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Democratic Struggle or National Uprising? 

The Canadian Rebellions in British Political Thought, 1835-1840 

 

Between November 1837 and December 1838, the British colonies of Upper and Lower 

Canada witnessed a series of armed insurrections that were quickly defeated and 

brutally repressed by the authorities. These events sparked a public debate on the 

Canadian Question which continued until at least 1840, when the two provinces were 

merged together by the Canada Act. The rebellions have been widely studied by 

historians of colonial Canada, and occupy a prominent place in Québécois cultural 

memory.1 On the other side of the Atlantic, however, the British debates on those events 

have not attracted similar attention.2  

This article therefore argues that the role of the Canadian rebellions in early nineteenth-

century British political thought has been under-appreciated. They were, in fact, the 

occasion of major reconceptualizations of two important terms that would later become 

central to the political lexicon of modern Britain: ‘democracy’ and ‘nationality’. 

Historians have shown how the 1830s were a moment of transition for ‘democracy’: 

mainly used as a term of abuse by Tories during the debates on the 1832 Reform Act, 

by the end of the decade, Chartists had appropriated the term as a badge of honor.3 

While this shift in usage is usually analysed in terms of British domestic politics, we 

show that it can be better understood by studying the debates around Canada in the 

period. ‘Nationality’, in contrast, has been identified as a salient issue in the British 

debate on Canada, but the ways in which the word was deployed throughout the debate 

has not been examined in detail - likely because it is not thought to have been attached 

to a fully political concept until the ‘principle of nationality’ became established in 



public discourse in the late 1840s.4  Here our research suggests that new tentative uses 

of ‘nationality’ did emerge in the second half of the 1830s, and were redeployed in the 

context of the Canadian question.  More generally, because the Canadian Rebellions 

were explicitly analysed by contemporary British commentators in terms of 

‘democracy’ and ‘nationality’, we argue that the British debates on the Canadian 

Question throws new light on the contemporary reconfigurations of the ideas of 

democracy and nationality in the 1830s and 1840s.  

After a brief overview of the Canadian crisis, we trace the histories of 

‘democracy’ and ‘nationality’ prior to 1835. We then proceed to an analysis of the Tory 

and Whig uses of the words in Parliament and in the periodical press5. This allows us to 

contrast the innovative uses of the terms deployed by Radical commentators in the same 

period. In order to give a more comprehensive survey of the uses of ‘democracy’ and 

‘nationality’, we choose to primarily focus on the words themselves and not the 

concepts they represent. The distinction between the two is of course fraught with 

difficulties. The challenge of disentangling words and concepts has preoccupied 

intellectual historians for decades, especially proponents of Reinhart Koselleck’s 

Begriffsgeschichte6. Conversely, Quentin Skinner famously argued that he was more 

interested in the history of rhetorical strategies than of concepts, which he deemed 

impossible.7 Our aim is therefore not to settle the question but to take a more modest - 

and pragmatic - approach. Following Joanna Innes, we maintain that in order to 

understand the intentions and strategies behind the use of ‘nationality’ and ‘democracy’, 

we need to pay attention to their history as words8. While the concepts of democracy 

and nationality did have other signifiers at the time, we argue that focusing on these two 

words allows us to gain a richer understanding of the political and rhetorical strategies 

of British political writers in the late 1830s. 



 

1- The Canadian Crisis: between ‘democracy’ and ‘nationality’  

For both contemporaries and historians, the origin of the Rebellions is often traced back 

to 1791, when the Constitutional Act created the provinces of Upper and Lower Canada. 

This was in part in response to the arrival of numerous American Loyalists in the 

Province of Québec. By dividing the territory between Upper Canada, with a majority 

of English-speaking subjects, and Lower Canada, where French-Canadians were 

allowed to preserve their laws and religion, the British government hoped to prevent 

tensions.9 It also granted both provinces a local government, explicitly modelled in the 

image of the mixed constitution of Britain.10 The two provinces were to be ruled by a 

Legislative Assembly elected by property-owners, a hereditary Legislative Council and 

a Governor, chosen by the Imperial government. This mixed government was 

established in part to prevent the republican temptation following the American 

Revolution.11 The strategy was only partly successful, as in the beginning of the 

nineteenth-century, demands for reform began to emerge. 

In both provinces, conflict developed between the elected Assemblies and the 

Governors, who nominated and thus ruled the Legislative Council. For the Canadian 

reformists, strongly influenced by William Blackstone and Jean-Louis De Lolme, it was 

the collusion between the two elements that prevented the proper functioning of the 

Constitution. Calls for a government responsible to the elected House of Assembly, as 

in the British case, and not to the Governor, became more frequent. In the face of an 

intransigent Colonial Office, reformists increasingly turned to republican rhetoric, 

especially in the 1830s. Drawing on the American example, the Reformists in Upper 

Canada and the Patriotes in Lower Canada claimed that the Legislative council should 

be elected, and promoted a Jeffersonian ideal of a community of small landowners.12 



