyond their 

fortunes, not only in South Sea stock, but in every pernicious bubble that 

could be devised.”28 Despite being fined heavily and removed from his 

own company, Blunt firmly believed that a the revolution in commercial 

trading created a society where everyone invested heavily and ideas of risk 

were suspended, thereby blaming the market’s traders for the South Sea 

Bubble. 

 

As markets returned to normalcy and public attention turned to 

newer and more pressing issues, the South Sea Bubble remained a pivotal 

chapter in the financial history of England and a reminder that markets can 

be volatile and unpredictable. The formation of an inherently Tory 

institution that would conflict with a Whig dominated Bank of England 

and Parliament only proved dangerous as the South Sea Company rapidly 

grew to acquire more of the nation’s debt with increasing stock prices. 

Ethically dubious practices of sequencing stock in four tranches with large 

amounts of personal trade on the market would come to act as evidence 

against the Company directors, but through careful analysis we can see that 

no definite correlation can be made. With no evidence of pre-emptive 

purchasing of stock, the Company’s directors cannot be accurately accused 

of gaming the market for personal gain and thereby plunging it into a 

                                                 
28 Blunt true state page 76. 
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collapse in the late summer of 1720. The rushed and flawed trials before 

Parliament featured weak testimony and evidence but the need to convict a 

responsible party for the market collapse sealed the fate of thirty-three 

merchants as corrupt and heartless traders responsible for plunging 

England into financial ruin. In conclusion, after careful consideration of 

market prices and Company transaction records, the belief that the South 

Sea’s directors were responsible for the catastrophic Bubble of 1720 is 

incorrect and a misrepresentation of a critical moment in England’s 

financial history. 
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An Iconographic Analysis of the Image “Ce qu’il fait pour 

Vaincre” 
Quinn Robinson 

 
The topic of the paper “An Iconographic Analysis of the image Ce qu’il faut pour 

vaincre” evaluates why the Canadian Federal government chose to deploy 

nationalistic propaganda for the French-Canadian Quebecois demographic in 1943 to 

generate support for the national war during the Second World War. The paper 

discusses the rising prevalence of French Canadian Nationalism in Quebec as a 

movement in influencing the political spectrum between the period of 1917 to 1943. 

 
 

The image Ce qu’il fait pour Vaincre, is part of an extensive series 

of propaganda posters under the English title Men of Valour. In this poster, 

Lieutenant-Colonel Dollard Ménard, commander of the Fusilliers du Mont-

Royal during the infamous Operation Jubilee, is depicted charging the 

beach of Dieppe on 19 August 1942.: The Dieppe raid was a failed 

coalition attempt by Canadian, British and American military forces to 

secure a maritime foothold in Nazi-occupied France during the Second 

World War. The image was created in 1943 by the artist Hubert Reginald 

Roberts, on commission for the Wartime Information Board of Canada, 

which was a federal organization founded in 1942 to regulate the 

distribution of wartime information to the Canadian public during the 

Second World War. While the original place of its publication is 

undocumented, the image’s use of the French language and depiction of a 

Quebecois commander, leading a Quebec-based regiment, indicates that 

the distribution of the poster would be within the province of Quebec. 

Although the official purpose of the Wartime Information Board of Canada 

was to provide information to Canadians about the war, the image detailing 

the Dieppe raid of 1942 was published one year after the event occurred. 

Furthermore, the image does not detail the failed outcome of the event, 

signifying that the image’s function was not to inform the public of the 
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occurrence of the Dieppe assault. In reality, the decision to publish the 

image was a product of the context of Canada in 1943, as there was a 

decline in francophone Quebecois support towards the Canadian war 

effort, prompting the Mackenzie King government to employ propaganda 

geared towards the Francophone Quebecois demographic.  

 

The intention of the image presenting Lieutenant Colonel Dollard 

Ménard at Dieppe was fabricated to depict him as a provincial hero. The 

francophone Quebecois public could view Ménard as an exemplary soldier, 

and visualize themselves in his same glorified position if they enrolled in 

the Canadian military. Importantly, Ménard was a French-Canadian 

commander of a francophone Quebec based regiment, meaning that his 

status as a prominent French figure allowed this image to resonate 

foremost with the French-Canadian demographic, with the motive to 

mobilize them for the national war effort. With the focus of the poster on 

the powerful title of “Pour Vaincre,” the image presents the French-

Canadian hero in Lieutenant Colonel Dollard Ménard. The demonstration 

of Ménard’s determined face and aggressive posture emulates his bravery 

as he charges forward into the German artillery and machine gun fire 

without fear, while he attempted to overtake the Dieppe beach. All around 

Dollard, there are explosions as the allied forces wage their assault. 

Crucially, he seems entirely unaffected. The image depicts Dollard with a 

gruesome injury to his left shoulder, bleeding out profusely. Regardless, he 

does not seem to notice or care for his wound, choosing to hold his gun 

with his right arm while his injured arm trails behind. A white shroud 

surrounds Ménard, presenting him as a seemingly angelic presence as he 

faces the evil Nazi forces. Below Dollard is a block of text explaining who 

he is, his rank, and his status as a member of the D.S.O. (Distinguished 

Order of Service). The text at the bottom of the poster explains his feats 

during the battle of Dieppe. He received five injuries in five hours, but kept 

pushing his regiment to attack. After finally being immobilized by his 
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wounds, he continued to lead from the rear and organized an artillery 

barrage against the Germans from the back-lines.  

 

When examining the image within the larger context of Canadian 

history, the Mackenzie King government’s decision to distribute 

propaganda reliant on appealing to the developing influence of French-

Canadian nationalism to encourage their participation to the national 

Canadian war effort, given the declining French Canadian interest in 

supporting the conflict, is presented as a viable strategy. This is 

demonstrated by the 1917 Conscription Crisis, the nationalist rhetoric of 

the Duplessis government, the victory of Quebec’s Liberal party over the 

Union Nationale in 1939, the preponderance of French Canadian 

nationalism in swaying the 1942 referendum and the importance of 

nationalism in opposition to the Canadian military. 

 

Before analyzing the importance of French Canadian Quebecois 

nationalism, the term itself needs to be defined, in order to understand the 

complexity surrounding the movement. Between the range of the dates 

covered in this paper, from 1917 to 1943, there were two predominate 

camps defining nationalism for Quebecois francophones. The more 

popular ideology was Grouxlism, which was a sect of French Canadian 

nationalism that subscribed to the population’s connection with the 

Catholic Church. Within this ideology, there was no notion of French 

Canadians as a nation or a people. Rather, the demographic viewed 

themselves as members of the larger spectrum of Catholicism. In turn, 

Grouxlism sought for the Catholic Church to act as a political power within 

Quebec’s provincial government, in acting as the protector for French 

Canadian people.1 The other form of nationalism within Quebec was 

                                                 
1 Michel Bock, "Le rapport des groulxistes au politique." Vingtième Siècle. Revue d'histoire, 

129, no. 1 (2016): 36. 
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spearheaded by the Quebecois politician Henri Bourassa, who viewed 

French Canadians as a united people in defence to secure their 

constitutionally owed rights against the assimilationist rhetoric of English 

Imperialism. Bourassa argued that the 1867 British North America Act was 

an agreement made between the two founding people of Canada, English 

and French Canadians, and therefore, the federal government should act in 

the interest of appeasing both groups, rather than allowing an anglophone 

dominated federal government to impose their interests upon French 

Canadians.2 Although it must be acknowledged that these two notions of 

French Canadian nationalism were in staunch opposition with each other, 

this paper will focus on  why the prevalence of nationalism as a whole in 

Quebec motivated the King government to mobilize  the sentiment for the 

national war effort.  

 

The outcome of the 1917 Conscription Crisis demonstrated the 

necessity for the King government to harness Franco-Canadian nationalism 

through propaganda to avoid a national division along linguistic 

boundaries, while simultaneously generating participation for the Canadian 

war effort. When Canada initially entered the First World War in 1914, the 

newly created military organisation, the Canadian Expeditionary Force 

(CEF), received enthusiastic participation from the Canadian public. In 

total, nearly sixty-thousand men and women volunteered for their 

country’s military for the war effort. Although the demographic of these 

initial volunteers constituted seventy-percent of British born Canadians, 

the Federal Government had little reason to worry given the sheer number 

of volunteers.3 The recruitment of Canadian soldiers began to dwindle by 

the latter half of 1916 however, prompting the Borden government to 

                                                 
2 Ibid, 31 
3 Chris Sharpe. "Enlistment in the Canadian Expeditionary Force 1914-1918." Canadian 

Military History 4, no. 1 (June 7, 2015): 19 
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consider the implementation of conscription as a means to replenish the 

exhausted Canadian soldiers fighting on the front lines in Europe. The 

federal government’s distress was amplified by Prime Minister Borden’s 

eager authorisation to increase the Canadian standing military overseas to 

five-hundred thousand men in 1917, an excessive amount for a Canadian 

population totaling only eight million.4  Given the deadly effectiveness of 

the German submarines upon the allied naval vessels, and an untimely 

Russian departure from The Triple Entente alliance following the 

communist revolution in 1917, there was a desperate need from Canadian 

government to provide additional support to secure victory.5  

 

Despite the potential for the Borden government to instate 

conscription, the general consensus of Quebecois representatives in 

parliament bypassed all partisan boundaries, culminating with a nearly 

unanimous position against the implementation of forced conscription. 

Much of the anger from the Quebec representatives derived from their 

expectation of Prime Minister Borden and most of his cabinet to uphold 

their earlier promise to avoid the use of conscription entirely when the war 

first began in 1914. Within the wider Canadian society, Quebec was 

subjected to scrutiny as the province’s enlistment rate was significantly 

lower than the demographically comparable province of Ontario. 

