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When Britain declared war on Germany in 1914, it did so on behalf of itself and 
its empire. As a British dominion whose foreign policy was controlled by the 
British, Canada entered the First World War as a result of this declaration. 
However, there was little opposition within Canada to joining the conflict. On 18 
August 1914, parliament agreed to an initial overseas force of 25,000, funded by 
an appropriation of $50 million. As we have seen, the USA remained neutral in 
1914. Canada was equally distant from any war zone. However, it was bound by 
such close ties with Britain that its entry into the war was a formality.

This section will look at the changing relationship between Canada, Britain 
and the USA, during which Canada had often seen Britain as a protector 
against US influence. While efforts were being made to loosen the bonds, 
Canada was still far more influenced by Britain than the USA in 1914 and 
the focus of its foreign policy was towards Britain, rather than the USA. 
Attempts to move closer to the USA, through trade agreements for example, 
were defeated in parliament.

Dominion Semi-
independent country within 
the British empire.

Appropriation Monies 
allocated for a particular 
purpose.

This chapter examines Canada’s involvement in the First World War and its impact. It 
considers the relationship between Canada, Britain and the USA in the years leading 
up to the conflict before moving on to look at the effects of the war on Canada itself, 
for example, on political developments and the economy. After considering the impact 
during the actual period of the war, it goes on to consider longer-term issues. The 
war’s impact on Canada is contentious and the chapter concludes by examining the 
historical debate surrounding this.

You need to consider the following questions throughout this chapter:

J How far did the relationship between Canada, Britain and the USA change in the years 
1896–1914?

J What was the impact of Canada’s involvement in the First World War?
J How significant was the longer-term impact of the war on Canada?
J How far do historians agree that involvement in the First World War saw the creation 

of a Canadian nationhood and identity?

Canada and the First World War: 
participation and impact

Chapter 5 

Canada, Britain and the USA

Key question: How far did the relationship between Canada, Britain 
and the USA change in the years 1896–1914?
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Canada’s political status
Canada was governed according to the British North America Act, which had 
granted it dominion status in 1867. The intention had been to create a strong 
central government based in Ottawa with national responsibilities such as 
oversight of the economy and weaker provincial authorities tasked with more 
localized issues. In effect, however, the provinces rigorously defended their 
own powers, such as responsibilities for the health and welfare of their citizens 
and the federal authorities were limited in what actions they could take when 
faced with national issues. Also, ultimate authority as to the division of powers 
lay with the Privy Council in Britain. If, therefore, Canadians wished to 
change their Constitution they had to appeal to the British Government. In 
addition, there was an annual Imperial Conference in which matters 
appertaining to the British empire, its colonies and dominions were discussed.

Canadian governance was complicated by the fact that it was divided into 
English- and French-speaking areas. The inhabitants of the latter were largely 
descendants of settlers to the original French colonies in Canada, located mainly 
in the south-eastern province of Quebec. Often tensions would arise between 
the different groups in Quebec and sometimes there would be nationalist 
movements seeking at least partial independence from the Canadian Federation.

Canadian foreign policy, 1896–1911
As the nineteenth century developed, there was an increasing tension 
between the desire of many Canadians for more autonomy from Britain and 
the recognition that Britain had protected Canada from the encroachment 
of the USA. Many Canadians feared the concept of Manifest Destiny (see 
page 22). If the USA was extending its influence across the Pacific and in 
Latin America, then why not also into Canada itself? When Britain argued 
with the USA, as, for example, over Venezuela in 1895 (see page 28), there 
was always the fear that Canada would be vulnerable to US attack in the 
event of war. A tension in policy can, of course, be discerned here. While 
Canada felt vulnerable in that it might be drawn into Britain’s disputes with 
the USA, it also saw Britain as a protector against US influence.

Clearly, too, this relationship with Britain had to be balanced with the 
recognition that Canada could not develop as a nation unless the ties with 
Britain were loosened. The problem was compounded by the existence of 
recent British emigrants who still felt very close ties to Britain, were proud 
of their heritage and felt it was the duty of Canada to support Britain in any 
disputes. These people supported the British empire and British imperial 
development. Critics argued they were British first and Canadians second, and 
their influence thwarted Canada’s development as an independent nation.

Wilfrid Laurier
In 1896 the leader of the Liberal Party, Wilfrid Laurier, became Prime 
Minister. He distrusted British imperialism. While he accepted a knighthood 

What was the legal 
relationship between 
Canada and Britain?

Provinces Different political 
regions, for example, 
Quebec and Ontario in 
Canada.

Federal Central as opposed 
to provincial governments.

Privy Council Council 
made up of members of the 
British Government and 
charged with interpreting 
matters of government such 
as which body holds which 
responsibilities.

How far did Canada 
follow British foreign 
policy?

Liberal Party The political 
party less inclined to support 
Britain and more assertive of 
Canadian independence of 
action; particularly 
sympathetic to the aspirations 
of French Canadians.



141

Chapter 5: Canada and the First World War: participation and impact

in 1897 when in London for Queen Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee, he 
nevertheless rejected a proposal to set up a permanent Imperial Council with 
powers to regulate tariffs within the empire and effect closer military ties. He 
also negated any notion that Canada should contribute towards the cost of 
Britain’s defence of its empire. Laurier sought Canada’s right to independent 
action. If Canada were to support Britain it would be because Canada 
believed Britain’s cause was just, not because Britain forced it to.

SourCe A 

An extract from Wilfrid Laurier, defining Canada’s status in 1900 during 
debates on whether it should join the Boer war, quoted in ‘en route to 
Flanders Fields: The Canadians During The Great War’, by Diane 
Beaupre in London Journal of Canadian Studies, 23: 2007 and 2008.

I claim for Canada this, that in the future Canada shall be at liberty to act or not 
to act, to interfere or not to interfere, to do just as she pleases and that she 
reserves the right to judge whether or not there is cause for her to act.

To this end:

● Canada did not formally support Britain during the Boer War, although 
Laurier agreed to the recruitment of 2000 volunteers who went to 
fight in two separate contingents. This angered the anti-imperialists, 
who feared a precedent had been set that Canada would fight in 
British wars.

● In 1904 Laurier dismissed the British head of the Canadian armed forces, 
asserting that in future such a post should be filled by a Canadian. Even 
this was contentious. Canadian troops cheered the departing British 
Commander when he said, ‘Men of Canada, keep both hands on the 
Union Jack.’

Dispute over the Alaskan–Canadian border
The issues came to a head during the dispute over the border between the 
far north-western US territory of Alaska and Canada. During the Gold Rush 
to the Yukon region in Alaska in the closing years of the nineteenth century, 
the only accessible route crossed the Lynn Canal, a territory disputed 
between the USA and Canada. At stake was the control of the supply route 
to the gold fields. If the two key ports of Dyea and Skagway at the head of 
the canal were Alaskan, the merchants of the US port of Seattle would 
benefit because Alaska was part of the USA. If the two key ports were 
Canadian, then the merchants of the Canadian port of Vancouver would 
benefit. Britain, as the colonial power, accepted that the dispute should be 
submitted to a six-person judicial tribunal, with three US delegates, one 
British and two Canadians, which met in the early years of the new century. 
The tribunal annoyed the Canadians for two main reasons:

● They felt that the British could have gained concessions over this issue 
from the USA as a result of their having given up any treaty rights to the 
Panama Canal (see page 68).

What can be inferred 
from Source A about 
Canada’s rights as a 
nation?

Contingents Groups of 
troops sent to fight.

Anti-imperialists 
Canadians who were 
opposed to close ties with 
Britain as the imperial power.

Gold rush Migration of 
people to an area to find gold 
and become rich after initial 
discoveries there, in this case 
the Gold Rush in the Yukon, 
Alaska.
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● US President Roosevelt insisted he would only accept a favourable verdict. 
He sent US marines to Alaska and threatened Canada with war unless the 
US case was vindicated.

SourCe B 

Map of Lynn Canal, Skagway and Vancouver.
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Indeed, a favourable verdict was what Roosevelt received with the British 
member of the Judicial Tribunal Commission, Lord Alverstone, voting with 
the US. While this confirmed many Canadians in their distrust of the USA, 
they also felt betrayed by Britain, who appeared to give in to the US and 
betray Canadian interests without much of a fight. However, the British 
Governor General, Lord Minto, said that if Canada wanted to conduct its 
own foreign policy it would have to be prepared to fight to enforce it. 
Canadian leaders realized they would have little chance of success in any 
armed conflict with the USA.

