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The State of Tutelage in Lower Canada, 
1835-1851 

Bruce Curtis 

Most of the postmortem examinations of the Canadian Rebellion of 
1837-38 identified one of its leading causes as faulty political education, 
but competing interpretations of "education" existed. 1 The British Whigs 
and Radicals charged with reorganizing Canadian government after the 
Rebellion argued that the colonial population needed to be placed under 
far more extensive relations of tutelage than those implied by attendance 
at school as an antidote to revolution. Their analysis connected reform of 
governmental institutions, inspection and investigation of local condi
tions, and common schooling with a host of other attempts to reconfig
ure social solidarities in the colony and to reconstruct the colonial state. 
An alliance of imperial officials, anglophone capitalists and reformers, 
and, often grudgingly and ambivalently, sections of the francophone petite 
bourgeoisie attempted to translate this analysis into practice in the decade 
of the 1840s. 2 

This article begins with a brief overview of the liberal project for gov
erning the Canadas. I then investigate the means of political authority 
and intelligence at the disposal of the colonial government in the 1830s 
and discuss in more detail the analysis of governance as tutelage con
tained in Lord Durham's Radical Report on the Affairs of British North 
America (1839). The closely related attempts to reform local government 
and education in the Lower Canada of the 1840s are then discussed, and 
I point to instances of popular resistance to them. I show that while the 

Bruce Curtis teaches in the Department of Sociology and Anthropology, Carleton Univer
sity, Ottawa, Canada. An earlier version of this article was presented to the Discussion 
Group on the State, St. Peter's College, Oxford, in March 1994. The author thanks the 
members of the group as well as three anonymous reviewers from HEQ for constructive 
criticism. 

'Allan Greer's prize-winning The Patriots and the People: The Rebellion of 1837 in 
Rural Lower Canada (Toronto, 1993) provides the best available account. 

'Jean-Pierre Charland, "Le Reseau d'Enseignement Public Bas-Canadien, 1841-1867: 
Une Institution de l'Etat Liberal," Revue d'histoire de /'Amerique fran~aise 40 (spring 1987): 
505-35, covers part of the period treated here and draws connections between education
al reform and reform of local government. However, his main concern is to argue that "lib
eralism" rather than "clericalism" and "conservatism" was the active force in school reform. 
In my view, he treats "liberalism" as an all-encompassing ideology; I am concerned with pro
jects for and practices of rule and government. 
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proposed governmental regime was meant to be civil and nonsectarian, 
to combat widespread resistance politicians and educational administra
tors were forced to accommodate the interests of the hierarchy of the 
Catholic Church.3 I conclude with some more general remarks on the 
state of tutelage. 

I am concerned to investigate the development of the tutelar state. 
I use the term tutelar in both of its connotations of "guardianship" and 
"instruction" and the term state in its connotations of "system of insti
tutions" and "condition." The placement of the population in a state of 
tutelage, I assume, is a central feature of government in liberal democra
cies, and the case of Lower Canada is interesting in part because liberal
ism was paired there with colonial domination. I stress the connections 
between state tutelage of a population and institutions and practices for 
generating knowledge about that population. 

British Whigs and Radicals (soon to be called liberals) saw the defeat 
of the insurrection of 1837-38 as the occasion for a thorough recon
struction of social, political, and economic relations in the Canadas. 
Reforms were needed to create the infrastructural context for the capitalist 
economy, but to do so demanded a broader reconfiguration of social sol
idarities: unseating the colonial oligarchies; smashing the semifeudal rela
tions of property and community that obtained in Lower Canada and 
installing bourgeois property relations in their place; undermining the 
power of the Catholic clergy and vestry by grouping men of property 
together in new secular administrative entities; and remaking gender rela
tions by restricting women's property rights and educating peasant men. 
The Canadian national character was to be remade to create freely obe
dient subjects.4 

"Educating the people" was a central element in this project, but edu
cation was not limited to the schoolroom. For liberals, effective school
rooms could be provided in the Canadas only through the creation of 
representative governmental institutions and related administrative prac
tices. Happily, however, participation in representative government and 
administration was itself believed to be inherently educative, formative, 
and disciplinary. The lessons taught in the school of representative gov
ernment would prepare men of property for the modest amounts of lib
erty liberals wished to extend to them.5 

'See Marcel Lajeunesse, "L'Eveque Bourget et !'Instruction Publique au Bas-Cana
da, 1840-1846," Revue d'histoire de /'Amerique frant;aise 23 (June 1969): 35-52. 

'For a detailed investigation of anchoring rule in popular psychology, see Bruce Cur
tis, Building the Educational State: Canada West, 1836-1871 (East Sussex, Eng., 1988). 

'For a more detailed analysis, see Bruce Curtis, True Government by Choice Men? 
Inspection, Education, and State Formation in Canada West (Toronto, 1992), ch. 1. 
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Those subjected to tutelage would enjoy a substantial degree of 
autonomy, yet liberals insisted that the progress of training the people 
would have to be regulated and monitored by central authorities to ensure 
that liberty would not exceed its proper bounds. Successful liberal gov
ernment thus delimited a new domain of rule and applied practices of 
investigation and surveillance to it. Later analysts have called this domain 
"the social" and have examined closely the practices of investigation at 
issue.6 

In the Lower Canada of the 1840s, government, conceived as the tac
tically economical application of force to elements of a known population, 
was directed downward in society. The maintenance of the sovereignty of 
the Crown (and subsequently of the increasingly autonomous colonial 
state) became a matter of internal policing and discipline, a matter of 
using political instruments to create and maintain particular kinds of 
ordered relations. Investigating, instructing, and ruling were inseparably 
intertwined/ 