Statistically, Quebec constituted twenty-four percent of all eligible males 

in the country for service, yet only culminated to twenty-one percent of 

CEF forces; however, only eleven percent of those volunteers were born in 

Quebec. Meanwhile, Ontario constituted thirty-five percent of all eligible 

volunteers and provided forty-eight percent of all Canadian-born recruits to 

the CEF.6   

                                                 
4 Ibid, 21. 
5 Elizabeth H. Armstrong. The Crisis of Quebec, 1914-1918. (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 

1974): 176 
6 Sharpe, "Enlistment in the Canadian Expeditionary Force”: 31 
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To avoid the implementation of a forced conscription, the Borden 

government deployed a series of propaganda messages to reinforce the 

French Canadian ties with their motherland of France. While the battle cry 

to defend one’s colonial roots was paramount to mobilize the Anglo-

Canadian population, the tactic brought little success amongst the French 

Canadian demographic, since their national identity did not subscribe to a 

relationship with their distant parent nation7. On August 9, 1917, the 

conscription bill became official, which resulted in widespread discontent 

from Quebec, and even elicited acts of violence and vandalism from the 

angered citizens.8 With the ability to reflect upon the failure of the Borden 

government to mobilize the Francophone Quebecois demographic, it 

becomes apparent that the convoluted attempt to reinforce the French-

Canadian ties with France was a projection of Anglophone Canadians’ own 

loyalty to their parent nation. Rather, the underlying force of the Quebecois 

rejection for the war effort was their own sense of nationalism, rallying the 

French Canadian population of Quebec against the federal government. 

Therefore, the King government’s attempt to harbour French Canadian 

nationalism for the sake of supporting the Second World War is 

demonstrated as a viable tactic. 

 

When Canada entered the Second World War in the September 

1939, the Federal Government prepared for a total war effort, 

encompassing all aspects of the country under their control to maximize 

the effectiveness of the Canadian war campaign. In need of total 

cooperation, the King government sought to learn from the failures of the 

1917 Conscription Crisis by avoiding division of the nation along linguistic 

                                                 
7 Elizabeth H. Armstrong. The Crisis of Quebec, 1914-1918. Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 

1974: 167 
8 Ibid, 214 

 



Clio 2016-2017 

 

151 

 

boundaries. Canadian Prime Minister Mackenzie King followed the 

example of past Liberal leader Sir. Wilfred Laurier, and understood that 

the Liberal party needed to act as the vanguard for Canadian unity between 

the two majority populations of Anglophone and francophone Canadians.9 

To keep the peace, King promised the nation that conscription would not 

be implemented as a means to replenish the Canadian armed forces, which 

eased the possibility of French Canadian nationalism, which had 

previously threatened to divide the country in the First World War. 

 

Unfortunately for the Canadian government, the premier of 

Quebec, Maurice Duplessis, on the eve of the Second World War, led a 

campaign that employed French-Canadian nationalism that was staunchly 

against the King government’s imposition of a centralized federal 

government during the Second World War. With the Federal government 

implementing the War Measures Act, they attained the legal authority to 

override provincial jurisdiction, encroaching upon rights like the Provincial 

ability to delegate their own exchanges with foreign governments. 

Although Duplessis attempted to overturn the ruling, arguing that the 

measure violated the British North America Act of 1867, he was denied by 

the War Measures Act because it overruled past treaties in times of crisis. 

Without the ability to attain foreign investments, Duplessis’ only option to 

generate capital was to make a request to the Bank of Canada, who 

promptly rejected his proposal for a forty-million-dollar loan. From the 

perspective of Duplessis, he saw the War Measures Act as a means to 

reduce provincial autonomy in lieu of a centralized authority enforced by 

the Federal government.10  

 

                                                 
9 J. L. Granatstein. "Le Québec Et Le Plébiscite De 1942 Sur La Conscription." Revue 

D'histoire De L'Amérique Française 27, no. 1 (January 1973) : 44 
10 Robert Rumilly. Maurice Duplessis Et Son Temps. Montréal: Fides, 1973 : 527-529 
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In his defence against the Federal encroachment on provincial 

autonomy, Duplessis called a provincial election in 1939, two years earlier 

than required, in hopes that a victory of the Union Nationale would signify 

the rejection against the centralizing doctrine of the War Measures Act. 

The strategy used by the Duplessis’ government to defeat Quebec’s Liberal 

party relied heavily on reinforcing a sense of French Canadian nationalism 

against an Anglophone authority that encroached upon their provincial 

rights. To demonstrate his rhetoric, Duplessis attempted to remind the 

province of the historic failures of Quebec’s Liberal government, which 

harboured growing anti-conscription and anti-participatory attitude of 

Quebec’s youth. In a speech on 24 September 1939, Georges Léveillé, the 

head of Duplessis provincial cabinet, argued the necessity for Quebecois 

citizens to vote for the Union Nationale. He presented the notion that the 

longstanding reign of the Union Nationale, a party made up of individuals 

whose political spectrum varied between Liberals, Conservatives and 

Independents, were guardians of culture and traditions for French-

Canadians in Quebec. However, if the Liberal party, headed by Adélard 

Godbout, managed to take power, the Federal government would be able to 

enforce the War Measures Act, and subdue the autonomy of the province.11 

 

Although the battle-cry to protect Quebec nationalism was the 

staple of Duplessis’ political plan, his eventual defeat to Godbout was a 

result of his failure to appeal to the French Canadian population as a 

protector of their interests. In the summer of 1937, there was a large strike 

from Quebecois textile workers, with ten-thousand people walking off the 

job for twenty-five days. The strike began from the dissatisfaction of the 

factory workers regarding the long hours and low salary. Meanwhile, their 

employers were making enormous profits because of a high tariff imposed 

                                                 
11 Ibid, 530-532 
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by Duplessis to protect their commercial interest.12 Instead of protecting 

working class French-Canadian citizens striking against a foreign 

corporation, Duplessis and his Minister of Labour, William Trembley, 

condemned the strike as immoral and illegitimate. His decision to back 

corporate interests upset not only the working class and provincial 

syndicates, but also the clergy. Magistrate Langois, the Cardinal of 

Villeneuve, openly supported the cause of the Catholic working class 

against the textile trust that extorted the Catholic people for the sake of 

increasing corporate profit.13 While Duplessis failed to appeal to French-

Canadian nationalism, the extension of the Mackenzie King government, 

in the Liberal candidate Adélard Godbout, succeeded. In light of the textile 

worker strike, Godbout cemented himself as the nationalistic opposition to 

Duplessis by openly denouncing the premier’s position to support the 

textile trust over Quebecois citizens.14 Furthermore, Godbout emphasized 

the re-structuring the Liberal party, which appealed to local needs 

throughout the province, and demonstrated to French-Canadian nationalists 

that his party’s rhetoric complied with the unique interests of the 

francophone population.15 Through appealing to French-Canadian 

nationalism, Godbout overcame the longstanding Duplessis government, 

and attained the position of Premier of Quebec in 1939. With Duplessis’ 

loss to Godbout in the 1939 provincial election demonstrating the influence 

of French Canadian nationalism over Quebec politics, the decision from 

the King government to appeal to this sense of nationalism and mobilize 

the French Canadian demographic for the national war campaign is 

demonstrated as a viable decision.  

 

                                                 
12Alfred Charpentier. "La Grève Du Textile Dans Le Québec En 1937." Relations Industrielles 

20, no. 1 (1965): 90 
13 Jean-Guy Genest. Godbout. Sillery, Québec : Septentrion, 1996: 104. 
14 Ibid, 104 
15 Ibid, 116 
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While the King government sought to continue the strong 

relationship between the Federal government and the province of Quebec, 

the development of the Second World War began to apply pressure on 

King’s initial promise to avoid the implementation of conscription. With 

the German forces overcoming the Maginot line and quickly advancing 

into Western Europe, there was a dire need from the allied nations to 

increase their military support. Although King had not yet announced the 

possibility of conscription publicly, he passed the National Resource 

Mobilization Act in 1940, which allowed the government to collect data to 

decipher the men who could be conscripted first, excluding those who were 

employed in important sectors, such as farming and heavy industry.16 The 

continued German domination of Europe leading into 1942 brought 

monumental pressure to the Canadian government, as King’s own Minister 

of War, J. L. Ralston, and the Conservative representatives in Parliament 

pushed to employ conscription to replenish the depleting Canadian 

forces.17 Specifically, there was dissent towards the Francophone 

dominated province of Quebec, where only twenty-six percent of the 

available male population volunteered to support the war effort, while the 

Anglophone dominated provinces ranged between forty-two percent and 

fifty percent of the eligible male participation.18 To appease his opposition, 

King proposed a national referendum in 1942, to inquire whether the 

government could be released from its promise to avoid using conscription. 

Although Prime Minister King was able to maintain his promise to the 

Quebec people, the possibility of a situation similar to the Conscription 

Crisis of 1917 occurring was once again a realistic concern.19 

                                                 
16 Scott Thompson. "Making Up Soldiers: The Role of Statistical Oversight and Reactive Path 

Dependence in the Effectiveness of Canada's WWII Mobilization Program 1940-1943." 