Canadian navy
At the 1909 Imperial Conference, Britain returned to the idea of a unified 
imperial military force, this time an imperial naval command. Canada 
rejected the idea but assured Britain that an independent Canadian navy 
would help in any crisis. In 1910 Laurier passed the Naval Service Act, which 
effectively created an independent Canadian navy albeit with only two 
cruisers. The Conservatives, led by Robert Borden, supported the 
maintenance of military ties with Britain and attacked this policy by saying 
Canada’s navy would remain too small to have any impact. Borden famously 

How far does the map insert 
in Source B illustrate the 
border dispute between 
Canada and the USA over 
the supply route to the gold 
fields of Alaska?

Governor General The 
chief representative of the 
British Government in the 
dominions. His precise role 
was disputed until defined by 
the Balfour Report of 1926 
(see page 164).

Conservatives Canadian 
political party favouring the 
maintenance of ties with 
Britain.
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referred to it as a ‘tin pot navy’ and felt it would be better to help the British 
Government fund naval expansion in the face of the threat from German 
naval expansion. This issue became part of the federal electoral campaign of 
1911, which the Conservatives won (see pages 144–145). 

Reciprocity agreement with the USA
Laurier was given notice of the growing unpopularity of his government by 
the defeat of the Liberal candidate in a previously safe seat in the province 
of Quebec, a Liberal stronghold, in November 1910. Meanwhile, 1000 
protestors from the Canadian Council of Agriculture demanded a reduction 
in tariffs which they argued stifled their ability to sell their produce abroad. 
Many farmers spoke of a golden age in the mid-nineteenth century when 
reciprocal tariffs with the USA had brought prosperity.

Laurier hoped a reciprocity agreement would win him the support of 
western farmers. The USA supported the idea as it increasingly imported 
Canadian raw materials. A reciprocity treaty was drawn up calling for free 
trade in natural products and some manufactured goods, such as farm 
machinery, and lower duties elsewhere.

Opposition
Many businesses opposed the treaty. Sir Edmund Walker, president of the 
Canadian Bank of Commerce, led the attack because, he argued, it placed US 
interests ahead of those of Britain. Canada should focus on trade with Britain 
and the empire rather than the USA. Others feared the precedent and saw 
an end to protection, which they felt they needed for Canada to survive in 
the face of the economic wealth and structures of the USA:

● Canadian business feared it could not compete with unprotected goods 
from the USA.

● Fruit growers in British Columbia also feared competition from the USA.
● Railways workers in Canada’s already imperilled railway system feared job 

losses as the axis of trade was altered. The main routes from west to east 
across the prairies to the ports of eastern Canada, which facilitated trade 
with Britain and Europe, would be reduced and those mainly from the 
north to the south would be increased as Canadian and US goods were 
exchanged.

● The Premier of Manitoba, Tobias Crawford Norris, feared the American 
Midwest would become the centre of the North American wheat industry 
and Canada would lose its control of markets.

Ultimately many Canadians feared the influence and motives of the USA, 
and feared closer ties could see the absorption of Canada into its southern 
neighbour. They heard with trepidation the speech of the Speaker of the 
House of Representatives, James Beauchamp ‘Champ’ Clark, during the US 
debates on the reciprocity treaty, in which he looked forward to the day 
when ‘the American flag will float over every square foot of the British North 
American possessions, clear to the North Pole’, adding, ‘I do not have any 

Safe seat A parliamentary 
seat a political party expects 
to win.

Natural products Goods 
such as raw materials that 
aren’t manufactured.

Protection Tariffs to defend 
domestic production against 
imported goods.

Speaker of the House of 
representatives The 
person controlling the 
debates in the US House of 
Representatives.
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doubt whatever that the day is not far distant when Great Britain will see all 
her North American possessions become part of this republic.’

Defeat of reciprocity
Reciprocity was defeated because the Conservatives who opposed it won the 
1911 election. In that election, a major Conservative slogan had been, ‘No 
truck with the Yankees.’ One Toronto student newspaper even argued its 
rejection would be an opportunity to ‘wipe the eye’ of the USA. 

Inevitably, the issue of reciprocity became entangled with that of the navy 
and focused on whether Canada should maintain close ties with Britain or 
show more autonomy through reciprocity agreements with the USA. These 
issues dominated the 1911 federal election, and at its heart was the debate 
about Canada’s relationship with Britain.

The 1911 election 
The 1911 election saw an unprecedented alliance between the Conservatives, 
who traditionally sought close relations with Britain, and French Canadians, 
who did not. It would appear that the latter hoped they could hold the 
balance of power in a minority government. Their support would just about 
help the Conservatives to win narrowly, with a very powerful Liberal 
opposition. Some Liberals meanwhile, led by Clifford Sifton, had left the 
party to fight against reciprocity.

SourCe C 

An extract from an article from Le Devoir by Henri Bourassa, quoted in 
The Penguin History of Canada by K. NcNaught, published by Penguin, 
1988, page 210.

A mutual regard for racial sympathies on both sides, and a proper discharge of 
our exclusive duty to this land of ours, such is the only ground upon which it is 
possible for us to meet so as to work out our national problems … We do not 
hope that our English speaking fellow countrymen should help us to draw closer 
to France; but on the other hand, they have no right to take advantage of their 
overwhelming majority to infringe on the treaty of alliance, and induce us to 
assume, however freely and spontaneously, additional burdens in defence of 
Great Britain.

Henri Bourassa was an influential spokesman for French Canadians through 
his newspaper Le Devoir. It favoured fewer ties with Britain and attacked 
English-speaking Canadian institutions, which it felt discriminated against 
the French.

Aims of the Conservatives and French Canadians
According to historian Desmond Morton, Robert Borden’s ideal was to see 
Canada as one of the leaders of a British imperial federation dominated by 
Britain and the white dominions of its empire. Clearly, this severely 
disagreed with the aspirations of French Canadians.

What was the impact 
of the 1911 election?

Rewrite Source C in your 
own words. What is Bourassa 
saying?

‘Wipe the eye’ A phrase 
referring to an attack on 
someone or, in this example, 
a country, i.e. the USA.

Minority government 
A government in which no 
one party has overall control.

Imperial federation 
Formal ties between the 
dominions and colonies of 
the British empire; almost 
like one giant federal state.
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Nevertheless, many French Canadians supported the Conservatives because 
they disagreed with Laurier’s policies that reflected his desire for closer ties 
with the USA through trade, but also perceived that he was too close to 
Britain. A minority government would be stymied, unable to pass any 
legislation without their support and forced to lessen ties with Britain while 
having to recognize and respond to their interests. 

Laurier, meanwhile, couldn’t win. English-speaking Canadians felt he had 
betrayed Britain by his naval policy and were very wary of a trade reciprocity 
policy with the USA, while French speakers argued he was a tool of Britain. 
Laurier said, ‘I am branded in Quebec a traitor to the French and in Ontario 
as a traitor to the English … I am neither. I am a Canadian.’ In the event, the 
1911 election saw a victory for the Conservatives, winning 134 seats to the 
Liberals’ 87.

SuMMAry DIAGrAM
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Canada’s involvement in the First World War had a huge impact both within 
the country in terms of economic and social factors and on its development 
as a nation. Some have even gone so far as to say that the war helped create 
Canada as a nation. This section will examine both the impact of the war on 
Canada at the time and the longer-term effect on Canadian national identity.

Initial responses
There was a wholehearted patriotic response both from English- and 
French-speaking Canadians to Britain’s declaration of war on Germany on 4 
August 1914 – Britain and France were allied against a common foe. Borden 
relied on 200 local militias to recruit volunteers. By 4 September 32,000 had 
answered the call; the majority of these were British Canadians, only one-
third of whom had actually been born in Canada. There were insufficient 
resources to house or train these initial numbers – a huge training camp at 
Valcartier near Quebec City was still under construction – so it was decided 
to send thousands of them directly to Britain to be trained. Many worried 
they would miss the fighting; they expected the war to be over by Christmas.

The impact of war on Canada
As the war developed into the terrible attrition of the trenches, lasting for 
four years, it had a long-lasting impact on Canada, leading to:

● greater political and military autonomy from Britain 
● resentment and divisions caused by conscription 
● economic progress
● social developments
● civil liberties.

We will consider each of these in turn in this section.