Sources of Infonnation before the Rebellion 

In the decades before the Rebellion, by contrast, the central government 
in Lower Canada had few regular and reliable sources of information 
about social conditions outside the main district towns. Local govern
ment was almost entirely in the hands of appointed officials, such as mili
tia officers and justices, who were both few in number and largely 
independent once appointed and, by default, in the hands of the local 
vestries and churchwardens, often dominated by the priest.8 

Colonial domination also created an ethnic division between the 
social and political hierarchies which sharply limited the capacity of the 
central government to influence or even be informed about events outside 
the district towns. Jean-Marie Fecteau shows that as early as 1801 Cana
dian governors were complaining to the Colonial Office about the absence 
of any effective governmental presence at the local level. To inform them
selves about local conditions, members of the executive and the Colonial 
Office were constrained to rely upon the work of irregular special com-

'For instance, see Philip Abrams, The Origins of British Sociology, 1834-1914: An 
Essay with Selected Papers (Chicago, 1968);]acques Donzelot, L'invention du sociale: Essai 
siir le dec/in des passions politiques (Paris, 1984); Ian Hacking, The Taming of Chance 
(Cambridge, Eng., 1991). 

'My analysis is shaped in parr by Michel Foucault's view of the "governmenraliza
tion of the state." See "Governmenrality," in The Foucault Effect: Studies in Governmen
tality: With Two Lectures by and an Interview with Michel Foucault, ed. Graham Burchell, 
Colin Gordon, and Peter Miller (Chicago, 1991), 87-104. 

'For the vestry, see Richard Chabot, Le cure de campagne et Ia contestation locale 
au Quebec, de 1791 au troubles de 1837-8 (Montreal, 1975). 
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missions, supplemented by reports from such local correspondents as 
might choose to write. The main source of administrative intelligence 
available to the Colonial Office, the colonial Blue Book, was largely devot
ed to naming colonial officials-men from whom information might be 
sought, if any means of so doing had existed. Governors mailed copies of 
colonial newspapers to provide imperial officials with information.9 

In his official instructions to the Gosford Commission, which was 
charged in 1835 with investigating the causes of and remedies for rising 
political tensions in Lower Canada, Lord Glenelg, the Colonial Secretary, 
expounded upon the necessity of "a complete knowledge of the people in 
all its bearings moral, social and political," as a precondition for formu
lating remedies for Lower Canadian grievances. Glenelg stressed that, 
despite the "variety and amount of the intelligence" collected on Cana
dian matters in the recent past, "there is yet a deficiency of adequate infor
mation upon many questions of the greatest moment to the correct 
apprehension of the state of Canadian affairs. "10 This deficiency was said 
to be caused by the changes wrought by immigration, by the working out 
of past administrative reforms, and by political conflict. In effect, Glenelg 
was recognizing the irregular and sporadic nature of the colonial intelli
gence-gathering apparatus and its inability to follow social change. 

In the domain of educational intelligence gathering, no bureaucrat
ic organization or instrument allowed executive officials to inform them
selves directly about educational conditions. The Royal Institution schools 
created after 1801 were largely moribund by the 1830s. There were no 
reporting provisions in the 1824 Vestry School Act, and while amend
ments in 1834 to the 1829 Assembly School Act demanded detailed reports 
on standard forms from school visitors, the act was not renewed in 1836. 
At best, executive officials knew how much parliamentary money was 
appropriated for educational purposes, but had no regular information about 
educational practices. Rumor mongering prevailed and the reports reach
ing the executive were alarmist. For instance, an anglophone correspon
dent warned in 1832 of the patriote leader "Mr. [Louis-Joseph] Papineau's 
Visits to the Schools in the Country-the speeches there made to him by 
the Scholars & his Answers-the aim cannot be mistaken, and he suc
ceeds in enlisting the rising generation to his vile principles regardless of 
the consequences." Papineau was said to be joined in this propaganda 

'Greer, Patriots, ch. 4 and passim; Jean-Marie Fecteau, Un nouvel ordre des chases: 
La pauvrete, le crime, et l'Etat au Quebec, de Ia fin du XVIIIe siecle a 1840 (Montreal, 1989), 
214; for the Blue Book, see Bruce Curtis, "The Canada 'Blue Books' and the Administra
tive Capacity of the Canadian State, 1822-67," Canadian Historical Review 74 (Dec. 1993): 
535-65. 

"W. P.M. Kennedy, ed., Documents of the Canadian Constitution, 1759-1915 
(Toronto, 1918), 399. 
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effort by other leading members of the patriote party, including Denis-Ben
jamin Viger, and the above correspondent was particularly alarmed by speech
es at the public examination of the College de St. Hyacinthe, an institution 
incorporated by the Assembly, where one student was reported to have 
declared "a bas les Boureaucrats [sic]," the popular term for the colonial 
oligarchy .11 

While imperial authorities recognized that colonial state structures 
did not grant them regular access to intelligence of local events and con
ditions, the ongoing struggles between the colonial legislative and execu
tive branches blocked any delegation of regulatory powers to members of 
the dominant classes in the locality. Matters were exacerbated in the 
1830s because of what Fecteau describes as "le declin irremediable des rap
ports de domination fondes sur l'ordre coutumier et l'autorite paternal
iste des elites." 12 This was a crisis of moral economy and of legitimacy. 

Faced with the refusal of the Assembly after 1832 to vote the finan
cial supply until its grievances were addressed, the Legislative Council 
simply vetoed the Assembly's legislation. While the Gosford Commission 
was still sitting, the Council refused to accept a local government act. 
Indeed, in 1836, almost fifty enactments were delayed, vetoed, or ignored, 
including an attempt to renew the charters of incorporation of Quebec and 
Montreal and an attempt to renew the School Act. Government at the 
center was frozen. 