Surveillance & Society 12, no. 4 (2014): 549-550. 
17 Granatstein, "Le Québec Et Le Plébiscite De 1942 Sur La Conscription."44 
18 Jean Pariseau, and Serge Bernier. Les Canadiens Français Et Le Bilinguisme Dans Les 

Forces Armées Canadiennes. 2nd ed. Ottawa: Ministère De La Défense Nationale, 1987 : 122 
19 Granatstein, "Le Québec Et Le Plébiscite De 1942 Sur La Conscription." 47-49 
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Aware of the delicate situation, King attempted to quell the 

possibility of French-Canadian nationalism exacerbating a divide between 

Anglophone and Francophone Canadians. When presenting the referendum 

to the Liberal caucus, consisting of French-Canadian representatives from 

Quebec, King assured the Members of Parliament that he understood the 

situation. In his speech, he told his caucus that, “You English-speaking 

people are influenced by your judgement and by your sentiments […] from 

the Motherland from which you came. The French-Canadians have not that 

call[…their] decision arises from judgement alone”.20 While King 

attempted to regulate the outcry from French-Canadians, the call for a 

referendum brought forth a strong provincial response by Quebec against 

the Federal government. La Ligue pour la Défense du Canada (LPDC) was 

created in response to the referendum, led by Maxime Raymonde, a 

Liberal politician in opposition to the referendum, and André Laurendeau, 

the director of the newspaper L’Action Nationale, as well asGeorge 

Pelletier, who replaced Henri Bourassa as the director of the newspaper Le 

Devoir. The LPDC criticized the overzealous attitude of the Federal 

Government towards the conflict, namely their overcommitment of 

military resources, and spending three billion dollars towards the war 

effort, which was an enormous sum relative to Canada’s economic 

circumstances.21  

Although the organisation lacked funding, the LPDC was largely 

successful in appealing to the French-Canadian population of Quebec to 

vote “No” in the upcoming referendum, which amplified provincial 

discontent towards federally endorsed conscription.22 The result of the 

referendum epitomized the divide between the Anglophone and 

                                                 
20 Ibid, 50 
21 Ibid, 53 
22 Ibid, 53 



Clio 2016-2017 

 

156 

 

Francophone Canadians, with the province of Quebec voting seventy-two 

percent for “No” in the referendum. Crucially, the nine electoral 

circumscriptions within Quebec that voted “Yes” were situated in 

Anglophone dominant sectors of Montreal, and of those nine 

circumscriptions, five of them were represented by Anglophone deputies. 

Outside of Quebec, there were eight other circumscriptions that voted 

“No”: six of them were predominantly populated by French Canadians, 

and the last two populated foremost by citizens who were of neither 

Anglophone nor francophone origin.23 Regardless, Anglo-Canadians, who 

constituted majority of the Canadian demographic, voted heavily in favour 

of allowing the federal government to circumvent their earlier promise to 

avoid the implementation of conscription. The final result totaled sixty-

four percent vote for “Yes,” and a forty-six percent vote “No”.24 While the 

French-Canadian population of Quebec were outvoted by Anglophone 

Canada in the 1942 referendum, the establishment of an official party that 

represented the French Canadian interests exemplified the political 

influence of the Quebecois francophone nationalist movement. Through 

presenting the success of the LPDC during the 1942 referendum in 

harbouring French Canadian nationalism to influence the political 

spectrum in voting “No,” the King government’s strategy to employ 

propaganda that appropriated francophone nationalism within the larger 

spectrum of Canadian nationalism is demonstrated as a necessity, given the 

declining francophone Quebecois participation in the Second World War. 

 

Although the decision by the federal government to employ 

Lieutenant Colonel Dollar Ménard as the figurehead for the Quebecois 

propaganda campaign can be attributed to a desire to valorise the Canadian 

military, there is another element present within the federal government’s 

                                                 
23 Ibid, 61 
24 Ibid, 61 
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strategy. Historically, French Canada has been discriminated against within 

the Canadian armed forces, as the lack of francophone military regiments 

resulted with forced integration of francophone soldiers within 

Anglophone outfits. Rather than providing a bilingual military regiment, 

the Anglophone commanders would avoid granting resources to aid in the 

integration of francophone soldiers, resulting in little French Canadian 

interest for participating within the Canadian military.25 Furthermore, the 

few military regiments that were francophone dominant were generally 

viewed as sub-par to their Anglophone counterparts, with the Fusiliers de 

Mont-Royal epitomizing the negative stereotype. When the regiment was 

initially deployed overseas in 1939 for the Second World War, General 

Bernard L. Montgomery, the military commander of the South-East 

quadrant of England reviewed the regiment’s capability, and concluded 

that the soldiers were poorly trained and led by an incompetent commander 

in Lieutenant Colonel Grenier.26 Before attaining command over the 

Fusiliers de Mont-Royal in 1942, Dollard Ménard himself commented on 

the pitiful state of the outfit, and criticised the regiment for being 

predominantly functional as social club for Quebec’s elite, rather than a 

competent military unit.27  

 

On account of French Canadians being poorly represented within 

the Canadian military, the stereotype of Anglophone Canada perceiving 

French Canadians as cowardly and incompetent as soldiers attained 

mainstream exposure. The pervasiveness of this discrimination was 

                                                 
25 Pariseau and Bernier. Les Canadiens Français Et Le Bilinguisme Dans Les Forces Armées 

Canadiennes. 125 
26 Caroline D’Amours. "Training for Operation Jubilee Tactics and Training in the Fusiliers 

Mont-Royal and the Dieppe Raid, 1939-1942." Canadian Military History 22, no. 4 (March 17, 

2015): 20-23 
27 Pierre Vennat. Général Dollard Ménard: De Dieppe Au Référendum. Montréal: Art Global, 

2004 : 84-85 
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perpetuated within the Mackenzie King government, as the Canadian 

Minister of War J. L. Ralston stated in 1941: “The army would not have 

masses of Quebeckers under any conditions: they would not be able to do 

anything with them. There is only limited room in our army for these men. 

They can't speak English. We have no French officers to handle them. 

Their fighting ability is questionable.”28 In turn, the federally endorsed 

discrimination against French Canadians resulted in anger from 

francophone Quebecois citizens, as French Canadian nationalist 

newspapers like L’Action Nationale responded by taking a staunch an anti-

military stance. In the 3 November 1940 edition, the newspaper published 

an article that internalized the stereotypes against French Canadians, as a 

means to convince them to avoid joining the Canadian military entirely. 

The article presented the notion that an Anglophone dominant military 

would not accommodate French Canadians volunteers, and discriminated 

against those who did join by conferring discriminatory labels on them, 

such as cowards.29  

  

In response to the turmoil between the Canadian military and 

French Canadians, the decision by the federal government to depict the 

heroics of Lieutenant Colonel Dollard Ménard, a francophone Quebecois 

commander of a Quebec-based francophone military outfit, was 

propaganda directed to the francophone Quebecois demographic. This 

strategy was paramount to provide a response to the negative perception of 

Quebecois citizens regarding the Canadian military’s prejudice against 

Francophones. In providing this rebuttal, the Mackenzie King government 

sought to quell the development of Quebecois French Canadian 

nationalism against the national war effort, and harbour sentiment in 

                                                 
28 Dexter Fonds. Winnipeg Free Press. December 9th 1941 
29André Laurendeau. "Alerte aux Canadiens français." L'Action Nationale, Novembre 3, 1940. 
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support of the Canadian military, given the declining support of French 

Canadian Quebecois towards the national war effort in 1943.  

 

While it is unclear how effective the Ce qu’il faut pour Vaincre 

image was in appealing to French Canadian nationalist sentiments, the 

historic prevalence of French Canadian nationalism that influenced the 

Quebecois political landscape signified the necessity of the Mackenzie 

King government to harbour this sense of nationalism for the purpose of 

bolstering the dwindling French Canadian support to the Second World 

War.  

 

Annex 1 

 

 
Source: Library and Archives Canada, Acc. No. 1987-72-106 The Hubert Rogers 

Collection, Gift of Mrs. Helen Priest Rogers 
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Choosing to Take A Different Path: A Study of the Patriot 

Movement 
Zachary Todoroff 

 
Following his failed attempt at rebellion on December 7, 1837, William Lyon 

Mackenzie and his followers fled to Navy Island in the Niagara River to continue the 

fight for a free Republic of Canada. This fight for liberty would come to include 

numerous Americans and eventually expand to become what was known as the Patriot 

movement. Despite the enthusiasm of its members and the formation of secret 

societies such as the Hunters’ Lodge, the Patriot movement would cease to exist after 

military defeats at the Battle of the Windmill and the Battle of Windsor in late 1838, 

ending the dream of a free Upper Canada. Through the use of contemporary memoirs 

alongside secondary sources, this article offers a new interpretation of the Patriot 

movement which further explores the movement’s motivations and divisions. 

Specifically, this paper looks to argue that instead of being a movement solely 

dedicated to achieving Upper Canadian independence, it is more accurate to view the 

Patriot movement as initially operating as such but quickly transforming into an 

organization meant to achieve the personal goals of those in the organization due to 

the emergence of external and internal factors.  

 
 

"Beating drums, arming men, furnishing people arms and inciting 

people to hasten Canada from the yoke of British tyranny."1 This 

description of Rochester, New York from historian D.B. Reid sets the 

context for the beginning of the time period often described as the Patriot 

War. The Patriot War was not a war between governments but rather a bi-

national revolt against the British colonial government in Upper Canada in 

order to achieve independence for Upper Canadians. Starting with the 

attempted rebellion in Toronto by William Lyon Mackenzie in December 

1837, the support for Upper Canadian independence expanded into a larger 

movement known as the Patriot movement. Not limited to one formal 

organization, the Patriot movement refers to the overarching structure 

under which those who supported the vision of an independent Upper 

Canada were able to organize and subsequently engage in violent acts in 

order to achieve their goal. Eventually, the movement developed into more 

                                                 
1 D.B. Read, The Canadian Rebellion of 1837 (Toronto: C. Blackett Robinson, 1896), 335. 
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formal institutions such as the Hunters’ Lodge: a secret organization 

formed to participate in the Patriot movement.  Even though a movement 

based on liberating Upper Canada seems to be straight-forward in its aims 

and motivations, a variety of internal and external factors rendered it more 

complex. A complete evaluation of the Patriot movement should not view 

it as being a homogenous organization fully dedicated to liberating Upper 

Canada throughout the Patriot War. By specifically focusing on the 

evolution of their values and priorities, the impact of a constantly 

decreasing presence of Upper Canadians within the movement, and the 

changing Upper Canadian sentiments towards the Patriot movement, this 

paper will argue that while the Patriot movement was formed with the 

objective of achieving Upper Canadian liberty, it quickly diverged from its 

original purpose and instead became focused on advancing the personal 

interests of those within the movement.   