Greater political and military autonomy
Canadian soldiers had joined the British army as imperial troops and were 
under British military command. Borden visited Canadian troops in Europe 
in 1915 and was appalled both by the level of care for the wounded and the 
apparent incompetence of Imperial High Command. Half of the original 
draft of volunteers had been killed, wounded or captured at the Second 
Battle of Ypres in 1915, where many had been forced to discard their 

How did Canada 
respond to the 
outbreak of war?

Militias Groups of local 
part-time soldiers.

Attrition Destructive, 
exhausting conditions.

Imperial High Command 
Those controlling British 
military strategy.

What were the 
long-term effects of 
the war on Canada?

To what extent did 
Canada achieve more 
autonomy in decision-
making?

The nature of Canada’s 
participation in the First World 
War

Key question: What was the impact of Canada’s involvement in the 
First World War?

2



147

Chapter 5: Canada and the First World War: participation and impact

Canadian-made Ross rifles, which were of limited use in trench conditions. 
Borden was further incensed by the fact that most British ministers spent 
much of August 1915 away from their desks grouse shooting, and he 
determined that the Canadian authorities should have more say in military 
strategy and the deployment of Canadian troops. Canadian soldiers, 
meanwhile, were suffering unimaginable horrors in the trenches and yet 
many acted with incredible fortitude, as Source D shows.

SourCe D 

An extract from a letter from Frederick Joseph Bird, 1st Canadian 
battalion, to his sister-in-law, Lallie, dated 15 September 1916 (found 
at www.pastvoices.com/canada/fbird19161509.shtml).

Frederick Joseph Bird  
No. 401306 
1st. Batt. Canadians  

Hut 11, Frensham Military Hosp., 
Nr. Farnham, Surrey, 
England 
September 15, 1916 
 
Dear Lallie:- 
 
You will see by the above address that I am back again in England and in 
hospital. But am thankful to say I have no open wounds. Just a severely 
sprained back and my nerves are badly shaken up. I was buried in the 
trenches, and you may be sure I thought my last moment had come. My 
chum next to me was killed – instantly killed. Something seemed to tell me 
the day before that I was going to get it. 

Borden’s anger at the sacrifice made by Canadian soldiers and the seeming 
indifference of the British High Command can be judged by Source E.

SourCe e 

An extract from a letter from Sir robert Borden to the Canadian Acting 
High Commissioner in London on 4 January 1916, quoted in Canada: 
A Political and Social History by e. McInnis, published by Holt, reinhart 
and Winston, 1982, page 490.

It can hardly be expected that we shall put 400,000 or 500,000 men in the field 
and willingly accept the position of having no more voice and receiving no more 
consideration than if we were toy automata.

In December 1916 David Lloyd George replaced Herbert Asquith as British 
Prime Minister and agreed that the dominions should have more say in the 
running of the war. He argued that they were fighting with Britain, not for it. 
‘We need their men’, he said, ‘We must consult them.’ The result was the 
setting up of the Imperial War Cabinet in spring 1917.

What impact might the 
information in a letter like 
Source D have on a close 
relative?

What can be inferred 
about Borden’s attitude to 
the British decision-making 
process from Source E?

www.pastvoices.com/canada/fbird19161509.shtml
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The Imperial War Cabinet
The Imperial War Cabinet set a precedent concerning power sharing, even 
though Lloyd George and his war cabinet dominated decision-making, 
mainly because the dominion premiers couldn’t be there all the time. This 
precedent paved the way for the independent status of the dominions at the 
1919 Peace Conference. This was significant in that they were treated as 
countries separate from Britain with their own voice. Borden and his South 
African counterpart, J.C. Smuts, hoped for a special conference after the war 
to formalize relations and consultations between Britain and the dominions, 
but this was not to happen as other developments such as the difficulties in 
the post-war peace settlement appeared to make it less pressing. Historian 
Desmond Morton suggested the war had ended Borden’s dream of an 
imperial federation.

The impact of conscription
Amid fierce debate, conscription was introduced in 1917.

Background
After three years of war, over 600,000 Canadians had volunteered to fight, 
almost 50 per cent of all those eligible. Nevertheless, volunteers could no 
longer make up the losses. Canadians had been in the thick of the fighting, 
earning acclaim for their sacrifice, often used as shock troops. This had led to 
horrific losses. For example: 

● After the first day’s fighting at the Battle of the Somme on 1 July 1916, 
only 68 members of the Newfoundland Regiment answered that 
evening’s roll call; 710 had either been killed or wounded, or were 
missing. 

● In April 1917, the Canadian Corps, fighting together for the first time, 
captured Vimy Ridge at a cost of 10,600 casualties. The attack was part of 
the Battle of Arras and the ridge needed to be captured so the Germans 
couldn’t rain fire on Allied troops below. The success of Canadians in 
capturing the Ridge was regarded as a significant achievement in the face 
of fierce German resistance, and won widespread respect for the 
Canadian forces. It is also regarded as a defining moment in the creation 
of a Canadian identity (see page 165).

Encouragement to enlist
The Government had a number of strategies to encourage a greater number 
of volunteers.

● Poster campaigns were carried out to sustain enlistment numbers, from 
posters attacking alleged German atrocities to those encouraging women 
to pressure their menfolk. As in other countries, there was a mixture of 
appeals to patriotism and attempts to induce shame at not volunteering.

● Medical standards were lowered, including the establishment of special 
‘bantam’ units for men less than five feet tall.

Why was the 
introduction of 
conscription so 
divisive?

Canadian Corps Canadian 
troops in the First World 
War.
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● People from the same areas were promised they could serve in the same 
units.

● From 1916 First Nations and blacks were recruited, having been rejected 
earlier when they volunteered; 3500 First Canadians and 1000 blacks 
enlisted and served with distinction. 

By mid-1916, however, the number of volunteers was drying up. In July 1916 
just over 8000 enlisted and, following the news of Vimy Ridge, just over 
10,000 in April and May 1917. Many preferred the high wages in war 
production where jobs were readily available. However, the widespread 
knowledge of the horrors of war was the most likely reason for the shortage 
of fresh manpower.

SourCe F 

A recruitment poster, Your Chums are Fighting: Why aren’t You? published 
by the Central recruiting Committee, Canada, 1917.

First Nations Aboriginal 
peoples in Canada.

How effective do you find 
the poster in Source F in 
its attempt to persuade 
men to enlist?
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The battle for conscription
In December 1914, Borden had assured his audience at the Halifax 
Conservative Club that ‘there has not been and there will not be compulsion 
or conscription’. However, to maintain Canada’s right to be involved in 
decision-making concerning the progress of the war, he had made more 
and more commitments – from the initial 25,000, to 250,000 in 1915, and 
finally to 500,000 troops. The numbers required were huge given that 
Canada, with an entire population of around 8 million, had a reservoir of 
less than 2 million eligible men for selection. As the number of volunteers 
began to diminish, Borden believed he would either have to impose 
conscription or to reduce the Canadian commitment to the war effort, and 
therefore lose influence in the Imperial War Cabinet. He chose the former 
and on 29 August 1917, the Military Service Act was passed, requiring all 
men from the ages of 20 to 45 years to register for conscription for the 
duration of the war. There were exemptions for those in reserved 
occupations and conscientious objectors. Twenty Liberals supported the 
Conservatives to ensure the Bill was passed. Laurier unsuccessfully 
demanded a referendum on the issue.

Many French Canadians in particular opposed the Military Service Act:

● They were increasingly reluctant to fight for a country in which they 
believed their interests were ignored. They felt provincial legislation was 
destroying their culture. In 1916, for example, the province of Manitoba 
eliminated bilingual schools, while in Ontario, where there were concerns 
about the growing French-Canadian population, the use of French in state 
schools was restricted by Regulation 17. 

● Sir Sam Hughes was the minister in charge of enlistment until late 1915; 
he was known for his anti-French Canadian and anti-Catholic views 
and these appeared to have surfaced in his policies towards French-
Canadian volunteers. They were rarely placed in French-speaking units 
and, with orders given in English by English-Canadian officers, they 
increasingly asked why they should fight for a system that appeared to 
deny them their rights. They did not expect better treatment under 
conscription.

● French Canadians tended to marry and have children younger than 
English speakers and so had more family commitments. They were more 
reluctant therefore to join the armed forces where they would be 
separated from their families at best, and at worst be killed or badly 
injured and leave them without an adequate income.