The patriotes responded with an intensive campaign of agitation in 
the countryside, bolstered by reports of Russell's Ten Resolutions, adopt
ed by Parliament in March 1837, firmly rejecting the bulk of the patriote 
party's grievances expressed in the "92 Resolutions" of the Assembly. 
The francophone rural population, especially in the District of Montre
al, became increasingly radicalized and a campaign of popular intimida
tion of government officials unsympathetic to the patriote cause ensued.13 

Indeed, the popular party organized alternative governmental institutions 
in the months before the Rebellion. The scanty information coming to 
the central government from such officials as the militia officers dried up, 
and a significant lag appeared in Gosford's apprehension of the threat of 
insurrection. 

11Similar reports were made about the use of nationalist newspapers by schoolmas
ters; see S. D. Clark, Movements of Political Protest in Canada, 1640-1840 (Toronto, 
1959), 270-74 (quotation, 270). 

12Fecteau, Nouvel ordre des chases, 214. Translation of quotation: "the irremedia
ble decline of relations of domination based on custom and on the paternalistic authority 
of the elites." 

"Allan Greer has examined the transformation of the charivari into a directly oppo
sitional force in this period. See "From Folklore to Revolution: Charivaris and the Lower 
Canadian Rebellion of 1837," Social History 15 (Jan. 1990): 25-43; idem, Patriots, 69-86; 
and Rene Hardy, "Le charivari dans Ia sociabilite rurale quebecoise au XIXe siecle,'' in De 
Ia sociabilite: Specificite et mutations, ed. Roger Levasseur (Montreal, 1990), 59-72. 
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Following the military defeats of the patriotes in November and 
December 1837,14 the imperial government suspended the colonial con
stitution and despatched Lord Durham as governor at the head of a com
mission of inquiry. The colony was placed under the rule of an appointed 
Special Council which immediately suspended civil liberties. 

Durham arrived in the colony in May 1838 and proceeded to inves
tigate the causes of the insurrection. He attempted to calm matters by 
transporting a few of the participants while ordering an amnesty for the 
majority. His resignation in October 1838 followed the disallowing of 
his ordinances, and when the second insurrection broke out later in the 
autumn, Durham was at sea, returning to London where he would write 
his celebrated Report on the Affairs of British North America.15 

The Investigative Activities of the Durham Commission 

The Durham Commission was a forum for the political theory of the 
English Radicals. While Durham presented himself to Glenelg as a "care
ful inquirer on the spot," whose experience in the colony had demon
strated that "the vessel of the State" was "a complete wreck," 16 he and his 
Assistant Commissioners-Charles and Arthur Buller and Gibbon Wake
field-rarely ventured outside Quebec city and Montreal. 

Charles Buller, who wrote the "Preliminary Report of the Assistant 
Commissioners of Municipal Inquiry" with the aid of William Kennedy 
and Adam Thorn, reported that the commissioners got their information 
by questioning "leading men" in Quebec and Montreal and by reading doc
uments. Arthur Buller, author of the report on "The State of Education 
in Lower Canada," confessed that he was unable to present "any thing 
like the accurate statistics of the present state of education" which he 
might have wished because he had not had the time to investigate matters 
himself and because no one would reply to the circulars he had distributed. 
The Catholic bishops declined to cooperate.17 

"The standard narrative account, before Greer's Patriots, was Fernand Ouellet, 
Lower Canada, 1791-1840: Social Change and Nationalism (Toronto, 1980), 275-327. 

"See Sir C. P. Lucas, ed., Lord Durham's Report on the Affairs of British North 
America, 3 vols. (Oxford, Eng., 1912). 

"Durham to Glenelg, 9 Aug. 1838, in Kennedy, Documents, 455. 
17Lucas, Lord Durham's Report, 3: 138, 268; Lajeunesse, "L'Eveque Bourget," 36. 

Durham's personal secretary was Edward Ellice's son; Ellice, absentee owner of the Beauhamois 
seigneury (a property he would soon unload on Gibbon Wakefield, whose "modern theo
ry of colonisation" merits a detailed attack in volume one of Karl Marx's Capital), was 
viewed as politically obnoxious by the patriotes in the 1830s; the son's presence hints at the 
presence of the father's political analysis at the heart of the commission. See F. Murray 
Greenwood, "Les Patriotes et le Gouvernement Responsable dans les Annees 1830," Revue 
d'histoire de /'Amerique franfaise 33 (June 1979): 25-37; and Dorothy E. T. Long, "The 
Elusive Mr. Ellice," Canadian Historical Review 13 (Mar. 1942): 42-57. 

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


This content downloaded from 130.15.241.167 on Mon, 25 Mar 2013 11:57:44 AM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

The State of Tutelage in Lower Canada 31 

Yet the commissioners were certainly not venturing into unknown 
social territory: almost two decades of intense political conflict in Lower 
Canada had generated a mass of documentary evidence out of which the 
Radical analysis of sound state organization could be fashioned anew. 
The main structural sources of political antagonism were well known, 
and remedies of the general sort suggested by the commissioners had been 
made repeatedly. The insurrection made it both palatable to the Colonial 
Office and urgently necessary to put reforms in place, while with Lower 
Canada under coercion, the executive had a relatively free hand. 

The commissioners, in common with other bourgeois school reform
ers of the period, could easily have taken for their slogan "all the world's 
a school." Political economic conditions and their cultural coordinates 
were considered inherently educational; the social state was a state of 
education. The problem with Lower Canada, in this view, was that polit
ical organization, class structure, gender relations, the nature of economic 
activity, and religious belief all conspired to create what Durham himself 
called "a stagnant people, easily satisfied and disinclined to exertion." 18 

Governing the Canadas meant creating the institutions and practices that 
would substitute the spirit of "British improvement" for the stagnant 
Canadian character. Capitalist accumulation and class relations would 
replace the archaic semifeudal relation of habitant and seigneur; men 
would assert their rights over women's property; English language and cul
ture and Protestant religion would improve the French. 