 

 In order to understand how the Patriot movement diverged from its 

early focus on Upper Canadian liberation and shifted to one which 

principally focused on achieving personal benefits, it is necessary to study 

the factors which influenced the Patriots' values. As the Upper Canada 

Rebellion was entering its initial stage, American sentiment towards Upper 

Canadian liberty in border cities such as Buffalo was extremely supportive. 

In fact, even before Mackenzie launched his ill-fated rebellion, Americans 

were already organizing meetings with the intention of offering support for 

such a movement in Upper Canada.2 Much of this enthusiasm can be 

attributed to the close association many Americans saw between the 

rebellion in Upper Canada and their own revolution, ensuring the "spirit of 

'76 was speedily revived along the border."3 Looking at the contemporary 

narratives of those who were involved in the Patriot movement, this desire 

to advance Upper Canadian freedom for its own sake and due to 

                                                 
2 Lillian F. Gates, After the Rebellion: The Later Years of William Lyon Mackenzie (Toronto: 

Dundurn Press, 1988), 17. 
3 Edwin C. Guillet, The Lives and Times of the Patriots: An Account of the Rebellion in Upper 

Canada, 1837-1838, and the Patriot Agitation in the United States, 1837-1842 (Toronto: The 

Ontario Publishing Co. Ltd, 1963), 71.  
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similarities with the American Revolution was often considered a primary 

motivation for becoming a Patriot. As American Samuel Snow 

emphasizes, "I entered the Patriot service with the best of motives, only 

wishing that our Canadian neighbours might, in the end, enjoy the same 

civil, religious, and political freedom, with which the citizens of the United 

States were blest [sic]."4 Despite such statements suggesting that liberating 

Upper Canada was a primary motivation for people joining the Patriot 

movement, this was not the case for all Patriots. There were other factors 

already present which would also encourage American involvement in the 

Patriot cause. Certainly pro-Upper Canada sentiments existed but factors 

other than a desire for Upper Canadian liberty would soon emerge at the 

movement’s forefront and act as a driving force for the changing of Patriot 

values which would consequently alter the Patriot movement’s priorities.   

 

 The first of these increasingly prominent ulterior motives was a 

desire for financial gain. This focus on financial self-interest was explicitly 

present from the onset of the Patriot movement and recognized by the 

movement’s superiors, with potential recruits being offered silver and land 

in Upper Canada as an incentive to join.5 This is not an isolated argument 

in the historiography, as Albert B. Corey similarly argues that a desire for 

land was one of the prevailing factors that led Americans to participate in 

the Patriot War.6  Although pursuit of economic benefits would continue to 

develop into an influential factor in changing Patriot priorities, this would 

not become as explicit until the conflict progressed. Importantly, there was 

another factor which would have even larger repercussions: the growth of 

anti-British sentiment.  

                                                 
4 Samuel Snow, The Exile's Return, or, Narrative of Samuel Snow, Who Was Banished to Van 

Dieman's Land for Participating in the Patriot's War in Upper Canada in 1838 (Cleveland: 

Smead and Cowles, 1846), 3, CIHM microfiche series, no. 22020, University of Ottawa 

Library. 
5 Orrin Edward Tiffany, The Relations of the United States to the Canadian Rebellion of 1837-

1838 (Toronto: Coles Publishing Company, [1905] 1972), 30. 
6 Albert B. Corey, The Crisis of 1830-1842 in Canadian-American Relations (Toronto: Yale 

University Press, 1941), 29, accessed November 12, 2015, 

http://hdl.handle.net/2027/mdp.39015019352866. 
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 Outside of general tension throughout the history of Anglo-

American relations, 1837 was especially problematic due to the American 

perception that British banks were responsible for American economic 

issues.7 Although not externalized violently at this point, there was a risk 

that American patriotism, already aggravated by association between the 

Upper Canada rebellion and the American Revolution, as well as American 

economic woes, could erupt into a fervor which would encompass 

American attention and result in violence. Ultimately, the sinking of the 

Caroline on December 29, 1837 was the seminal event that caused 

pronounced externalization of anti-British sentiment to develop in the 

American borderlands, thus serving as a significant component of the 

Patriot's transformation.  The movement’s purpose was no longer solely 

advancing Upper Canadian liberty from Great Britain; instead, it was to 

advance the interests of those in the movement which included harming 

Britain.  

 

 The Caroline was a steam ship commandeered by Patriots in order 

to ferry supplies to Navy Island, the Patriot outpost in the Niagara River. 

As a result, a British force crossed into the United States and burned the 

ship, resulting in a large growth in hostility towards Britain from many 

Americans on the borderlands. Part of the response stemmed from 

misinformation regarding the consequences of the raid, with historian 

Edwin C. Guillet describing the initial body count as grossly 

overestimating the amount of men who died from the raid, further 

increasing Anglo-American tension.8  What made this raid so influential on 

the Patriot movement was the influx of Americans who used the 

Caroline’s destruction as an impetus to join the Patriot movement. One 

such Patriot was Robert Marsh. An American living in Upper Canada at 

the time of the raid, Marsh describes how he thought the attack was "a 

bloody deed, which ought to be an everlasting disgrace to the 

                                                 
7 Shaun J. McLaughlin, The Patriot War Along the New York-Canada Border: Raiders and 

Rebels (Charleston: The History Press, 2012), 10.  
8Guillet, The Lives and Times, 80-81. 
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perpetrators."9 Thus, the burning of the Caroline caused local American 

support for the Patriots to quickly grow, with many men going to Navy 

Island to fight for the cause.10 

 

 The difficulty in studying this sudden growth in Patriot support is 

determining what the primary motivating factor was for these new recruits 

to the Patriot movement. While it is possible these new recruits were 

galvanized due to a desire to achieve Upper Canadian freedom, further 

investigation suggests this was not the case.  Again it is beneficial to return 

to Marsh's account: "I was confident there would be a great turn out [sic] to 

avenge the death of our countrymen. However strange it may appear to 

others, the perpetration of this bloody deed was one of many; and I may 

say, the principal cause of my going to Navy Island."11 What makes 

Marsh's perception so valuable in this context is how his narrative also 

described his positive views regarding Upper Canadian freedom leading up 

to the sinking of the Caroline.12 While impossible to generalize Marsh's 

views to all Patriots who joined after the sinking of the Caroline, it 

certainly offers a convincing interpretation. Already contentious towards 

the British, the idea of helping Upper Canadians achieve liberty could have 

been considered a tempting opportunity but not one important enough to 

necessarily act upon. With the sinking of the Caroline, however, having an 

convenient opportunity to actualize that anger would suggest many new 

recruits joined the Patriots to gain vengeance against the British, not to 

liberate Upper Canada (as was the case with Marsh). Ultimately, this desire 

to harm the British due to the sinking of the Caroline, at the expense of 

                                                 
9 Robert Marsh, Seven Years of my Life, or, Narrative of a Patriot Exile Who Together with 

Eighty-Two American Citizens Were Illegally Tried for Rebellion in Upper Canada in 1838, 

and Transported to Van Dieman's Land : Comprising a True Account of Our Outrageous 

Treatment During Ten Months Imprisonment in Upper Canada, and Four Months of Horrible 

Suffering in a Transport Ship on the Ocean, with a True but Appaling History of Our Cruel and 

Unmerciful Treatment ... With a Concise Account of the Island, its Inhabitants, Productions, 

&c. &c. (Buffalo: Faxon and Steavens, 1848), 11, CIHM microfiche series, no. 

38048,University of Ottawa Library. 
10 Tiffany, The Relations of the United States, 42.  
11 Robert Marsh, Seven Years, 13. 
12Ibid, 6. 
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helping Upper Canadian liberty, represents one of the primary points of 

divergence within the Patriot movement. Upcoming actions and 

organizations would now prioritize personal interests like harming the 

British instead of focusing on liberating Upper Canada.  

 

 The subsequent actions of Patriots after the sinking of the Caroline 

demonstrate a minimized focus on Upper Canadian liberty and an 

increasing focus on advancing personal goals such as harming the British. 

Such is the case with Bill Johnston, a Patriot who was very active on the 

Great Lakes during the Patriot War. Johnston possessed a history of anti-

British sentiments which dated back to before the War of 1812.13 Johnston 

thus represents an important figure of study in understanding the Patriot 

movement because his raid on the Upper Canadian ship Sir Robert Peel 

epitomized the new direction the Patriot movement took after the 

Caroline’s destruction: engaging in actions not necessarily meant to 

advance Upper Canadian liberty but instead interests of those in the Patriot 

movement. While Johnston’s plan was supposedly to capture the Peel to 

assist with transporting Patriots to Upper Canada, this is far from what 

occurred.14 The ship was raided for all available loot, including valuables 

found on the passengers, and eventually burned. One must question if 

Johnston ever intended to capture the Peel because as the ship burned, 

Johnston reportedly yelled, "remember the Caroline."15 Further casting 

doubt that Johnston’s raid was meant to advance Upper Canadian liberty, 

the burning of steamers to avenge the Caroline was not isolated to this 

single context. Marsh described a similar situation during the Battle of 

Windsor when "there was a steam boat burned to the memory of the 

Caroline."16 By understanding Johnston’s blatant anti-British sentiments 

and recognizing a pattern later in the War, Johnston's raid can be seen as 

characteristic of the Patriot movement’s transformation. This emergence of 

noticeable anti-British sentiments meant the Patriot movement became a 

                                                 
13Guillet, The Lives and Times, 153. 
14 McLaughlin, Raiders and Rebels, 59. 
15Ibid, 62. 
16 Marsh, Seven Years, 22. 
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movement focused on advancing the economic or vindictive interests of 

those involved. 