● French Canadians did not have such strong ties with France as English 
speakers had with Britain. Many were descendants of those who had 
emigrated following the creation of the Third Republic, which they saw 
as radical and anti-clerical. They did not have the ties with their home 
country therefore that British recruits had and weren’t motivated to fight 
on the side of the ‘mother country’, in this case, France.

eligible men Men meeting 
the criteria for conscription.

reserved occupations 
Types of employment 
deemed essential for the war 
effort.

Conscientious objectors 
Those who refuse to enlist 
on moral grounds such as 
being opposed to war.

referendum A vote put to 
the electorate on a specific 
issue.

regulation 17 Law passed 
in 1912 to limit the teaching 
of French in schools in 
Ontario.

Third republic French 
system of government, 
1870–1940, featuring a 
strong legislative arm and 
weak presidency.

Anti-clerical Against the 
Church.
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SourCe G

An extract from Le Devoir by Henri Bourassa, quoted in The Penguin 
History of Canada by K. NcNaught, published by Penguin, 1988, page 217.

We have enlisted for the European war six per cent of our population. That is the 
equivalent of an army of 2,400,000 for France and 2,700,000 for the United 
Kingdom. How many French soldiers or even British soldiers, would they send to 
America if Canada was attacked by the United States?

The 1917 federal election
By rights, there should have been a federal election in 1916. Borden 
postponed this, citing the war as the reason, and sought a coalition 
government to give the impression of unity across the political parties in the 
face of the conflict. However, Laurier refused to join any coalition because of 
his opposition to the conscription issue. This caused a split within the Liberal 
Party as others, particularly those of British origin, supported Borden. Borden 
and his supporters renamed themselves as the Unionist Party. Borden 
therefore formed a Unionist government made up of Conservatives and 
Liberal defectors and called a federal election for December 1917 for the 
voters to endorse this.

SourCe H 

An extract from Borden’s diary, 25 September 1917, quoted in ‘“our first 
duty is to win, at any cost”, Sir robert Borden during the Great War’ by 
Dr Tim Cook, Journal of Military and Strategic Studies, 13(3), Spring 2011 
(found at www.jmss.org/jmss/index.php/jmss/article/download/399/409).

Our first duty is to win, at any cost, the coming election in order that we may 
continue to do our part in winning the War and that Canada will not be 
disgraced. 

Borden ensured electoral support to ensure victory for the new Unionist 
Party through two electoral reforms in autumn 1917, prior to the federal 
election:

● Wartime Elections Act
● Enfranchised the female relatives of Canadian military personnel 

serving overseas.
● Took the vote away from immigrants from any of the Central Powers 

who had entered Canada after 1902.
● Military   Voters’ Act

● Extended the vote to all military personnel including women – nurses 
for example – irrespective of their period of residence in Canada.

These measures undoubtedly manipulated the results of the election; 
military personnel could only vote yes or no to record their support or 
otherwise of the Government. Unless they specified otherwise by asking for 
their votes to be added to those of the relevant candidate in their home 

How valid do you find this 
argument about Canadian 
enlistment in Source G?

Coalition government 
A government made up of 
different parties, in this case 
Conservatives and Liberals, 
who would agree to serve 
together in the face of the 
increasing demands made by 
the war.

unionist Party Coalition 
party of Conservatives and 
some Liberals formed as a 
result of the 1917 federal 
election.

How useful is the diary 
extract in Source H to 
historians?

www.jmss.org/jmss/index.php/jmss/article/download/399/409
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constituency, these votes were allocated to specific candidates as the 
Electoral Officer chose, thereby increasing the votes cast for marginal 
candidates. It is estimated that in this way, Borden was able to manipulate 25 
per cent of the total votes cast. One critic said, ‘It would have been more 
direct and at the same time more honest if the bill (the Military   Voters’ Act) 
stated simply that all who did not pledge themselves to vote Conservative 
would be disenfranchised.’ Indeed 90 per cent of military personnel 
supported the Unionists.

The election results showed the polarization within Canada. The Unionists 
won by 842,000 votes to 750,000, but the Liberals controlled all but three of 
the seats in Quebec and only held 20 in the whole of the rest of Canada. This 
meant 75 per cent of the electorate of Quebec voted one way and 64 per cent 
of the rest of Canada the other. Inevitably, Quebec felt close to secession 
and indeed a debate on the issue was mooted in the Quebec parliament.

The impact of conscription
Conscription was to lead to longstanding resentments that fed into the 
divisions within Canadian society during the inter-war period and beyond. 
Of the 404,385 men liable for military services as conscripts, 385,510 sought 
exemption. In Quebec there were riots in Easter 1918 that left four dead, 
many injured and damage to property estimated at $300,000. Over 1000 
troops – largely English-speaking, Protestant troops from Ontario – were 
sent to stop the disorder. 

In April 1918, in the face of a major German offensive on the Western Front, 
Borden abolished all exemptions so all men aged between 18 and 45 could 
be eligible for the military. However, due to the relatively sudden ending of 
the conflict its actual impact on the war effort was minimal – 48,000 
conscripts were sent abroad, of whom 50 per cent served at the front. A 
further 50,000 were still in Canada at the time of the Armistice in November 
1918.

Creation of a Canadian national identity
Canada won enormous respect for its efforts during the conflict; 620,000 
Canadians served in the armed forces, over 60,000 were killed and 155,000 
wounded. All sides testified to the tenacity and commitment of the Canadian 
armed forces. Many historians saw the war as helping create Canadian 
nationhood, a bonding of the disparate regions under the collective aegis of 
Canada with a greater autonomy from Britain. Many commentators have 
argued that the war created a Canadian identity through the scale of the 
conflict and Canada’s enormous contribution and sacrifice. We have seen 
above that its contribution in terms of manpower was significant. The 
argument goes that the common experience created Canadians, where 
formerly there had been different groups who owed primary allegiance to 
the provinces in which they lived. The examples most commonly offered are 
Canada’s role in the horrific battles of Vimy Ridge and Passchendaele in 1917 

Secession Where a section 
of a country seeks to break 
away, possibly to become an 
independent nation.

Western Front The 
battlefields in France and 
Belgium.

Armistice The ceasefire at 
the end of the war on 11 
November 1918.

Aegis Protection or shield; 
an umbrella organization.
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when the four Canadian divisions first fought as one unified command. The 
respect in which Canadian troops were widely held helped give the country 
pride in its achievements, and the increasing autonomy that it gained from 
Britain in terms of command of its troops helped create a national 
consciousness.

However, others disagree, pointing to how the conscription crisis divided 
Canadians, and how the opposition of French Canadians in particular 
precluded any consensus about national identity. The issue is therefore more 
complex than suggested by the arguments of shared experience and will be 
referred to in the debate (see pages 165–166). While no-one would doubt its 
impact and importance then, the effects of the war on Canada are now more 
in dispute. All, however, remain shocked by the cost and sacrifice.

economic progress
The Canadian economy flourished during wartime. It saw the export of 
wheat and grain double and significant increases also in the exports of wood 
pulp, paper, meat and livestock. Canada became a recognizably industrial 
nation as a result of wartime production. This was achieved without 
government controls such as food rationing.

After initial attempts to rely on private initiative, the Federal Government 
became more and more involved in the economy until it had established an 
unprecedented influence. The result was that the Canadian economy grew in 
capacity and efficiency so that it became a major supplier of materiel for the 
Allied war effort.

Finance
The war was paid for by a combination of taxes and loans. Initially, when it 
was expected the war would be over quickly, the Government relied on the 
usual wartime expediency of raising loans abroad, particularly in the USA, as 
its usual creditor Britain was in no position to advance funding. However, the 
nature of the conflict made unprecedented demands on the economy. Before 
the war Canada’s federal budget had been $185 million. Business and 
personal taxation was minimal – 85 per cent of the Government’s revenue 
came from tariffs and postal rates. As expenditure quadrupled, clearly radical 
changes in raising revenue were required.

Taxes 
Many groups thought that taxes should be increased, particularly for those 
who could afford to pay. Church groups and labour organizations called for 
‘conscription of wealth’. In 1916 the Federal Government responded with 
the first taxes on business profits and in 1917 with the ‘temporary’ imposition 
of an income tax of between 4 and 25 per cent on the incomes of the 
wealthy. The Minister of Finance explained the case: ‘There has arisen a very 
natural, and in my view, a very just sentiment that those who are in the 
enjoyment of substantial incomes should substantially and directly 

What economic 
developments took 
place as a result of 
the war?

Food rationing Wartime 
controls on food.