Politically, according to this analysis, a key problem was that "the 
mass of the people" (adult men of property) had been allowed to elect mem
bers of the Assembly while being denied the right to elect local municipal 
officers. They had thus never had the opportunity of "gradually acquir
ing a disciplined knowledge of their social duties in the school of practi
cal citizenship." The prevailing class structure and an absence of economic 
opportunity exacerbated the situation. There was "no class resembling 
English 'country gentlemen' among the Canadians," and its place could 
not be taken by the overabundant class of doctors, notaries, and lawyers, 
for the latter were mainly interested in attempting "an improvement in their 
own condition [by] political agitation." The only body capable of acting 
as "a vigilant moral police" in the countryside was the clergy, and it was 
claimed that their influence was least precisely in the districts most touched 
by insurrection. 19 

The habitant population was seen to be suspicious of commercial activ
ity and little inclined to engage in trade-that cornerstone of "British 
improvement." The division of property through partible inheritance 

18Quoted in Kennedy, Documents, 457. 
"Lucas, Lord Durham's Report, 3: 139. 
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meant that capital in agriculture was lacking and there were no alterna
tives for men of "talent": a career in the Catholic Church was not attrac
tive, there was no army or navy, and the professions of law and medicine 
were so overstocked as to offer no chance of advancement. This block
age of the class structure created in young men "a wild desire for change, 
criminal in its means, desperate in its aims."20 

Arthur Buller continued this analysis, in his examination of educa
tional conditions, with a diagnosis of the faults of the Canadian nation
al character: "Withal, this is a people eminently qualified to reap advantage 
from education; they are shrewd and intelligent, very moral, most amiable 
in their domestic relations, and most graceful in their manners; but they 
lack all enterprise; they have no notion of improvement, and no desire for 
it. Their wants are few and easily satisfied. They have not advanced one 
step in civilization beyond the old Bretons who first set foot on the banks 
of the St. Lawrence, and they are quite content to be stationary."21 Although 
Buller did not enunciate it explicitly, the power of education to create a 
spirit of "emulation" or competition was clearly an operative assump
tion in his report. Sound education would create a new character for 
Canadians. 

Such character reform was all the more necessary because improp
er gender relations prevailed. Buller qualified his description of the cana
dien character by adding that he was only speaking of the male population. 
"The difference in the character of the two sexes is remarkable. The 
women are really the men of Lower Canada. They are the active, bustling, 
business portion of the habitans; and this results from the much better edu
cation which they get, gratuitously, or at a very cheap rate, at the nunneries 
which are dispersed over the province."22 

The substance of the analyses presented by the Bullers in the subsidiary 
commission reports appeared in Durham's main report: the absence of local 
government meant the absence of practical political training; it preoccu
pied the Assembly with parish business and encouraged jobbery. The 
"people" were allowed to elect the Assembly but not their own local offi
cers, and so on. Yet Durham went further, attacking the absence in the 
colonial state of administrative departments headed by parliamentary 

20A similar analysis of the class structure was common in franco phone liberal circles 
as well, although here the problem was diagnosed as the anglophone monopoly over capi
tal. See, for instance, Pierre-Joseph-Olivier Chauveau's early novel Charles Guerin: Roman 
de Moeurs Canadiennes (Montreal, 1978). Lucas, Lord Durham's Report, 3: 139. 

21Lucas, Lord Durham's Report, 3: 267-68. 
"Ibid. Bettina Bradbury has argued that one of the most important initiatives of the 

Lower Canadian Special Council was its registration ordinance which dramatically changed 
women's property rights; see "Married women's property rights and the Special Council" 
(paper presented at the colloquium New Perspectives on the State in Canadian History, 
Montreal, 21-23 Mar. 1996). 
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ministers responsible to the legislature. He also stressed the resulting 
inability of "Government" to inform itself of, and to intervene effective
ly in, local events: "In every case in which any information was required 
by the Government, or any service was to be performed in a remote part 
of the Province, it was necessary either to send some one to the spot, or 
to find out, by inquiry at the seat of Government, the name of some res
ident there whom it was advisable and safe to consult on the subject, or 
direct to do the act required." Somewhat ironically, Durham argued, Gov
ernment had too little power in the Canadas because it claimed for itself 
too much: "The true principle of limiting popular power," he stressed, "is 
that apportionment of it in many different depositories" as seen in the 
American states.23 

The Educational Plan 

Arthur Buller's proposals for the reform of Lower Canadian education envis
aged a system of common or elementary schools supported by a state 
grant to be matched by a tax on property, managed by elected officials on 
a day-to-day basis, and closely supervised by a hierarchy of authorities. 
In fact, the model proposed was a close copy of that imposed upon Ire
land in 1831 (and about to be proposed for England, Scotland, and Wales), 
even to the inclusion of the latest modifications of the Irish system, such 
as the establishment of model schools and farms. There were some fea
tures specific to Canada, borrowed in part from New York state: locally 
elected representatives would have the power to tax for school purposes, 
something not present in Ireland under coercion, and elected local coun
cils or commissioners, not private patrons, would be vested with title to 
the schools. Still, for the English Radicals and Whigs, the Irish remedy was 
the cure for the Canadian illness. 

The Irish system would neutralize the dangers posed by radical school
masters, Buller claimed: "their power of doing harm is much abridged; all 
interference with politics is interdicted, under penalty of removal; their 
powers of interference in matters connected with religion are strictly lim
ited; their scholars are obliged to bring with them books specified by a 
superior authority; in short, little is left to a master's mere discretion; his 
chief care must be to act up to his instructions, and to maintain his char
acter for decency and diligence."24 Teachers would be a corps d'etat. 