  

The Hunters’ Lodge, an organization which developed towards the 

end of the Patriot War, represented the point when the Patriot movement’s 

new priorities become institutionalized, existing to advance the interests of 

those in the organization under the auspices of achieving Upper Canadian 

independence. An example of this corresponds with the aforementioned 

American economic issues attributed to British banks. This economic 

downturn allowed for the development of Locofocoism: a radical and 

populist anti-bank movement which became extremely popular in border 

states.17 The Hunters’ Lodge embraced Locofocoism as an organizational 

cornerstone due to its association with the republican value of an equal 

society.18 This ideology would become prominent in the Hunters Lodge’s 

approach for Upper Canada through their plan to establish an Upper 

Canadian bank which would reinforce republican economic values after 

the Upper Canadian government was overthrown.19 While understandable 

in theory due to the economic inequality in Upper Canada, this policy’s 

purpose becomes much harder to understand with historian Andrew 

Bonthius’ description of how the Hunters’ Lodges would offer large 

amounts of land to those who fought.20 This policy suggests an institutional 

framework based on vested economic interests that would be served well 

by a central bank run by Hunters’ Lodge elites to develop their own power 

and reward supporters. Ultimately, this issue of vested economic interests 

becomes more apparent when further investigating personal accounts of 

those in the movement itself.   

 

  Looking at Marsh's narrative once again, this issue of differing 

Patriot priorities is present through his description of "pretend Patriots": 

                                                 
17 Andrew Bonthius, "The Patriot War of 1837-1838: Locofocoism with a Gun?" Labour52 

(Fall, 2003):  23-24,  http://www.jstor.org/stable/25149383. 
18Ibid, 31. 
19 Tiffany, The Relations of the United States, 64-65. 
20Bonthius, "Locofocoism," 31. 
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those who did not assist in the Battle of the Windmill because of what 

Marsh attributes to avarice and bribery. 21 Although not definitively 

representing economic self-interest at the expense of Upper Canadian 

liberty, "pretend Patriots" still described the Hunters’ Lodge as an 

organization which did not operate for the goal of Upper Canadian 

liberation. Instead, it operated to achieve the personal goals of those within 

the organization. Even fellow Americans became critical of the Patriots as 

a result of this changing approach to the movement. American general 

Winfield Scott initially supported the Upper Canada Rebellion but came to 

see "Patriots not as legitimate agents of American nationality but rather as 

a set of undisciplined fanatics endangering the nation's security."22 Far 

from being an isolated view, the concept of the  "pretend Patriot' perfectly 

coincides with culmination of the Patriot movement as a movement once 

desiring Upper Canadian liberty but which was overcome by personal 

desires that eventually became institutionalized. As such, investigating the 

Patriot movement’s values demonstrate how the movement started off 

supporting Upper Canadian freedom but eventually became corrupted 

through a focus on self-benefit. 

 

 Alongside the changing priorities and values that transformed the 

Patriot movement, an equally influential factor that modified the 

movement’s focus was a steadily decreasing Upper Canadian presence in 

the Patriot movement. Initially, it seems obvious that Mackenzie would 

possess a leadership role in the upcoming Patriot movement, as Gerald 

Craig argued, due to leading the Upper Canada Rebellion. More 

importantly in the post-rebellion context, Craig further argues that 

Mackenzie fit the ideological profile needed to attract Americans, as seen 

in his republican-influenced constitution for a liberated Upper Canada.23 

                                                 
21 Marsh, Seven Years, 24. 
22 Samuel Watson, "United States Army Officers Fight the 'Patriot War': Responses to 

Filibustering on the Canadian Border, 1837-1839," Journal of the Early Republic 18, no. 3 

(Autumn, 1998): 496-497, http://www.jstor.org/stable/3124675. 
23 Gerald M. Craig, Upper Canada: The Formative Years, 1784-1841 (Toronto: McClelland and 

Stewart Limited, 1963), 246-247. 
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Mackenzie thus took a major leadership role in the movement and was 

active early on in political and military matters, helping to organize 

supplies for the Patriot army while also proclaiming a free Canadian 

government on Navy Island.24 Ultimately, this influence would not last 

because acting as a precursor for the future, Mackenzie already saw 

decisions being made which he disagreed with, such as the occupation of 

Navy Island.25 Despite such issues, Mackenzie still possessed a major 

leadership role in the Patriot movement and so was able to act as a catalyst 

for ensuring that Upper Canadian interests were well represented in Patriot 

plans and policy. Nevertheless, Mackenzie and the prioritization of Upper 

Canadians within the movement would never return to the early level of 

prominence, with Americans quickly supplanting Upper Canadians and 

greatly contributing to the transition of the Patriot movement away from 

Upper Canadian liberty. 

 

  Like the impact on Patriot values mentioned earlier, the burning of 

the Caroline changed the balance of power in the Patriot movement, 

further minimizing the influence Upper Canadians possessed with regards 

to influencing Patriot goals. The burning of the Caroline resulted in the 

unintended consequence of a diminishing Upper Canadian presence in the 

organization because "the forces on Navy Island, hitherto made up largely 

of Canadian refugees, were rapidly increased by Americans to triple their 

number."26 Corresponding with this new power dynamic was the 

evacuation of Navy Island by the Patriots, a decision on which Mackenzie 

did not consult.27 Even worse for Mackenzie’s vision was a rejection of his 

plan on how to utilize Patriot troops by the movement’s leadership.Instead, 

the Patriot Movement favoured a plan which put Rensselaer Van 

Rensselaer, an American, in charge.28 This new dynamic would prove 

disastrous for liberating Upper Canada because while Mackenzie and his 

rebels helped ensure the Patriots were focused on Upper Canada, the influx 

                                                 
24 Tiffany, The Relations of the United States, 28-29. 
25 Gates, After the Rebellion, 28. 
26 Tiffany, The Relations of the United States, 42. 
27Guillet, The Lives and Times, 84. 
28 Gates, After the Rebellion, 28. 
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of Americans created a large group whose motivations were uncertain at 

best and counterproductive at worst. Gates perfectly sums up the emerging 

issue by rhetorically asking if “the Patriot War [was] to be managed by 

Canadians (i.e. Mackenzie) with the assistance of personally disinterested 

Americans, or was it to be taken over and run by Americans, some of 

whom regarded it as a chance to get in on the ground floor in Upper 

Canada in the event of success?"29 Unfortunately it would be the latter, and 

the increasingly small Upper Canadian presence would be forced to create 

alternative organizations to ensure continued dedication to achieving 

Upper Canadian freedom.  

  

Although Upper Canadians created new offshoots of the Patriot 

movement to ensure a continuous focus on Upper Canadian freedom, these 

new organizations simply served as reminders that the Patriot movement 

was transitioning away from the fight for Upper Canadian liberty. One of 

the more prominent Canadian organizations was known as the Canadian 

Refugee Relief Association. This association, whose leadership consisted 

of prominent Upper Canadian Patriots such as Mackenzie, was meant to 

facilitate and further lead Patriot action in order to achieve political 

independence for Upper Canada.30 Despite their intentions, this new 

association simply demonstrated the sheer effort now required in 

advancing their own independence.  No longer could Mackenzie depend on 

the Patriot movement to achieve his goals. Rather, he believed "the entire 

Patriot organization would have to be rebuilt and remodeled on entirely 

different lines if it were to accomplish the kind of revolution in Upper 

Canada for which he stood."31 If Upper Canadians were properly 

represented in the Patriot movement and were content with the 

organization's direction, then it seems unlikely that the creation of a 

predominantly Canadian group would be necessary. Unfortunately for 

Upper Canadians, these efforts would be for naught with the increasing 

importance of the Hunters’ Lodge in the wider Patriot movement.  

 

                                                 
29Ibid. 
30 Tiffany, The Relations of the United States, 57. 
31 Gates, After the Rebellion, 56. 
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 In the context of a diminishing Upper Canadian presence in the 

Patriot movement and the subsequent reduction of focus on liberating 

Upper Canada, the issue with the Hunters Lodge was that the organization 

engulfed almost all prominent rebel activity in Upper Canada and the 

United States and put it under American leadership.32  Mackenzie actually 

recognized the threat the Hunters’ Lodge posed to Upper Canadian liberty, 

believing it to exploit Canadian Patriots to advance personal benefit, not 

Upper Canadian liberty.33 In terms of the Hunters’ Lodge political goals 

and structure, Mackenzie’s concerns would be proven quicker than even he 

could have feared.   

  

It was the Hunters’ Lodge structure which would cause one of the 

larger issues for Upper Canadians. The Hunter's Lodge itself was not only 

an American phenomenon, with there being an estimated 81 lodges in 

Upper Canada.34 Even if this number was a contemporary exaggeration 

meant to increase the organization’s perceived strength, there were 

certainly most likely lodges in Upper Canada. Despite this presence, the 

Upper Canadian influence in the Hunters’ Lodge was once again minimal 

compared to Americans, with the primary lodges being found in Cleveland 

and Rochester. Having the Hunters’ Lodge leadership be predominantly 

American resulted in the same problem that had previously existed in the 

Patriot movement: policies being created which ignored Upper Canadian 

liberty. This issue was epitomized through the Hunters’ Lodges planned 

implementation of a new government in an independent Upper Canada. 

The desired government was based on republican values similar to what 

Mackenzie had originally wanted, but the lodge called for most prominent 

positions such as president to be filled by Americans, not Upper 

Canadians.35 As a result of the diminishing presence and influence of 

Upper Canadians, the Patriot movement further transitioned away from its 

initial desire to assist Upper Canadians achieve their liberty and was 

simply used as a tool to advance self-interests.  No longer was there a 

                                                 
32 McLaughlin, Raiders and Rebels, 59. 
33 Gates, After the Rebellion, 56. 
34Corey, American-Canadian Relations, 76. 
35 Tiffany, The Relations of the United States, 64. 
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figure like Mackenzie who could competently argue the Upper Canadian 

cause in the Patriot movement. Instead, the decreasing proportion of Upper 

Canadians ensured that the Patriot movement was unable to maintain the 

pursuit for liberty it once possessed. 