Materiel Equipment and 
supplies to be used in war.
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contribute to the growing war expenditure.’ Only the wealthy paid anything. 
It was estimated that someone in receipt of an income of $10,000 would pay 
$420 and one of $200,000 would pay $4400. As a result, by 1919 taxes 
accounted for only 3.4 per cent of federal government revenue and the vast 
majority of Canadians remained untaxed by the Federal Government. Most 
revenues were raised by loans.

Victory Bonds and Victory Loans
Victory Bonds were issued in Canada as in the USA (see page 108). They 
were hugely successful, with the first issue of November 1915 raising $100 
million, twice what had been expected. While the interest rate of 5.5 per cent 
over a twenty-year period may have been some incentive, the bonds were 
also marketed very effectively particularly through tying them directly into 
the support and welfare of troops. The bonds, issued each year, grew in size 
and ambition; in 1917 the fourth issue was renamed Victory Loans and raised 
$398 million. Those who could not afford to take out the bonds bought War 
Savings certificates, to be repaid after the conflict was over.

Altogether, throughout the war, $2 billion was raised in Victory Loans. While 
a significant amount of money was borrowed from the USA, most was raised 
at home through these bonds. At the end of the conflict the burden of debt 
was such that Canada needed to maintain its economic growth to sustain it 
and income tax was never rescinded. The Canadian national debt rose from 
$463 million to $2.46 billion between 1913 and 1918.

Industry
Canadian industries responded to the war with three successive policies:

● by moving into markets abandoned by Germany
● by promoting ‘Buy Canadian’ campaigns
● by convincing the Imperial War Cabinet that Canada had the industrial 

capacity to supply the Western Front with shells.

Canadian munitions manufacturers liaised directly with the British 
Government concerning supply. By March 1915 over 200 Canadian firms had 
converted to munitions manufacture. Canada embraced wartime production 
and by 1916 there was effectively no unemployment. 

Problems with munitions
However, there were initial problems with the production of artillery and 
shells, which led to tensions with Britain. The Canadian Minister of 
Munitions and Defence, Sir Sam Hughes, had set up a Shell Committee to 
co-ordinate production, but companies often failed to deliver their contracts 
amid allegations of inefficiency and corruption. Hughes himself was accused 
of giving contracts to friends and cronies. He was also associated with 
promoting Canadian weapons that functioned badly, thus endangering the 
lives of Canadian soldiers unnecessarily. For example, the Ross rifle 
frequently jammed in trench conditions. 
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In November 1915, Hughes resigned and an Imperial Munitions Board was 
set up under the chairmanship of businessman Joseph Flavelle to replace 
him in terms of responsibility for war production. 

The Imperial Munitions Board
By 1917 the Imperial Munitions Board had an annual budget treble that of the 
entire federal government in 1914. Flavelle employed professional managers 
to co-ordinate its activities and brought in 30,000 women to replace office and 
factory workers serving in the armed forces. Canadian production rose 
significantly with the value of exports rising from $68.5 million in 1915 to 
$4.44 billion by 1917 when it oversaw the production of $2 million worth of 
goods every day. By the end of the war, the Imperial Munitions Board was 
producing one-third of all the shells fired by the Allies on the Western Front. 
In addition, it oversaw the production of ships and aircraft and even the 
construction of airfields to train pilots. By 1918 the 600 factories it co-
ordinated had produced over 100 naval vessels, 30 flying boats and 2600 
training aircraft. With 289,000 employees it was Canada’s largest employer.

Halifax disaster
vessel, whose holds contained tons of TNT, picric acid 
and benzene. The resulting explosion killed 1963 and 
injured 9000 of the 50,000 residents of Halifax. Six 
thousand were made homeless. The USA immediately 
sent a relief train with medical personnel and 
supplies, which arrived almost before the fires were 
out. Britain and Canada spent millions on 
reconstruction. Despite the carnage, the convoys from 
Halifax resumed within a week.

One domestic tragedy during the war was the Halifax 
explosion of 6 December 1917, the biggest man-
made explosion before the dropping of atomic bombs 
on Japan in 1945. The port of Halifax in Nova Scotia 
was a major setting-off point for Atlantic convoys. 
Here, through human error, the Belgian relief ship 
Imo collided with Mont Blanc, a French munitions 

Government organizations to co-ordinate the economy
Various organizations were set up to ensure the smooth running of the 
economy:

● To co-ordinate other war contracts, except munitions, the War Purchasing 
Committee was set up in May 1915 under a Toronto manufacturer and 
MP, Albert Edward Kemp. It was given the responsibility of overseeing all 
contracts for war supplies except munitions. 

● In 1917 William John Hanna was given the responsibility of regulating 
food production and supply while Charles Alexander Magrath was given a 
similar task in relation to fuel. 

● Two of Canada’s transcontinental railways were nationalized under the 
aegis of Canadian National Railways. 

Agriculture
1914 saw Canada in the throes of economic depression. That summer saw the 
second year of drought while the two transcontinental railroads were heavily 
in debt and forced to make thousands of their workers unemployed. Although 

Flying boats Aircraft that 
cross large stretches of water.
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the onset of war exacerbated the situation with short-term disruption through 
loss of overseas contracts, in the longer term it led to a prolonged boom in the 
Canadian economy. An increased demand from Britain for wheat, for example, 
helped stimulate the prairie economy out of depression.

There was a huge demand for Canadian wheat and grain, although the 
efforts to meet it contributed to the drought and dustbowl conditions of 
the inter-war years by leaving the soil exhausted. Of the three prairie 
provinces of Manitoba, Alberta and Saskatchewan, acreage increased from 
9.3 million in 1914 to 16.1 million by 1918, with wheat and oats being sown 
in 90 per cent of the fields. The number of prairie farms increased by 28 per 
cent – but with a sign of what was to come, the yields per acre fell.

Food production
The Government was anxious to maintain food production and ensure 
profitability for farmers. Some measures were popular while others were not.

In 1917 the Board of Grain Supervisors was set up to fix wheat prices across 
the country and guarantee prices for farmers. It later took control of 
marketing and in 1919 was renamed the Canadian Wheat Board, taking 
control of all aspects of wheat production and sale. This was popular with 
farmers because it set fair prices, and they feared if it was abolished and with 
it the guarantees, then prices might collapse.

However, farmers opposed conscription (see pages 150–151) because they 
needed their sons to help them farm. Initially Borden had complied with 
their demands. However, in April 1918 as losses mounted and in the face of 
a major German offensive, he rescinded this decision. Various recruitment 
strategies were employed to replace conscripted agricultural workers:

● Soldiers of the Soil (SOS) was an organization for young adults who 
volunteered to work on farms for periods upwards of three months. They 
were exempted from school and exams during their term of service, which 
may have provided an incentive for them to join. Many were city dwellers 
for whom service was a real adventure.

● Farm Service Groups were various groups set up to encourage volunteers 
to work in farming. The State of Ontario specifically encouraged females 
to volunteer to enable men to join the armed forces. For example, under 
its aegis in 1918, 24,000 women were picking fruit around Niagara. Other 
organizations such as the Young Women’s Christian Association also set 
up camps for volunteers to help with wartime agriculture. 

Social developments
The war saw various changes in society such as:

● welfare provision for the dependants of troops fighting overseas 
● the roles of women
● the introduction of prohibition
● increasing government control over people’s lives and opinions.

Prairie economy 
Production and sale of 
agricultural produce, e.g. 
wheat from the vast prairies 
or lands of western Canada.

Dustbowl conditions 
When over-cultivation of the 
soil leads to it becoming 
parched and powdery and 
liable to being blown away in 
heavy winds.

How far was society 
changed by the war?
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Canadian Patriotic Fund, 1914
The Canadian Patriotic Fund was set up to preserve the economic status of 
the families of those who had volunteered to fight. It specifically raised 
money to cover any discrepancies between service pay and peacetime wages. 
Such was the response that it was almost able to maintain the average 
income for skilled workers. However, through its network of local volunteers, 
it was also accused of meddling in the lives of families through, for example, 
giving nutritional advice. ‘Undeserving’ cases, presumably those who did not 
co-operate in terms of accepting advice or resenting intrusion, received little 
help. The Patriotic Fund was a precedent in accepting responsibility for the 
welfare of dependants of those who had volunteered to fight, but many did 
see it as interfering in lifestyles, with its volunteers, mainly middle class, 
assuming attitudes of patronage and superiority over its recipients.