"Lucas, Lord Durham's Report, 1: 112,287. 
"Ibid., 3: 283-84. Buller's account was notoriously silent on a large number of issues: 

coeducation; the role of women as teachers; the language of instruction (he likely favored 
English); the role of the clergy; superior schools, and so on. Transforming teachers into a 
corps d'etat has been called "professionalization" in the literature; in practice it also involved 
the feminization of the occupation. See Marta Danylewycz, Beth Light, and Alison Prentice, 
"The Evolution of the Sexual Division of Labour in Teaching: A Nineteenth-Century Ontario 
and Quebec Case Study," Histoire sociale-Social History 16, no. 31 (May 1983): 81-109. 
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Buller was especially insistent that the "vitality" of this system of edu
cation would reside in the provisions for supervision and inspection. He 
stressed the superiority of paid, professional inspectors over voluntary 
efforts both because "experience ha[d shown] the advantage of paying 
well for direct responsibility" and also because professional inspection 
would eliminate clerical control over the schools. Ministers of religion 
and other members of the dominant classes in the locality might serve as 
"visitors"; "inspectors" should be controlled from the center (a distinc
tion central to the Irish model). Between local proprietors and visitors on 
the one hand and the central inspectorate on the other, Buller sought to 
interpose a body of elected commissioners at the district level whose 
responsibility it would be to determine school boundaries, distribute 
money, and make regular reports to the inspectors. 25 

Finally, Buller suggested that immediate steps be taken to create a 
body of Canadian Educational Commissioners, similar to the English 
Poor Law Commissioners. After opening normal and model schools and 
setting up schools in the three main provincial towns, the commissioners 
should appoint assistants to visit every locality, in order to make an inven
tory of existing conditions and to divide the country into school districts. 
Further committees would be struck to prepare noncontroversial scriptural 
extracts and a list of approved books. 

"L'argument du magicien Sydenham" 

After the suppression of the second Lower Canadian rising of 1838, the 
imperial government replaced its Canadian military governor with Poulett 
Thomson, political economist, statistician, and lately, among other things, 
President of the Board of Trade. Thomson reached Canada in September 
1839, primed by discussions with Durham and the Bullers and also fresh 
from a tour of Ireland, where his brother, Poulett Scrope, had been lead
ing the campaign for an Irish Board of Works. 

The powers of the Special Council were extended shortly before 
Thomson's arrival, and official instructions enjoined him to make use of 
it to introduce educational and local governmental reforms. Thomson 
was far more preoccupied initially with the latter. While his own opinion 
was that "the best thing for Lower Canada would be a de[s]potism for ten 
years more; for, in truth the people are not yet fit for the higher class of 
self-government-scarcely indeed, at present, for any description of it," 
pressures for a return to some form of constitutional government were strong.26 

25Lucas, Lord Durham's Report, 3: 283-84. 
"Brian Young examines the peculiarly important role played by the Special Council 

in the transition to industrial capitalist relations of production in Lower Canada. See Brian 
Young, ~Positive Law, Positive State: Class Realignment and the Transformation of Lower 
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Following Durham's recommendations, Thomson pressed ahead 
with plans for the union of the Canadas. Both the Upper Canadian Assem
bly and the Lower Canadian Special Council supported local government 
reform, but the Act of Union (3 & 4 Vic. cap. 35), passed by the imperi
al Parliament in July of 1840, excluded the proposed clause, owing to 
Tory opposition led by Peel and Stanley. 

Thomson was aghast. "Without a breakwater of this kind between 
the Central Government and the people," he wrote to a friend, "Gov
ernment with an Assembly is impossible in Lower Canada." In his offi
cial reply to Russell upon receipt of the Union Bill, Thomson stressed the 
powerlessness of the central authority due to the absence of local gov
ernmental structures in Lower Canada. With respect to the rural districts 
he wrote, 

The hand of the Government is entirely unknown and unfelt through
out them. If I had to seek for information from any place from 10 to 
150 miles from Quebec or Montreal, I possess no means whatever of 
obtaining it, except from the authorities called into existence by the 
rebellion, and for whose permanency there is no security whatever. 
If the executive seeks to know the opinion of the people with regard 
to any improvement, there is no one to whom application can be 
made. In a word, every country district throughout the whole of the 
vast province of Lower Canada, is as completely cut off from any 
connection with the executive, as if it were on the other side of the 
Atlantic, and under a different form of government.27 

Thomson caused the Lower Canadian Special Council to dictate a 
local government ordinance that imposed a set of District Councils on 
Lower Canada. The Councils were accorded powers of taxation, but 
remained directly under the control of the governor, who could deter
mine the boundaries of districts; appoint wardens, secretary-treasurers, and 
surveyors; and dissolve councils at will. This ordinance was meant to give 
the central authority direct and extensive influence at the local level. 

In the first session of the United Parliament, Thomson (now Lord 
Sydenham) engineered the passage of a District Councils Bill for both 
Canada East and West, a close copy of the bill dictated by the Special 
Council the previous year. Indeed, as he wrote to his brother less than a 
month before his premature death in September 1841, in the first session 
he managed to secure "five great works" of reform for the Canadas: "the 
establishment of a board of works with ample powers; the admission of 
aliens; a new system of county courts; the regulation of the public lands 

Canada, 1815-1866," in Colonial Leviathan: State Formation in Mid-Nineteenth-Century 
Canada, ed. Allan Greer and Ian Radforth (Toronto, 1992), 50-63. For the instructions, see 
Russell to Thomson, 7 Sept. 1839, Kennedy, Documents, 514-16, 519. Thomson to a 
friend, 20 Nov., 8 Dec. 1839, ibid., 528 (quotation). 

"Ibid., 555; Thomson to Russell, 16 Sept. 1840, ibid., 553. 
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ceded by the Crown under the Union Act; and lastly, this District Coun
cil Bill. "28 

The first session also passed a Common School Act. As drafted by 
Sydenham's Solicitor-General East, Charles Dewey Day, the bill was a 
strongly centralizing initiative, a close copy of Arthur Buller's version of 
the Irish system. The bill provided for a Chief Superintendent of Educa
tion with powers to appoint District Boards of Examiners. The Boards would 
determine the course of study and rules and regulations and would license 
teachers. Their members would act as a paid school inspectorate. Local 
electors would elect township school commissioners who would hold 
township school property and manage the schools. District Councils would 
be District Boards of Education with the power to determine school dis
tricts and to tax for school purposes. 