 

 In addition to the diminishing influence of Upper Canadians in the 

movement, changing Upper Canadian sentiment towards the movement 

also demonstrates how the Patriot movement stopped its pursuit of Upper 

Canadian liberty and strove for more personal benefits of members. Early 

in the Patriot movement, the perception of many (primarily Americans) 

was that Upper Canadians were extremely supportive of the Patriots and 

ready to rebel at any time.36 Patriots expected this to translate to support 

during attacks on Upper Canada. Marsh describes a conversation he had 

with Van Rensselaer on Navy Island, where he describes Van Rensselaer 

as saying,  "I knew many of them would join us as soon as possible ... its 

[sic] not us the inhabitants need fear."37 Though this rhetoric was 

optimistic, there was certainly sympathy for the Patriots in Upper Canada. 

For example, Marsh describes an Upper Canadian who assisted him and 

another Patriot cross the border to the United States to join with the Patriot 

movement when it first developed on Navy Island.38 At this point in the 

Patriot War, there were certainly reasons why Upper Canadians would be 

willing to offer support to, or at least be sympathetic to the Patriot cause. 

After all, this was an organization that wanted to pursue Mackenzie’s goal 

of liberty for Upper Canada, which existed in the context of decades of 

extreme patronage from the Upper Canadian ruling class, known as the 

Family Compact. Furthermore, the Upper Canada government was not 

particularly benevolent after the uprising, targeting suspected rebel 

supporters with violence and confiscation of property, despite minimal 

evidence to support these claims of disloyalty.39 Despite the supportive 

atmosphere that was initially present immediately following the Upper 

                                                 
36Corey, American-Canadian Relations, 19. 
37 Van Rensselaer quoted in Marsh, Seven Years, 14-15.  
38Ibid, 12. 
39Guillet, The Lives and Times, 57-59. 
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Canada Rebellion, Upper Canadian perceptions rapidly altered as they 

came to realize flagging Patriot dedication to their liberty. 

 

 As Patriot actions become less related to Upper Canadian liberty, 

the Upper Canadian population responded in kind with a noticeably more 

negative perception of Patriots. Although not necessarily representing the 

view of all Upper Canadians, this new perception became problematic 

enough for the Patriots to combat it. In his narrative written after returning 

from exile, Patriot Stephen Smith Wright emphasizes the purity of the 

Patriot cause, arguing that Patriots should not "be branded as foreign 

assassins, free-booters, pirates, brigands and bucaneers [sic], Yankee 

cutthroats, &c."40 While Wright wrote this to counter anti-Patriot 

sentiments after the movement had dissipated, the same type of 

proclamation was found from the Hunters’ Lodge during their incursions 

into Upper Canada. Guillet described a Patriot leader during the Battle of 

Windsor who sent a proclamation explaining to the people of Windsor that 

the Patriots were there as liberators, not as raiders.41 This eventual Upper 

Canadian sentiment towards the Patriot movement certainly did not 

suddenly develop without justification. In fact, early in the conflict there 

were already issues of Patriots losing Upper Canadian support because "on 

the Niagara frontier the initial enthusiasm for the Canadian rebels seems to 

have waned quite promptly owing to the lawlessness of [Thomas Jefferson] 

Sutherland's men."42 Such actions grew progressively worse as the Patriot 

War continued, arguably culminating in the destruction of the Sir Isaac 

Brock memorial by Benjamin Lett.43 With such acts coming from the 

                                                 
40 Caleb Lyon and Stephen Smith Wright, Narrative and Recollections of Van Dieman's Land 

During a Three Years' Captivity of Stephen S. Wright Together With An Account of the Battle of 

Prescott in Which He Was Taken Prisoner, His Imprisonment in Australia, His Terrible 

Sufferings in the British Penal Colony of Van Diemen's Land and Return to the United States: 

With A Copious Appendix Embracing Facts and Documents Relating to the Patriot War, Now 

First Given to the Public From the Original Notes and Papers of Mr. Wright and Other Sources 

(New York, J. Winchester, New World Press, 1844), iv, CIHM microfiche series, no. 21930, 

University of Ottawa Library.  
41Guillet, The Lives and Times, 144. 
42 Gates, After the Rebellion, 21. 
43 McLaughlin, Raiders and Rebels, 175. 
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Patriots, it is understandable that public sentiment in Upper Canada would 

have altered in such a way to perceive the Patriots as threats, not allies. 

Instead of being supportive of the Patriot movement as they were in the 

early years, Upper Canadians grew to understand the Patriot movement 

was no longer about them but instead prioritized alternate goals which 

included personal benefits fulfilled at the expense of Upper Canadians. 

 

 As the Patriot movement started to come under the auspices of 

more self-driven organizations such as the Hunters’ Lodge, Upper 

Canadians externalized their negative sentiments and treated the Patriots 

accordingly. This lack of support becomes apparent during the Battle of the 

Windmill and the Battle of Windsor, two major battles that occurred 

towards the end of the Patriot War and thus can account for the changing 

sentiments towards the Patriot movement. Instead of Upper Canadians 

rising up as the Patriots invaded Prescott, Snow writes instead that "not a 

Canadian met us on our arrival save a few who joined us in Michigan, and 

some of these turned traitor soon after."44 Marsh received an even more 

hostile welcome. Marsh, perhaps expecting the same support he received 

when fleeing Canada, instead described being chased through the woods 

by a Loyalist and his eventual capture by a family while he was looking to 

buy food.45 Wright's account takes the same general themes of surprise and 

disappointment over the lack of Upper Canadian support from the previous 

two primary sources and extends it to a larger societal setting by describing 

how he was being "buffetted [sic] and spit upon by the Prescott mob" after 

being captured.46All three of these accounts offer an insightful look into 

the reactions of Upper Canadians to later Patriot incursions into Upper 

Canada.  As such, studying the perception of Upper Canadians regarding 

the Patriot movement help demonstrate that the Patriots truly had changed 

from its original purpose of achieving Upper Canadian liberty and instead 

was dedicated to achieving its own desires. 

 

                                                 
44 Snow, The Exile's Return, 3. 
45 Marsh, Seven Years, 27-28. 
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 From looking at the development of the Patriot movement 

throughout the Patriot War, it becomes apparent that the movement's initial 

goal of advancing Upper Canadian independence quickly succumbed to the 

pursuit of personal interests within the movement. Even as the Patriot 

movement developed after Mackenzie's rebellion, other factors such as a 

desire for economic gain and anti-British sentiment simultaneously 

developed. While not a major issue initially, the sinking of the Caroline 

mobilized anti-British sentiments in American society, resulting in more 

Americans joining the Patriot movement eager to avenge the Caroline 

instead of working to achieve Upper Canadian freedom. While this 

transition was initially present through individual actions like the burning 

of the Sir Robert Peel seemingly to fulfill personal ambition, the Hunters' 

Lodge quickly crystallized this transition. Alongside this, the increasing 

minimization of Upper Canadians within the Patriot movement due to the 

addition of large amounts of American members dictated the movement 

would minimize calls to prioritize Upper Canadian liberty as once was the 

case and instead focus on fulfilling personal goals. Finally, the support 

offered to the Patriots by Upper Canadians at the onset of the Patriot War 

demonstrated that the Patriots' goal of Upper Canadian freedom was 

initially well received in Upper Canada as the movement still maintained 

its original purpose. As the Patriot movement started to focus more on 

advancing personal interests, Upper Canadian sentiment adjusted 

accordingly. As a result, later Hunters’ Lodge incursions into Upper 

Canada were met with a level of resistance that matched the perception of 

the Patriot's movement being a threat to Upper Canadians, not a friend. All 

of these aspects of the Patriot movement and its existence in the late 1830s 

demonstrate that even though the initial cause was meant to help Upper 

Canadians, the complexity of the times ensured that such a goal was not 

simply meant to be accomplished at that time. 
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Zachary espère obtenir une maîtrise en histoire avec une concentration sur 
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Under the Skin: X-rays, the Gaze and the Body in Late 

Nineteenth-Century America 
Adriana Wiszniewska 

 
The discovery of the X-ray in 1895 was not only an enormous achievement in science 

and medicine, but also had profound implications on how people saw and understood 

the world around them. In fact, the X-ray ignited the curiosity and imagination of 

individuals around the world, influencing the realms of science, medicine, art, and 

culture. Focusing on late nineteenth-century America, this essay examines the cultural 

and intellectual impact of X-ray imaging technology. Analyzing various visual and 

textual sources, the paper explores the visual culture of the X-ray, illuminating how X-

ray imaging shaped medical observation, popular culture, and the cultural meanings of 

death and embodiment. This essay argues that the X-ray helped disembody the body at 

a time when American society was increasingly looking inward toward the 

unconscious and the immaterial. By allowing people to see inside the living body, the 

X-ray destabilized traditional notions of vision and embodiment, thus helping to usher 

modernity into America.   

 
Wilhelm Conrad Roentgen discovered the X-ray in 1895, the same 

year the Lumière brothers produced one of the first motion pictures using 

their newly patented cinematograph. That these new forms of imaging 

technology coincided in the 1890s suggests the end of the nineteenth 

century was punctuated by a desire to see beyond the limits of the human 

eye. The “X” in X-ray initially signified the unknown origin of the 

invisible rays that could penetrate the surfaces of objects and make their 

interiors visible. That unknown quality gave the X-ray an air of possibility, 

the sense that its discovery could open up further exploration of the 

unknown world lurking beneath everyday sensory experience. In its early 

years, Americans used X-ray imaging in everything from science, 

medicine, and commerce to entertainment, spiritualism, and art. But the X-

ray’s most profound impact was its ability to see into the living body and 

render its inner structure—its skeleton—visually. This essay explores the 

cultural impact of the X-ray after its discovery in 1895, focusing on how it 

shaped visual perception and embodiment in the context of an increasingly 

modern America. I argue that by providing new ways of seeing and 
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understanding the body, the X-ray helped to dematerialize it, which was 

part of a broader movement towards interiority and subjective experience 

at the turn of the century.   