Women
There was little concerted effort to recruit women to fill the vacancies left by 
men except, as we have seen, in agriculture. However, because of the sheer 
number of vacancies, by 1917 women made up 12 per cent of the 300,000 
workers involved in war production. In September 1917 female relatives of 
serving military personnel gained the right to vote in federal elections (see 
page 151), and the vote was extended to all women in 1919.

Prohibition
Prohibition was introduced throughout Canada in April 1918. Apart from 
Quebec, the provinces had already taken the initiative. The main impetus 
came from a desire not to waste precious resources such as grain in wartime, 
although there were also the moral arguments about young recruits not 
being open to temptation. As in the USA, although drink-related crimes 
diminished, enforcement was difficult and illegal production and 
consumption proliferated. The Canadian provinces repeated prohibition laws 
during the 1920s although they continued in the USA until 1933. 

Civil liberties
Various measures were passed which, as in the USA, appeared to threaten 
civil liberties and the right to hold views at variance with those of the 
Government. This was justified in terms of national emergency but 
nevertheless led to considerable resentment among those affected.

Internment of ‘enemy aliens’
As early as August 1914 the Federal Government had passed the Wartime 
Measures Act, which allowed it to suspend civil liberties in the interests of 
the war effort. This included censorship and the suppression of material 
deemed to be unpatriotic, and the arrest, imprisonment and possible 
deportation of those felt to be a threat to national security.

This was specifically used against those seen as enemy aliens, or Canadians 
of German descent. While we can see in hindsight that the threat from 

Canadian Patriotic Fund 
A fund to support the 
dependants of those who 
had volunteered to serve in 
the Armed Forces.

How far were civil 
liberties threatened?
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potential traitors was slight, it was a real fear at the time. There was also a 
fear that Irish-Americans might launch terrorist-style attacks within Canada 
in opposition to British rule in Ireland, and when part of the parliament 
building burnt down in Ottawa in 1916 unfounded suspicions were raised. In 
fact the only serious threat from Irish-American nationalists appears to have 
been a plan to attack bridges in Canada, which was soon quashed by the 
authorities.

Sir William Otter, a former soldier, oversaw the internment of over 8500 
‘enemy aliens’ in camps where they were set to work on massive public 
works projects, such as the development of the Banff National Park, working 
in difficult conditions for as little as 25 cents per day. In addition, 3138 
Canadians suspected of being threats to security were designated ‘prisoners 
of war’ and closely supervised. A further 80,000 Canadians had to register 
and abide by strict regulations, including reporting regularly to police 
stations. Many of these were of Ukrainian extraction because part of the 
Ukraine lay in the Austro-Hungarian Empire, Germany’s ally. However, 
other parts lay in Russia, the ally of Britain, France – and Canada.

Anti-German feeling
In addition to these official measures there was considerable anti-German 
feeling, with riots against German Canadians and their property in cities 
such as Winnipeg and Montreal. The city of Berlin in East Ontario was forced 
to change its name to Kitchener. Here soldiers from the 118th battalion ran 
amok attacking German businesses, and a bust of the Kaiser was thrown 
into nearby Lake Victoria.

Berlin was also home to a Mennonite community. These received especial 
opprobrium because they were pacifist. Although the Military Service Act 
had allowed churches to claim exemption from conscription, it hadn’t 
specified whether their members could still be conscripted into non-
combatant service. It wasn’t until July 1918 that specific churches were 
named for exemption, including the Mennonites and Society of Friends 
(Quakers).

Mennonite A Christian 
group that lives a simple life 
in small communities without 
any use of modern 
technology; it is opposed to 
war and so members would 
not enlist in the First World 
War.

Pacifist Opposed to war 
and violence.

Quakers Like the 
Mennonites, the Quakers are 
a Christian denomination 
opposed to war, but unlike 
the Mennonites they might 
volunteer to serve on the 
battlefield in non-combatant 
roles, for example, as 
stretcher bearers or 
ambulance drivers.
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The nature of Canada’s participation in the First World War

The post-war impact of the 
conflict

Key question: How significant was the longer-term impact of the war 
on Canada?

3

In the previous section we considered the impact of the war on Canada 
during the period of the conflict. Now we will go on to consider longer-term 
effects that developed in the immediate post-war period and into the 1920s.

Following the end of the war there was a desire for a quick return to peacetime 
conditions – except, of course, nothing could ever be the same after such a 
catastrophe. Wartime controls were dismantled – in 1919, for example, the 
Wheat Board was abolished even though farmers asked for its continuation. This 
section will consider the post-war impact of the conflict on Canada in terms of:

● how quickly troops were repatriated and reintegrated into society 
● political and economic effects
● effects on foreign affairs.
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An attempt to curb wartime inflation through the introduction of the 
Combines and Fair Prices Bill 1919 was defeated by the British Privy 
Council on the grounds that it exceeded the power of the Federal 
Government to regulate commerce. 

As in Latin America, the post-war period saw US economic influence 
increase. Its firms came to control Canadian motor vehicle production, for 
example one of the largest Canadian manufacturers, McLaughlin Motor 
Company, had sold out to General Motors of the USA in 1918 and others 
followed suit. Industries in the south-east of Canada increasingly sought 
their coal from the USA. Canadian coal prices fell by 40 to 50 per cent during 
the 1920s. While the decade saw unparalled prosperity, many were 
concerned at this increasing economic dependence on the USA.

Demobilization and re-integration of military 
personnel
The transportation of military personnel back to Canada was the biggest 
migration of Canadians up to that point. With over 267,000 troops and 
54,000 dependants it proved a logistical nightmare, especially as some of the 
early ships proved unseaworthy. It was difficult to ask soldiers awaiting 
demobilization to be patient, given what they had been through. 
Nevertheless, delays were inevitable, exacerbated by poor weather and 
strikes in Britain including those at British ports. Serious unrest followed, 
with rioting in Kinmel Park in North Wales on 4–5 March 1919, leaving five 
soldiers dead. The British authorities, afraid of this unrest, made Canadian 
repatriation a priority, and the vast majority had left for home by August 
1919.

Re-integration
The Canadian authorities were clearly aware of the sacrifice made by their 
troops, and schemes to help the disabled and award pensions were among 
the most enlightened in the world.

● By 1920 veterans’ pensions absorbed a staggering 20 per cent of the 
federal budget compared with 0.5 per cent in 1914. 

● The Khaki University had been established in 1917 to offer soldiers 
pre-university education; by 1919, 50,000 had taken advantage of its 
services and were ready to move on to higher education should the 
opportunity arise.

● The Department of Soldiers’ Civil Re-establishment provided vocational 
training.

● For soldiers seeking careers in agriculture, the Soldiers’ Settlement Board 
was set up to buy agricultural land and issue loans for stock, equipment 
and buildings. However, of the 43,000 who took advantage of its services, 
only 25,000 remained by 1921; much of the land purchased was 
unsuitable for wheat growing.

How effectively were 
troops demobbed?

Combines and Fair 
Prices Bill 1919 A bill to 
prevent the hoarding of food 
and other ‘necessities of life’ 
in wartime.

Demobilization The 
process of returning troops 
to civilian life.
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However, the immediate post-war Canadian economy was too weak to 
provide ex-servicemen with all they wanted. For example, their demand for a 
$2000 bonus to compensate for lost earnings during their service period was 
repeatedly rejected as being too costly.

Post-war unrest
The war affected people’s attitudes. As a result of the suffering it caused and 
its magnitude, they demanded a greater voice in future and were less 
prepared to tolerate policies they considered detrimental to their interests. In 
Canada, as elsewhere, the immediate post-war period saw protests from 
farmers and considerable industrial unrest. This was compounded by 
dissatisfaction in different regions.

Farmers
At the end of the war, conditions remained difficult for farmers. They had 
increasingly felt dissatisfied during and immediately after the war despite the 
expansion of wheat exports: 

● They opposed the conscription of their sons, saying they were needed at 
home (see page 156).

● They felt government favoured big business, pointing to tight credit and 
high tariffs. They argued that they found it difficult to get loans and 
mortgages from the banks, while imported goods were expensive as a 
result of duties.

● They opposed the abolition of the Wheat Board, which had guaranteed 
prices in 1919; they now feared that prices would collapse.

There was a fall in demand for wheat as peacetime conditions returned, 
allowing the former belligerent countries to return to domestic production. 
This led to a collapse in prices. Coupled with the onset of drought again, this 
brought a hardship to the prairies from which they never really recovered. 
Wheat prices had been set as $2.20 per bushel in early 1917, though this 
sometimes rose to $2.90 per bushel; by mid-1922 this had fallen to $1.10.