In the Assembly, however, Reformers managed to gut the bill, remov
ing the Boards of Examiners outside the towns and conferring their pow
ers on the elected commissioners. This change eliminated the centrally 
controlled inspectorate. A clause allowing for dissident religious schools 
and the acceptance of his suggestions for nominations to the Montreal Board 
of Examiners ended the opposition of the Bishop of Montreal to Buller's 
educational plan. 

Forcing Government Downward in Canada East, 1841-50 

Sydenham's District Councils Act encountered intense opposition in what 
was now Canada East. A generalized resistance on the part of seigneurs 
and habitants to property taxation was expressed in the refusal of proprietors 
to stand for election to district councils, and a refusal by such district 
councillors as were elected to act.29 Councils were Boards of Education, 
and where they chose not to act, school taxes could not be raised, nor could 
school districts be organized. As District Councils were the main organizing 
bodies for many of the initiatives of central government in the locality, cen
tral authority remained weak. 

In any case, the administrative unit of the district could not work effec
tively for the reconstruction of social solidarities. Canada East was divid
ed into a maze of parishes whose parts were not always geographically 
contiguous. Parish boundaries cut across those of seigneuries and town
ships. The administrative unit of the district was clearly visible as an 
imposition from the center and could not capture loyalties bound tightly 
to parish institutions. 

"Sydenham to his brother, 28 Aug. 1841, ibid., 563. 
"Opposition to the Union of the Canadas was strong in the first years of the decade, 

based not only on taxation, but on the loss of the francophone majority in Parliament and 
the assumption by the new colony of Upper Canada's large debt. 
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In fact, no single legislative enactment could recast solidarities in 
Canada East; the parliamentary majority in favor of "improvement" in 
the 1840s pursued this objective through an integrated package of mea
sures, among them the creation of municipal authorities, property regis
tration acts, attacks on feudal property, school acts, and such measures 
as the creation of local agricultural associations. At the same time, par
liament promoted capitalist development both directly, by chartering and 
financing companies, and indirectly, by establishing the necessary admin
istrative infrastructures: standard weights and measures, commodity grad
ing practices, systems of transport, and so on. Parliament also attempted 
to prosecute enquiries in the social realm, in such areas as the collection 
of vital statistics and the taking of censuses, in an effort to extend its 
capacity to govern. 

The experiment with district councils for Canada East ended in 
1845 with the parliamentary ministry recognizing that they "are not and 
cannot be adapted to the present state of Lower Canada." A new Munic
ipal Act (8 Vic. cap. 40) removed the District Council structure, with its 
unpopular, centrally appointed officials, and allowed for the creation of 
elected parish, township, and municipal authorities, with broad powers 
of taxation and with the power to elect their own mayors or wardens. 
Yet if proprietors refused to elect municipal councillors, the governor 
under the act retained the right to appoint them ex officio, and council
lors could be fined for refusing to serve. Councillors were required by the 
act to take the oath of office within eight days of their election or appoint
ment (but no penalty for their refusing to do so was specified). The act also 
sought to bolster the authority of elected councils by declaring them to pos
sess all the powers formerly held by the Grand Voyers (that is, road, fence, 
and watercourse officials), and councils were not required to appeal to any 
other authority for the execution of local improvements. In addition to claus
es for the preservation of records, the act accorded the cabinet extensive 
powers to determine the boundaries of units of local government: to alter 
boundaries, to declare parishes to be municipalities, to unite parishes or 
parts of parishes, to unite parishes or parts of parishes with townships.30 

This act was to be in effect for two years. 
However, the School Act of 1845, passed immediately afterward in 

the same parliamentary session, retained the school divisions produced under 
the District Councils Act of 1841. In school matters, the same refusals of 
local proprietors to elect commissioners, and of elected officials to act, obtained. 

"Legislative Assembly of Canada, Statutes, 8 Vic. cap. 40. In parliamentary debate, 
it was argued that the Municipal Act foundered on resistance to the fact of property taxa
tion. See Elizabeth Nish, ed., Debates of the Legislative Assembly of United Canada, 
1841-1867 (Montreal, 1970-), 20 Mar. 1845. 
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The 1845 Act allowed the newly created Superintendent of Schools to 
name commissioners in cases of nonelection. Importantly, it allowed the 
school commissioners to order school taxes directly, without being depen
dent upon the municipal councils. It specified the powers of commis
sioners to cause the property of those defaulting on taxes to be seized and 
sold. At the same time, however, the School Act allowed local school 
monies to be raised by taxation, subscription, or fees at local option.31 

These further attempts at forcing improvement down onto localities 
were poorly coordinated temporary measures. Local propertyholders and 
householders frequently refused to attend classes in the "great Normal School" 
of self-government and political improvement, and attempts to make them 
do so produced unanticipated consequences. The removal of compulso
ry school property taxation in 1845, meant to appease opposition, led to 
a sharp reduction in the number of schools and threatened the entire edu
cational project. In an effort to enlist clerical support in the countryside, 
the 1845 School Act had also made the cure automatically a member of 
the local school commission; the church hierarchy feared that opposition 
to educational taxation would rebound upon the clergy. 