At a time of growing professionalization in medicine, the use of X-

rays to see inside the body signaled a powerful escalation of the medical 

gaze. The “medical gaze,” according to Michel Foucault, transformed the 

body into a site for objective clinical interrogation, wherein doctors 

observed “the tangible space of the body” for hidden signs of disease.1 The 

gaze observed diseases inscribed on the body, but in doing so dehumanized 

patients by dissociating their selves from their bodies in pursuit of 

objective knowledge. With its uncanny ability to penetrate the hidden 

interior of the body, the X-ray reified the medical gaze. By allowing 

doctors to see into the previously impermeable body of the patient, the X-

ray gave doctors unprecedented power to unveil and objectify the human 

body. One advertisement for X-ray examinations from 1896, for example, 

boasted that instead of  

blindly guessing at your disease the physician or surgeen [sic] can 

actually see [i]t. Under DOCTOR COOK’S X-RAY your body 

becomes transparent. Your bones, your circulation and the action 

of your internal organs are plainly seen by this eminent specialist. 

Hence he is able to get at the very bottom of your disease and to 

familiarize himself with its every detail.2  

By emphasizing sight as a means of uncovering the mystery of disease, this 

ad reflects, on the one hand, the diagnostic power of medicine and, on the 

                                                 
1 Michel Foucault, The Birth of the Clinic: An Archeology of Medical Perception, trans. A.M. 

Sheridan (London: Routledge, 1973), 122. 
2 “The X-ray Examinations,” The San Francisco Call (San Francisco), Nov. 24, 1896, 

http://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn85066387/1896-11-24/ed-1/seq-4/.  
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other, the doctor’s disproportionate power over the patient. The X-ray, as 

presented here, is almost an extension of the doctor himself. The casualty 

with which the ad describes the process of seeing into the body reflects the 

invasiveness of medical observation. The ad further notes that Doctor 

Cook “desires chronic, obstinate, deep-seated diseases upon which other 

physicians have experimented and failed.”3 The language of classification 

prioritizes the recognition of disease over its treatment by calling for 

disease to be interesting. Moreover, it reduces patients to their diseases, 

and thus their bodies. The X-ray therefore privileged the sight of doctors at 

the cost of reducing patients to medicalized bodies, strengthening the 

medical gaze.  

While the X-ray promised greater scientific objectivity, it also 

revealed that invisible forces were acting in the world in unknowable ways, 

which challenged the validity of empiricism. The X-ray not only surpassed 

human sight in its ability to see through matter, but the invisibility of the 

ray itself revealed the limits of human knowledge and perception. By 

rendering skin invisible and offering insight into the mystery of the human 

body, X-ray imaging evoked a sense of the unimaginable and the unseen. 

Hence, X-ray photography was sometimes associated with occultism and 

spiritualism, prompting the belief that X-rays could reveal hidden spirits or 

raise the dead. The pseudo-scientific mode of “transcendental 

photography” was even treated by some as a serious academic discipline.4 

The X-ray thus helped decentre the authority of traditional knowledge. As 

Lisa Cartwright affirms, X-ray imaging “ushered into the realm of science 

a disturbing technique of bodily representation long circulating in areas 

less invested than physics with epistemological authority—namely, 

                                                 
3 Ibid. 
4 Mary Warner Marien, Photography: A Cultural History, 4th ed. (Saddle River, NJ: Prentice 

Hall Inc., 2002), 218. 
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popular metaphysics and public entertainment.”5 The metaphysical quality 

of X-rays provoked both public fascination and scientific endeavor, 

bridging the gap between established scientific knowledge and popular 

entertainment. This shift reflects a broader turn toward immaterial and 

subjective forms of knowledge around the end of the nineteenth century. 

Despite representing an extension of the coercive, dehumanizing medical 

gaze, the X-ray challenged established knowledge and opened the way for 

new perceptions of reality. 

Although the X-ray symbolized the entrenchment of the medical 

gaze, it also drastically improved the diagnostic ability of physicians in the 

late nineteenth century when clinical objectivity dominated medical 

discourse. Unable to see inside the living body without causing harm, 

doctors were limited in the accuracy of diagnosis and treatment, 

particularly with respect to tuberculosis, cancer, bone fractures, 

dislocations, and the removal of foreign objects like bullets. The X-ray 

provided a seemingly objective view of the body’s interior, which was 

invaluable to medical diagnosis and especially surgery. As physician 

Charles L. Leonard insisted in 1897, the value of X-ray imaging for 

diagnosis was in “its power to form real images, to make tangible shadows 

where only mental pictures were before possible,” therefore eliminating 

“the personal equation of the observer from the resulting diagnosis.”6 

Leonard’s assertion that the X-ray removed human error from diagnosis is 

idealistic, implying that the “personal equation” can be removed entirely 

from medical observation. Observation, however, is inherently limited by 

the subjective perspectives of individuals. Yet, Leonard’s statement 

suggests that the X-ray could somehow detach the medical gaze from its 

                                                 
5 Lisa Cartwright, Screening the Body: Tracing Medicine’s Visual Culture (Minneapolis: 

University of Minnesota Press, 1995), 113.     
6 Charles L. Leonard, “The Application of the Roentgen Rays to Medical Diagnosis,” Journal of 

the American Medical Association 29 (1897): 1157, doi: 10.1001/jama.1897.02440490023001k. 
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institutional and personal contexts. The discourse of objectivity 

surrounding the X-ray even extended beyond the medical community, with 

jokes about its epistemic virtue appearing in the humour section of Vogue 

magazine (Figure 1). But the appearance of objectivity where it 

fundamentally cannot exist is simply another aspect of the medical gaze, 

which presents itself as objective despite its entrenchment in institutional 

ideology. Although X-ray imaging improved diagnosis, medical treatment, 

and knowledge about the body’s internal function, its power ultimately 

rested on its ability to materialize in photographs what was previously only 

available to imagination and speculation. 

 

Figure 1. A joke about X-rays featured in Vogue magazine  

Source: “Humor: That name won’t do,” Vogue 8, no. 2 (1896): 21. 

The possibilities represented by the X-ray took hold of the 

collective imagination at the end of the nineteenth century, prompting 

various forms of experimentation and cultural expression that extended 

beyond science and medicine. Simone Natale argues that prior to World 

War I, when its application for finding bullets in the body became 

invaluable, the X-ray was more of a popular visual attraction, which 

challenged the boundaries of visibility through public exhibition and a 
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“culture of technological display.”7 While Natale underestimates just how 

valuable X-ray technology was to medicine in the decades before WWI, he 

is right to link the mass cultural fascination it inspired to its status as a 

visual medium. By providing visual access to previously invisible spaces 

like the body, X-ray photography promised an expansion of human vision 

that was irresistible to public experimentation. Hence, the common 

practice of using X-rays to see into everyday objects and animals (Figure 

2). The emphasis on sight—both the new sight made possible by X-rays 

and the visual medium through which X-ray phenomena were 

represented—meant that the X-ray was easily adapted into a form of 

spectacle in popular culture. Within a year of Roentgen’s discovery in 

1895, over a thousand articles and fifty books on X-rays had been 

published, as well as countless cartoons, jokes, and poems.8 Curiosity was 

so widespread that general interest books like Edward Trevert’s Something 

about X-rays for Everybody (1896) started being published for those 

outside of medical disciplines.9 Trevert’s title alone attests to the universal 

fascination and experimentation prompted by the X-ray.  

                                                 
7 Simone Natale, “The Invisible Made Visible: X-rays as Attraction and Visual Medium at the 

End of the Nineteenth Century,” Media History 17, no. 4 (2011): 347-48. doi: 

10.1080/13688804.2011.602856.   
8 Otto Glasser, “Wilhelm Conrad Röntgen and the Discovery of the Roentgen Rays,” in The 

Science of Radiology, edited by Glasser (Springfield, IL: C.C. Thomas, 1933), 8. 
9 Edward Trevert, preface to Something about X-rays for Everybody (Lynn, MA: Bubier 

Publishing Company, 1896), i.  
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Figure 2. X-ray photographs of various objects, including nails, a fish, and a foot in a 

boot. Photographs from William Morton’s The X-Ray, figs. 53, 51, 73, 60, 63, 68. 

Source: [Six x-ray photographs of various objects], photograph, Bethesda, MD: U.S. 

National Library of Medicine, National Institutes of Health, Health & Human 

Services, [2010], http://resource.nlm.nih.gov/101598119.  