As a result of these dissatisfactions, farmers became increasingly politicized 
both during and after the war. The Canadian Council of Agriculture 
developed the Farmers’ Platform during the middle years of the war, a new 
national policy calling for, among other things, nationalization of the 
railways and more equitable taxation. Its programme was accepted by most 
farmers as a basis for political action and the Council morphed into the New 
National Party, which called for tariff reductions, reductions in freight 
charges and national management of resources. It also attacked the apparent 
ostentation of the very rich, singling out in particular Casa Loma, 
overlooking Toronto, the home of international financier and speculator Sir 
Henry Pellatt. Its programme was embraced by the Progressive Party, a new 
political grouping formed out of farming interests and disaffected Liberals, 
which won 64 seats in the 1921 election and controlled the balance of power.

Why was there unrest 
after the war?

Progressive Party A new 
post-war political party made 
up of disaffected Liberals and 
farmers’ interests.
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Industrial unrest
There was a series of industrial disputes after the war, which often resulted in 
violence. The most serious precursor of future unrest was in the city of 
Winnipeg, paralyzed by strikes in May 1919. Many employees were angered by 
the wartime inflation which reduced their purchasing power, and also feared 
that the influx of demobilized troops would cut wages further or lead to the 
laying off of existing workers. Many of those in dispute sought the creation of 
One Big Union (OBU) to speak for all workers. In Winnipeg as many as 30,000 
public and private sector workers went on strike on 15 May 1919. When strikers 
paraded on 21 June, the mayor read the Riot Act and the demonstration was 
dispersed with force, causing the deaths of two strikers. In future the authorities 
would be prepared to use police and militias to quell demonstrations.

These strikes were a feature of many post-war societies, including Britain 
and the USA, and reflected the disillusion occasioned by the war, post-war 
dislocation, economic downturn and uncertainties as to the future. In 
Canada discontent was also shown in regional movements that focused on 
more localized concerns and manifested in organizations seeking more 
autonomy from federal government.

Regional differences
Post-war conditions exacerbated feelings of discontent throughout Canada 
and led to the growth and development of regional political movements.

Maritime rights movement
The maritime provinces of Newfoundland, Nova Scotia and New Brunswick 
felt they were being marginalized as their percentage of Canadian 
population fell in relation to other areas as people moved to more 
prosperous regions, particularly large cities. They particularly felt aggrieved 
that freight prices were too high for them to compete with other provinces. 
Only when it was clear after the 1925 elections that the three maritime 
provinces had shifted their allegiance to the Conservatives did Liberal Prime 
Minister Mackenzie King offer a royal commission to investigate their 
grievances the following year. As a result freight charges were reduced, but 
the discontent continued. 

Quebec
French Canadians in Quebec felt as alienated in the post-war period as they 
had before because they saw no progress in any movement towards greater 
independence from the Canadian Federation. However, during the inter-war 
period their protests became dominated by the conservative clergy who 
emphasized two beliefs, neither of which were practical in the post-war world:

● agrarianism or a return to farming in small communities
● rural industrialization.

Neither of these ideas ever succeeded and the aspirations of separatists were 
to find a voice in the 1930s with the development of Union-Nationale.

riot Act A call for 
demonstrators to disperse 
before being forced to by the 
authorities.

rural industrialization 
The main policy of the 
post-war Quebec 
government led by Louis-
Alexandre Taschereau. The 
idea was industrial 
development in the form of 
natural resources projects 
such as the development of 
hydro-electric power and 
mineral extraction, again in 
small communities.

union-Nationale A 
separatist movement in 
Quebec seeking greater 
autonomy or even 
independence from the 
federal government.
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Foreign relations
The impact of the First World War saw Canada become more independent 
and less inclined to involve itself in foreign affairs at the bequest of Britain. 
Borden asserted Canada’s growing autonomy from Britain by insisting that 
the Canadian parliament had to approve the peace treaties and membership 
of the League of Nations. This it did, although ironically the main concerns, 
as with the USA, were over Article 10, which could have committed Canada 
to involvement in foreign disputes (see page 120). Canadian independence 
of action was demonstrated in several instances, as outlined below.

Membership of the League of Nations
Borden insisted Canada be admitted as a member of the League of Nations 
and have a non-permanent seat on the Council, which was the main 
decision-making body. The USA objected to this, as it did for all the other 
dominions, because it believed Canada would not act independently of 
Britain. President Wilson, however, allowed Canada its voice. Canada had to 
fight a similar battle to be admitted to join the International Labour 
Organization, despite Borden asserting that Canada was probably the 
seventh most industrialized country in the world.

Successive Canadian leaders were less committed to Canada’s role in the 
world and less enamoured of the League of Nations as international crises 
unfolded. During the 1920s, in particular, Canada avoided foreign 
entanglements. Raoul Dandurand, one of Canada’s early envoys to the 
League of Nations, spoke for many when he said Canadians lived ‘in a 
fireproof house far from sources of conflagration’ – in other words they had 
no need to get involved in foreign disputes.

Renewal of British–Japanese naval agreements
In 1921 the USA objected to Britain’s policy to renew the Anglo-Japanese 
Alliance because of its fears of Japanese influence in the Pacific and the 
combined strength of the British and Japanese fleets. Australia, however, 
welcomed the renewal of the treaty because it felt safer with the two as 
allies. Canada was in a dilemma. Borden had retired in 1920. His successor, 
Arthur Meighen, relied heavily on Borden’s foreign policy adviser, Loring 
Christie, who believed Anglo-US friendship would be in Canada’s best 
interests and the British–Japanese agreements would threaten this. The 
dominions (Australia and Canada) were therefore in disagreement. At the 
1921 Imperial Conference, Meighen argued that Canada should have the 
strongest voice in discussing issues that had implications for the USA, and 
renewal of the treaty could affect Canadian–US relations.

The issue was settled by the Washington Naval Conference of the following 
year (see page 130). However, the significance of this incident was that the 
dominions would not necessarily co-operate and they would follow their 
national interests when these were in conflict with those of other dominions.

How far did Canada 
show its autonomy 
from Britain?

International Labour 
organization 
An organization set up under 
the authority of the League of 
Nations to improve 
international working 
conditions.
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Chanak Crisis, 1922
In 1922 Britain confronted Turkey about its disavowal of treaty obligations 
following the approach of Turkish troops to the Dardanelles, a designated neutral 
zone by the Treaty of Sèvres (see page 119). British troops were defending the 
Chanak region against Turkish advance when Lloyd George asked the dominions 
for military support. Canadian Premier Mackenzie King asserted that the 
Canadian parliament would have to discuss the issue. By the time it did so the 
crisis was over, but he had demonstrated Canada’s independence of action.

Throughout the inter-war period Canada was increasingly independent of Britain 
in foreign affairs, as shown in a treaty with the USA in 1925 regarding fishing 
rights – its first treaty negotiated as an independent nation – and the Balfour 
Declaration in 1926, which acknowledged that white-governed dominions were 
independent of Britain but united by a common allegiance to the crown. In other 
words it gave the dominions greater international autonomy. Finally, in 1931 the 
Treaty of Westminster formalized the 1926 Balfour Declaration. It was the key 
legislation on relations between Britain and the white-governed dominions, 
asserting their legislative independence. Britain could not pass laws on their 
behalf, and they were not tied to British foreign policy. Britain could no longer, as 
in the First World War for example, declare war on their behalf.

Treaty of Westminster 
Statute establishing legislative 
independence for British 
dominions such as Canada.
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Key debate

Key question: How far do historians agree that involvement in the First 
World War saw the creation of a Canadian nationhood and identity?

4

The official history of the war
Writing in 2006 in his book Clio’s Warriors, Tim Cook considered the work of 
the official historian of the war, Lieutenant Colonel A.F. Duguid. Duguid had 
been so anxious to demonstrate the tremendous contribution and sacrifice of 
the Canadian Expeditionary Force that he spent most of the inter-war years 
gathering an archive and only actually completed one volume of the eight he 
was commissioned to write. Duguid’s achievement was to create this archive, 
which is in effect a memorial to the success of the Canadian soldier, a success 
which, many have argued, defined and created Canadian nationhood and 
identity. How far this is true has been the divisive issue historians have 
considered when examining the impact the war had on Canada.