A new School Act in 1846 (9 Vic. cap. 27) returned to the principle 
of compulsory property taxation for raising school monies, supplement
ing this with fees levied on the parents of all children aged five to sixteen 
(whether or not they were in school). The Boards of Examiners, proposed 
in a clause of the 1841 Act which had been lost in the House, were re-cre
ated and charged with specifying the course of instruction and certifying 
teachers, although not with inspection. Property qualifications for school 
commissioners were raised, something which excluded the poorer cures 
both from the commissions and from the opprobrium attached to taxa
tion. Nonetheless, to secure clerical support, the 1846 Act allowed the 
cures to select books to be used for religious instruction.32 

The same tactic of furthering "improvement" by bolstering the 
power of the wealthiest proprietors in the countryside appeared in yet 
another attempt to create workable organs of representative local government. 
A new Municipal Act (9 & 10 Vic. cap. 7) of 1847 replaced the author
ities created in 1845 by county councils and raised the property qualifi
cation for councillors to £150. The power of councils to tax was extended, 
with unpaid taxes declared a special prior charge on all real property, 

31See Statutes, 8 Vic. cap. 41. 
"Ibid. My account of the school legislation draws on Nelson's excellent "The 'Guerre 

des Eteignoirs': School Reform and Popular Resistance in Lower Canada, 1841-1850," 
(master's thesis, Simon Fraser University, 1985); and Andree Dufour, "La scolarisation au 
Bas-Canada, 1826-1859: Interaction Etat/communautes locales" (Ph.D. diss., Universite 
du Quebec a Montreal, 1993). Lajeunesse comments on the dependence of the government 
on clerical support in most parishes. "L'Eveque Bourget," 50. 
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whether or not it was registered. The mills and private domains of the 
seigneurs were now to be assessed and taxed as well although not their 
unconceded lands. 

There was fairly significant opposition in Parliament to these con
tinuing efforts to rejig institutions of local government to make property 
holders support and participate in them. While there were differing esti
mations of the political project of improvement, politicians clearly under
stood what was at stake. Some members who favored improvement 
opposed repeated alterations to the law. As Pierre-Joseph-Olivier Chau
veau put it, "the aim of the municipal law is to change people's manners 
and institutions by means of a new division of the country." Yet such 
change took time, according to Chauveau; two years was too short a peri
od from which to expect results, and repeated change caused confusion.33 

Dr. Marc-Pascal de Sales Laterriere, speaking for many of the 
seigneurs, dismissed the entire project. The local government acts were intend
ed "to prepare, to force the people to inform itself about its political rights 
by stimulating its thoughts and anticipations for the future. That was the 
argument of Sydenham the magician!" But patterns of settlement in Lower 
Canada meant that country people only saw one another on Sunday: there 
was no regular contact or cooperation that could promote Sydenham's polit
ical education. In any case, "people have other and much better things to 
do than to waste their time in municipal gatherings in the hope of a polit
ical education. "34 

A further unanticipated consequence of the 184 7 change in munic
ipal legislation was the impossibility of conducting the census of Canada 
East, scheduled for 1848. The census officers were to have been appoint
ed by the municipal authorities abolished by the 184 7 Municipal Act, 
and that act did not provide for any replacement officers.35 The absence 
of a census further complicated educational administration, for central 
school grants were distributed according to population. 

Partly at least in response to popular opposition to the taxation 
clauses in the School Act of 1846, further modifications to educational leg
islation were introduced with a School Act of 1849. This act relaxed the 
conditions under which proprietors were to pay their school taxes, and 
relaxed as well the fees levied on parents. However, it attempted to 

"Nish, Debates, 21 July 1847, my translation. 
"'For the Act, see Statues, 10 and 11 Vic. cap. 7; for the quotations, see Nish Debates, 

21 July 1847, my translation. Notice that Chauveau became Superintendent of Education 
in 1856 and first premier of the Province of Quebec in 1868. 

"See Legislative Assembly of Canada, Sessional Papers, Appendix YY 1847. Local 
government is meant to be the source of intelligence for the center about local conditions 
and events; here a reform of local government makes this key information production pro
cess impossible. 
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strengthen the principle of taxation, barring those who had not paid their 
school taxes from voting in school elections, raising the fines assessed on 
commissioners who refused to levy a tax, and imposing penalties on any
one attempting to prevent the making of an assessment. The school com
missioners themselves were subject to a daily fine for not causing an 
assessment of their districts to be made. In a further attempt to secure 
clerical support of the educational project, the 1849 Act allowed the elec
tion of all cures as school commissioners by exempting them from the 
property qualification.36 A decade after the Durham Report, repeated fail
ures to organize a secular administrative framework for common school
ing had made some alliance between the government and the Catholic 
clergy inescapable. 

Amendments to local government contained in the Municipal Act 
of 1850 adopted yet another tactic to force liberal government onto the 
countryside. Now, elected councillors who refused to swear the oath of 
office were subjected to a £5 fine plus £1 a day until they took the oath. 
The power of councils to levy taxes after giving public notice and with
out having to notify individual proprietors was explicitly stated. The act 
created the office of inspector of municipalities.37 

La Guerre des Eteignoirs 

Intense and frequently violent opposition to local representative govern
ment and to tax-supported elementary schooling was common in the 
1840s in Canada East. Such was the case especially in parts of the District 
of Montreal and the District of St. Francis in the years 1847-51. A large 
number of violent incidents occurred, including the seizing and burning 
of school records and papers, the burning of school houses, the killing or 
maiming of the horses of local officials, the destruction of tax rolls, and, 
in one of the most notorious cases, the physical assault of a municipal 
assessor followed by the burning of the barn containing his stored grain 
and cattle and his forge. 38 The central authorities dubbed this opposition 
"la guerre des eteignoirs" (the candle-snuffers war), presenting it as a 
struggle between the forces of light and darkness, an image reproduced 