One reason for the X-ray’s proliferation within popular culture was 

its association with photography. Even after Thomas Edison invented the 

handheld fluoroscope in 1896 and before the professionalization of 

radiology, the X-ray was consistently associated with photography.10 One 

1896 news article even referred to the late nineteenth century as the 

“Photographic Age,” positing that “widespread knowledge of photography 

is, in a large degree, responsible for the universal interest and curiosity 

                                                 
10 Marien, Photography, 218. 
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concerning the X ray.”11 Bettyann Kevles argues that the X-ray “destroyed 

not only faith in the judgement of the naked eye, but also faith in the total 

veracity of the photograph as a recorder of truth.”12 Debates about the 

nature and purpose of photography, however, had been going on since the 

mid-nineteenth century. Photography gave the impression that it could fix 

reality in time so it could be examined with greater detail and clarity than 

the human eye. But as early as 1850, artists and critics also recognized 

photography’s ability to distort reality, considering it not an unquestionable 

representation of real life, but an art form that could evoke the imaginative, 

the immaterial, and the invisible.13 Despite being held up as an objective 

form of scientific vision, the X-ray was subject to the same limitations as 

photography. Physician Edward A. Tracy, for instance, raised concerns 

about the use of X-ray photographs as evidence in medical-legal cases, 

noting that “[i]n all X-ray pictures there is distortion” and making clear 

that X-ray imaging could be “fallacious and misleading” depending on 

how the photographs were taken.14 This reflects the problem with 

photography in general—namely, that it always involves a process of 

selection, making it subject to personal bias and interference. Indeed, 

photographs are cultural artifacts heavily determined by subjective and 

social conditions.15 Situated between medical discourse and culture, X-ray 

                                                 
11 “Looking into the Unseen: The X Ray Experiments Rapidly Reaching Perfection,” The 

Record-Union (Sacramento), Oct. 25, 1896, 

http://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn82015104/1896-10-25/ed-1/seq-6/. 
12 Bettyann Holtzmann Kevles, Naked to the Bone: Medical Imaging in the Twentieth Century 

(New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1997), 136. 
13 Shawn Michelle Smith, At the Edge of Sight: Photography and the Unseen (Durham: Duke 

University Press, 2013), 41-42. See especially the photography of F. Holland Day and other 

examples of pictorialism, which dominated the late nineteenth century. 
14 Edward A. Tracy, “The Fallacies of X-Ray Pictures,” Journal of the American Medical 

Association 29 (1897): 949. 
15 Marita Sturken and Lisa Cartwright, Practices of Looking: An Introduction to Visual Culture 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), 280. Or, as Susan Sontag puts it in Regarding the 

Pain of Others: “to photograph is to frame, and to frame is to exclude” (46). 
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photography complicated the boundary between science and art, 

representing a new kind of aesthetic that was available to everyone. 

In addition to affecting notions of vision and perception, the image 

of the X-rayed body changed how people understood and experienced their 

own bodies. For many people, seeing an X-ray photograph was their first 

encounter with the inside of their bodies. If you were not a surgeon, access 

to the body was mostly limited to its surface. Thus, seeing the body 

stripped to its bones was an unparalleled experience at the end of the 

nineteenth century. The X-ray presented an unobstructed view of 

something both inherently personal and previously inaccessible. Hence, the 

experience of looking at X-ray images of one’s own body was fraught with 

fascination and discovery: “The operator will probably never forget the 

time when first he sees the bones of his own skeleton coming into view 

before his eyes.”16 X-ray images profoundly affected embodiment—that is, 

one’s sense of having a body—because these images presented the 

ostensibly familiar body in an unfamiliar way. This uncanny sensation was 

exhilarating but also unsettling. If the body could so easily become 

unrecognizable, if its interior could be made exterior, then the very notion 

of unity between body and self was threatened. This defamiliarization 

recalls the power of the gaze, except that in the X-ray’s complication of the 

boundaries between interior and exterior, the individual became both 

observer and observed. The X-ray thus destabilized embodied identity, 

which allowed for greater possessive individualism, wherein the body was 

something one had rather than something one was.  

In addition to changing how people viewed and experienced their 

own bodies, the unveiling vision of X-rays had potentially disturbing 

implications for the social order. In the sweep of public attention paid to 

                                                 
16 William J. Morton, The X-ray: or, Photography of the Invisible and its Value in Surgery 

(New York: American Technical Book Co., 1896), 135, http://hdl.handle.net/2027/hvd.hn3j9u. 
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the X-ray following its discovery, some were outraged by the potentially 

immoral possibilities it represented, expressing fear and even disgust at the 

thought of seeing X-rayed bodies: “The consequence appears to be that 

you can see other people’s bones with the naked eye. . . . On the revolting 

indecency of this there is no need to dwell.”17 This editorial notably refers 

to seeing “other people’s bones,” suggesting that the horror of the X-ray 

was not merely the disorientation of seeing inside one’s own body, but the 

invasiveness of peering into the most intimate and private space of another 

person. In fact, X-rays were often conflated with the perverse ability to see 

through both clothing and skin, both of which were markers of cultural and 

social meaning.18 For example, an image from 1896 illustrates the 

provocative nature of the full-body X-ray by juxtaposing the clothed 

female form with its unveiled X-rayed equivalent (Figure 3). By staging 

the woman facing away from the gaze and then contrasting that image with 

the exposed image of her skeleton, the photograph frames the woman’s 

body in a sexually suggestive, voyeuristic manner. For some, the 

provocative capability of the X-ray was cause for moral concern, but for 

others it offered an exciting potential for countercultural expression. Thus, 

the X-ray not only challenged individual embodiment, but also threatened 

the stability of social meaning and cultural mores.  

                                                 
17 Quoted without date in Glasser, “Discovery of the Roentgen Rays,” 8. 
18 Cartwright, Screening the Body, 119. 
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Figure 3. Photo of a woman’s body, fully clothed on the left and fully exposed under 

X-ray on the right.  

Source: “X-Ray Photo,” photograph, 1896, Library of Congress Prints and 

Photographs Division, http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2006685434/. 

The image of the X-rayed body was also controversial because it 

undeniably inscribed death and decay onto the still-living body without the 

actual violence involved in death, dissection, or vivisection. In a sense, 

seeing the X-rayed body was akin to seeing one’s own death. It acted as a 

reminder of death’s inevitability and perhaps even foreshadowed the 

danger of X-rays, which only later became apparent, as rates of cancer and 

radiation burns from X-ray use increased.19 The iconic skeletal imprint of 

X-ray photographs evoked the Grim Reaper, a personification of death, as 

represented in a cartoon from 1896 (Figure 4). The incongruity of the 

smiling farmer, ironically asked to “look pleasant,” and the resulting 

photograph of a skeleton reflects cultural anxieties about death prevalent in 

the late nineteenth century. On the other hand, the X-ray saved many lives, 

                                                 
19 Kevles, Naked to the Bone, 38. 



Clio 2016-2017 

 

188 

 

despite its potential dangers and deathly aesthetic. X-ray technology, for 

instance, was indispensable for removing bullets during World War I.20 

Hence, some images foregrounded the X-ray’s ability to stave off death. 

Indeed, one print from the early twentieth century depicts a doctor 

heroically repelling a personified figure of death away from a patient by 

using X-rays (Figure 5). In any case, the X-ray’s connection to death was 

part of its appeal in a culture frequently concerned with both the meaning 

of death and its manifestation in the body. 

 

Figure 4. Cartoon showing X-ray photo being taken of a farmer, resulting in a black 

and white grinning skeleton. Caption: “Look pleasant, please.” 

Source: “The New Roentgen Photography,” illustration, Life 27 (1896): 155, Library 

of Congress Prints and Photographs Division, 

http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2007680190/. 

                                                 
20 Ibid, 54. 
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Figure 5. Print showing a physician using X-rays to repel the personified figure of 

Death as it approaches an operating table.  

Source: Ivo Saliger, artist, “The Physician of the X-rays,” etching, [between 1920 and 

1940], Library of Congress, http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2006677457/. 

While the image of the full-body skeleton was often associated 

with death, early X-ray photographs most often focused on the hand, 

epitomizing the X-ray’s relation to the body. Hands were particularly 

popular subjects for X-ray imaging in the year after the X-ray’s discovery, 

even becoming something of a fetish object associated with women.21 

William Morton, in his 1896 book on the X-ray, assumed readers would 

naturally attempt to X-ray their own hands, since the “human hand is so 

frequently an object of exposure and is so easily taken.”22 The excessive 

focus on the hand in photographs was perhaps due to the hand’s 

                                                 
21 Kevles, Naked to the Bone, 35; Cartwright, Screening the Body, 115. 
22 Morton, The X-ray, 121.  
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accessibility. But people seemed fascinated with seeing their own hands 

through X-ray images or fluoroscopes. Skeletal hands even appeared often 

on the covers of X-ray books.23 The skeletal hand was thus a potential 

symbol of the X-ray itself, beginning with Roentgen’s initial report, which 

was accompanied by an X-ray photograph of his wife Bertha’s bejeweled 

hand (Figure 6). The hand was not just an easily accessible body part; it 

was and is freighted with social weight and meaning. Hands are both 

intimate and public, and perhaps—aside from the eyes and mouth—the 

most immediate way we communicate with other people. Where words 

fail, hands can gesture to convey meaning. Hands can be symbols of 

strength, friendship, and unity, but also of power, control, and obscenity. 

Seeing the inside of such a universal yet personal body part represented the 

power and possibility of the X-ray. The contested meanings and utility of 

the hand are perhaps the most fitting representation of the profound and 

varied impact the X-ray had on American culture at the end of the 

nineteenth century.  

                                                 
23 See, for instance, Morton’s The X-ray, August Dittmar’s Prof. Röntgen’s “X” Rays and Their 

Application in the New Photography (1896), or Frank Thornton Addyman’s Practical X Ray 

Work (1901), all of which foregrounded X-rays of the hand. 
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Figure 6. The first X-ray photograph, taken by Wilhelm Roentgen of his wife Bertha’s 

hand. 

Source: Originally published in W.C. Röntgen, “On a New Kind of Rays,” Science 3, 

no. 59 (1896): 231. 

The X-ray was not just a medical innovation. The images of the 

body it produced were unprecedented, offering people a look inside the 

body that could be tangibly produced in photographic images. The power 

of the technology was in some ways an advancement of the medical gaze 

and of the discourse of scientific objectivity. But in revealing the hidden, 

the invisible, and the intangible, X-ray imaging challenged traditional 

notions of empiricism by calling into question the validity of visual 

knowledge and perception. Moreover, the images produced by X-rays had 

a profound impact on how Americans experienced and understood their 

own bodies. In representing the inside of the body, X-ray photographs 

helped to dematerialize the body by turning it inside out, thus making it 

unfamiliar. The X-ray’s ability to unveil fueled imagination, popular 

culture, and art, as well as destabilizing social norms that were inscribed on 

the body. Situated at the end of the nineteenth century, the X-ray had a 
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profound impact on how people perceived and experienced their bodies, 

right as American society and culture began turning towards a modern 

embrace of the immaterial and unknowable.  
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