The forging of the nation
Traditionally many historians followed the words of Brigadier General A.E. 
Ross who wrote about Vimy Ridge, ‘In those few minutes, I saw the birth of a 
nation.’ One veteran of the battle agreed with the sentiment: ‘We went up 
Vimy Ridge as Albertans and Nova Scotians. We came down as Canadians.’ 
Writing in the 1960s, historian Roger Graham echoed this: ‘Vimy Ridge 
became a symbol of Canadian achievement … the pride engendered on the 
bloody slopes of that commanding hill did much to bring Canada to full 
nationhood.’ Pierre Berton wrote a classic account of the battle in 1986 in 
which he, too, saw it as a crucial step in Canada emerging as a nation. It was 
commonly felt that Canada’s war experiences had bound the nation 
together, and disillusion about the carnage further encouraged it to go its 
own way, creating an increasingly distinct identity from Britain. Another 
consequence was that Canada became more isolationist in the inter-war 
years so that it wouldn’t get dragged into further conflict.

Cult of victory
In 1997 historian Jonathan F. Vance challenged this interpretation in his book 
Death So Noble in which he exhaustively examined contemporary views of 
the conflict. While he agreed about the significance in terms of culture and 
nationhood, he argued that a cult of victory persisted well into the 1930s; 
Canadians were proud of their achievement in the First World War. He cites, 
for example, the fact that there was a big demand for war trophies to display 
in open spaces and that 6000 Canadians went to Vimy for the unveiling of 
the Canadian memorial in 1936. Whilst acknowledging his scholarly 
achievement in this work, some have argued that Vance overstated his case. 
French Canadians, for example, remained bitter about conscription and were 
less inclined to celebrate the war.

Canadian expeditionary 
Force The initial Canadian 
force sent to war in 1914.
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Some then have seen the conflict as Canada’s war of independence from 
Britain while others have been more concerned about the way it divided 
different groups of Canadians, notably those of British and French origin.

The war and Canadian nationhood 
According to historian Desmond Morton, the war divided the nation. 
Writing on the ninetieth anniversary of the Armistice, he argued that Quebec 
had never embraced the war in the first place. Morton agreed about the 
significance of Vimy Ridge, quoting in one article the French historian Ernest 
Renan who wrote, ‘Nations are made by doing great things.’ Nevertheless, he 
goes on to argue that French Canadians opposed to conscription and the 
internment of ‘enemy aliens’ did not share the sentiment. Susan Mann 
Trofimenkoff, writing in 1982 about Quebec during the war, argued that the 
Québécois feared contamination of their language and culture in the face of 
aggressive English-Canadian interests that tied the future of Canada to 
Britain and the English language. Conscription simply enforced the division. 

Laurier’s successor as Liberal leader, Mackenzie King, learnt from the conflict 
that Canada should not get involved in future wars because such 
involvement simply brought to the surface the divisions in Canadian society. 
Following on from this, writing in the inter-war period and fearful of Canada 
being dragged into another war, historian Arthur Lower argued that the war 
had caused internal divisions and demonstrated that English Canadians 
were too close emotionally to Britain. For Canada to develop as a coherent 
nation, a clean break was needed with these ties. He pointed not only to 
French Canadians but also to recent immigrants from eastern Europe and 
elsewhere, arguing, ‘To many a Slav on the Western Prairies, King George 
must be as obscure as the Shah of Persia.’ He meant by this that newer 
Canadian immigrants would not have historical ties to Britain or France.

Historians J.L. Finlay and D.N. Sprague, writing in the 1970s, would tend to 
echo this sentiment, arguing that the war was a two-fold tragedy both 
because of the carnage and also the way in which it divided Canada. They 
concluded their account by suggesting that English-speaking Canadians 
were too quick to forget these divisions. Desmond Morton would tend to 
agree with these earlier interpretations. While historians agree that the 
experience of war was significant in the creation of a Canadian identity, 
particularly in the English-speaking areas, they are more divided on how far 
this permeated elsewhere and therefore how ‘Canadian’ this perceived sense 
of Canadian identity actually was.

Québécois Inhabitants of 
Quebec.

Can you think of other 
examples from history 
where war has helped 
to foster a sense of 
national identity? 
(Emotion, History, 
Sense Perception)
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Canada and the First World War: participation 
and impact

Canada was torn between a desire to break away from 
its ties with Britain and a fear that, without them, it 
might be absorbed by the USA. It entered the First 
World War enthusiastically and made a tremendous 
sacrifice. Prime Minister Borden was determined to 
have more say in war decision-making and the Imperial 

War Cabinet was set up for this purpose. However, his 
decision to introduce conscription opened up the 
fissures in Canadian society, particularly between 
English- and French-speaking Canadians. Canadians of 
German extraction were interned as the federal 
government began to exert wartime controls. Many 
historians think the war led to Canada’s birth as an 
independent nation, as exemplified by its involvement 
in the Paris Peace Conference and membership of the 
League of Nations. While it did undoubtedly lead to 
greater independence from Britain, it also remained in 
many ways divided as a nation.

 Examination advice
How to answer ‘analyse’ questions
When answering questions with the command term ‘analyse’ you should try 
to identify the key elements and their relative importance. It is also 
important to include historical detail to support your analysis. Try to arrange 
your essay thematically and avoid straight narrative.

Example
Analyse the reasons why many French Canadians were reluctant 
to volunteer to fight in Europe during the First World War.

1. To answer this question successfully you should think of all the possible 
reasons why French Canadians were hesitant about participating in the 
Great War. 

2. Take several minutes to write down the various reasons. Try to group these 
according to theme or topic. For example, you might first focus on political 
reasons. Then, you could detail the social and/or historical ones. There is 
no one correct answer. You will be judged on how you structure your essay 
and the degree to which you offer supporting historical evidence, as well 
as the analysis you provide. An example is given below.

Political reasons:
  French Canadians, especially in Quebec, suppor ted the Liberal 
Par ty; voted against Borden’s Unionist Par ty; polarized nation.

  Henri Bourassa and his Le Devoir newspaper pushed for fewer ties 
with Britain and spoke out against perceived attacks on French 
Canadians.

▼
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  Long history of mistreatment at the hands of English-speaking 
 Canadians. 

 War was not seen as being their war.
  Early French-Canadian volunteers felt mistreated; commanded by 
English-speaking of ficers.

  Sir Sam Hughes was in charge of enlistment until late 1915 – 
 notorious as anti-French and anti-Catholic.

 Controversial Military Service Act, 1917.
 Anti-conscription riots, 1918.

Social/historical reasons:
  French Canadians had less emotional attachment to France than 
did English Canadians to Britain.

 Canada joined the war in 1914 as par t of the British empire.
  French Canadians tended to marry and have children younger 
than English counterpar ts; reluctant to leave home.

  Fears that their culture was being threatened by provincial 
 governments, e.g. bilingual schools were outlawed in Manitoba.

3. In your introduction, briefly explain which significant factors help explain 
why French Canadians did not rush to participate in the war. A good 
strategy would be to order these in terms of importance. Part of your 
analysis could include why one factor was more significant than another. 
An example of a good introduction follows.

When war broke out in Europe in August 1914, Canadians, as par t of 
the British empire, volunteered by the hundreds of thousands. The 
vast majority of these volunteers were either English-speaking 
Canadians or recent immigrants. For a variety of reasons, the French 
Canadians, most of who lived in the province of Quebec, resisted these 
calls. Later in the war in 1917 when the Canadian Government 
actually introduced conscription, French Canadians rioted. They felt 
little emotional attachment to either Britain or France. They did not 
feel that the war in Europe was really their concern. Fur thermore, 
they bitterly resented what they perceived to be their second-class 
status in Canada. They also believed that this mistreatment 
extended to those who had volunteered in the early days of the war. 
It was because of this combination of political and social factors that 
they remained hesitant to contribute to the war ef for t.
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4. For each of the key points you raise in your introduction, you should be 
able to write at least one paragraph in the main body of your essay. Be 
sure to include supporting evidence and to explain how your key points 
tie into your thesis.

5. In the final paragraph, you should tie your essay together by stating your 
conclusions. Do not raise any new points here.

6. Now try writing a complete answer to the question, following the advice 
above.

Examination practice
Below are two exam-style questions for you to practise on this topic.

1 To what extent did Canada’s involvement in the First World War contribute to Canadian nationalism? 
 (For guidance on how to answer ‘to what extent’ questions, see pages 136–138.)

2 Assess the economic impact of the First World War on Canada. 
 (For guidance on how to answer ‘assess’ questions, see pages 192–195.)
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