"Statutes, 12 Vic. cap. 50. 
"Statutes, 13 and 14 Vic. cap. 34. As far as I know, no one served as an inspector 

of municipalities. 
"Some of the events are described in the offers of rewards for the apprehension of 

offenders published in the official Canada Gazette, 18 Mar., 8 Apr., 12 Aug., and 18 Nov. 
1848; 13 Jan. 1849; 13 and 26 Jan., 9 Mar. and 23 Nov. 1850. Even in 1852, census enu
merators described local opposition to taxation as leading to the closing of schools. Nation
al Archives of Canada, Census Returns, Canada East, 1852 record group 31, vol. 1299, J. 
N. B. Papineau, Ottawa County; enumerator, Kingsey, Drummond Co.; J. B. Commeault 
de St. David de Y amaska. The first two are far from St. Francis. 
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by generations of educational historians, and first seriously questioned 
in the work of Wendie Nelson.39 

Nelson argues that the municipal and educational legislation of the 
1840s exacerbated class antagonisms in the Lower Canadian country
side, antagonisms already present before the Rebellion. The establish
ment of representative local government was a direct challenge to the 
hegemonic position of large landed property. Sections of the rural land
ed elite made common cause with the habitants who were themselves 
exposed to property taxation for the first time by the municipal and school 
systems. The rural and village petite bourgeoisie, according to Nelson, 
generally supported governmental reform and taxation, and indeed had 
done so under the patriote banner in the 1830s. Not only did the bulk of 
taxation fall upon landed property, but the villages benefitted directly 
from the new social economy: they were the sites of most schools, for 
example. Furthermore, the anticlericalism of the patriotes was not shared 
by the village petite bourgeoisie after the Rebellion. A growing alliance 
between clergy and village professionals was the relay for the penetration 
of the authority of the central government into the locality. It was also the 
object of popular antipathy. Nelson cites the succinct statement of riot
ers at one municipal council meeting in the late 1840s: "point de conseil, 
point d'ecole, point de cour de commissaire ni membre de bureau d'en
registrement" !40 

In a detailed case study of the parishes at the center of "eteignoir" 
agitation in the District of St. Francis, Nelson shows that opposition to 
the school system grew in proportion to the numbers of schools and the 
level of enrollment. The habitants refused to pay school taxes, and when 
the commissioners attempted to move against them legally, they found them
selves engaged in lengthy legal battles, during which the taxes could not 
be collected. Assessors in the parish of St. Gregoire, attempting to carry 
out a new assessment in January 1851, were intercepted by a large body 
of men, relieved of their assessment rolls and other papers, and escorted 
back to the village with orders not to repeat the attempt. The local mag
istrate acted halfheartedly against those responsible, and the Grand Jury 
rejected all charges. Charivaris in the village of St. Gregoire continued 
for several nights after the Grand Jury findings, and when the Grand Con-

"For the pre-revisionist view, see Louis-Philippe Audet, "Education in Canada East 
and Quebec, 1840-1875," in Canadian Education: A History, ed. J. Donald Wilson, Robert 
M. Stamp, and Louis-Philippe Audet (Toronto, 1970), 167-89. Here the "candle-snuffers" 
became "better informed, [and] changed their attitudes" (p. 17 5). This work is an English 
summary of Audet's massive, heavily proclerical Le systeme scolaire de Ia Province de 
Quebec (Quebec, 1950-55). Audet's view is certainly not shared by Charland, "Reseau 
d'enseignment." 

40Nelson, "Guerre," 175. Translation of quotation: "no boards, no schools, no courts 
of commissioners, no members of registry offices"! 
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stable and two assistants arrived to carry out arrests against the demon
strators, they were taken prisoner by a crowd of two hundred men. This 
event was followed by the burning of the barn of one of the assessors, broth
er-in-law to the parish priest. Eventually, troops were called to the village, 
yet attempts in neighboring parishes to carry out assessments encoun
tered the same forms of opposition. 

The suppression of this sort of opposition involved central author
ities in a number of interrelated initiatives. Leading figures in "eteignoir" 
agitation were purged from positions in the state system. A judicature bill 
attempted to combat the refusal of juries to convict agitators by holding 
trials extralocally. The support of the clergy was actively sought, both by 
reforms to the School Acts, which allowed sufficient flexibility for cleri
cal activists to influence educational matters, and by the granting of 
patronage to cooperative clerical activists.41 Of central importance was 
the creation of a corps of centrally appointed school inspectors under the 
School Act of 1851. These officers subsequently played an active role in 
"calming down" disputes. Nelson also suggests, however, that central 
authorities were prepared to ignore less flagrant forms of opposition in 
localities, provided these did not threaten the educational project as a 
whole. 

The State of Tutelage 

Liberal democratic polities are characterized by the exercise of a regulat
ed autonomy on the part of citizens who exist in a state of tutelage: their 
capacity to govern themselves freely is shaped by education and instruc
tion; the course of their self-government is subject to various kinds of 
observation and monitoring. Sovereign state authority and relations of 
domination and economic exploitation enlist citizens who are "free" to 
exercise rights and respect obligations. 

The Lower Canadian case is fascinating for its combination of colo
nial domination and the liberal democratic governmental project. Central 
authorities attempted to force liberal freedoms onto a population in large 
measure opposed to them. Ultimately, the liberal dream of a secular self
governing polity was subverted in the domain of education by the polit
ical necessity of constructing an alliance between Church and State to 
overcome popular opposition. One of the roots of Catholic hegemony in 
what would become Quebec was firmly planted in this educational alliance. 

At the heart of the liberal project for Lower Canada was the creation 
of a state of tutelage for the population. Educational historians interest-

41 At second reading, the bill was explicitly connected to the antischool agitations. 
Nish, Debates, 17 July 1850. Support by the legislature for a secondary school under cler
ical control was a common patronage instrument. 
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ed in taking seriously the insight of the revisionists of the 1960s and 1970s 
that education is not simply about schools might take note of the conjunction 
of inspection and intelligence gathering, the construction of political 
alliances around local administration, and schooling. They cannot usefully 
be studied in isolation. 
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