Conflicting identities were also woven into the debate: in Lower Canada, the French-

speaking Assembly denounced British favoritism, while in Upper Canada, reformists 

tended to be long-established settlers. As Allan Greer sums up, by 1837, both provinces 

had ‘on one side, office-holding oligarchies loosely affiliated to more broadly based 

'Tory parties' composed mainly of British immigrants and, on the other, a 'Reform' 

opposition critical of existing power structure.’13  

Amidst an economic crisis and mounting political conflicts, the Whig 

government of Lord Melbourne officially refused the Patriotes’ demands for reform in 

March 1837. Lord John Russell’s Ten Resolutions enabled the Governor to spend 

without approbation of the Assembly, violating the principle of parliamentary control of 

expenses.14 The Patriotes began to organize committees and rallies, while in Upper 

Canada Reformists issued calls to vigilance and solidarity. When 26 Patriotes decided 

to resist arrest, armed conflict finally spew in November. After a Patriote victory in 

Saint-Denis, the British army retaliated and defeated the rebels in December, killing 

between 250 and 300 and jailing many more. At the same time, the Reformists also 

organized a short-lived insurrection in Toronto, although they were quickly put down, 

with less than a hundred being captured and deported. February and November 1838 

witnessed two other invasion attempts by Patriotes forces based in the United-States, 

once again crushed through the work of the British army and local loyalist militias. For 

Michal Durcharme, this defeat marks the last chapter of the Atlantic Revolutions, 

ending the republican movement that had started in 1776.15   

In the meantime, in May 1838, Lord Durham had arrived in Canada with special 

powers as Governor General to investigate on the rebellion. Although quickly dismissed 

by Melbourne in October 1838, Durham published his famous Report on the affairs of 

British North America in February 1839. The report recommended both the union of 



Upper and Lower Canada to diminish French-Canadian influence in politics, and the 

granting of responsible government to the North American Colonies. Following 

vigorous debates, Westminster passed the British North America Act in 1840, merging 

the two Canadian provinces under a single legislature, favoring ‘assimilation’ over 

‘representation’.16 While initially not responsible to the House of Assembly, from 1848 

onwards, the provincial Cabinet was being selected by and amongst the elected 

members.17           

As this outline makes clear, the 1837-1838 Canadian crisis touched both on 

questions of ‘democracy’, in its relationship to ‘responsible government’, and of 

‘nationality’, in the context of the preservation of the French-Canadian identity. This 

dual interpretative framework was immediately obvious to contemporaries, who, 

depending on their political allegiances, read the rebellions through the prism of either 

‘democracy’ or ‘nationality’.18 The colonial administrator George Gipps, sent to Canada 

in 1836 to assess the reformists’ grievances, immediately seized upon this duality, and 

spelled out the stakes for the Canadian reformists in terms of perceived legitimacy and 

public sympathy: ‘so long as the contest can be made to appear as one not of nationality 

but of political principle’, he assessed, ‘the Americans, and a portion even of the British 

will be on the democratic side.’19 The subsequent British debate was characterized by 

efforts on each side to frame the narrative, with critics of the rebellions portraying it as a 

national uprisings, and supporters denying its roots lay in ‘nationality’ and portraying it 

as a legitimate constitutional, and even democratic, struggle.20  

To understand why conservative and reformist contemporary commentators 

were so keen to portray the rebellions in terms of ‘nationality’ or ‘democracy’, we need 

to turn to the history of the two words before 1835. Although used in widely different 

contexts, both words shared similarities in the eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century 



in that they were both minor, largely pejorative terms in the British political vocabulary. 

Until the mid-eighteenth-century ‘nationality’ had primarily been deployed in the 

context of naval or church law, but towards the end of the century it became 

increasingly used to denote excessive or bigoted attachment to a nation or ethnic 

group21. It remained rarely used until at least the 1830s.22  

‘Democracy’ had a longer, more historically - and politically- weighted history: 

it was a learned word, mainly used to designate a political regime with popular 

participation, and was associated with the republics of Antiquity.23 As such it was 

synonymous with a turbulent, disorderly regime, leading to anarchy or despotism. 

Sometimes it was also used to imply an egalitarian principle (as in the idea of ‘a 

levelling democracy’) or to designate a social group, such as the lower orders – and 

both uses had a negative connotation. In Britain, in addition to these uses, ‘democracy’ 

was sometimes used positively by the late eighteenth-century within the context of the 

‘theory of mixed government’, which analysed the British state as a mixture of 

monarchy, aristocracy and democracy.24 But following the French Revolution, 

‘democracy’ became a shorthand for violence and revolution.25 While occasional 

positive uses of ‘democrat’ could still be found (mainly in opposition to ‘aristocrat’26), 

in the early nineteenth-century British reformers were overall careful to present their 

demands within a constitutionalist idiom27, and to leave ‘democracy’ out of the 

equation.28  

Therefore, both words were rarely used before the period of political and 

conceptual turmoil that characterized British political thought in the 1830s. It is not 

until the debates leading to the 1832 Reform Act that the use of ‘democracy’ increased 

in British political vocabulary, albeit primarily in negative contexts. The Reform Bill 

was defended by the Whigs as an essential barrier against ‘democracy’ and as a tool to 



prevent popular upheavals29, while the Tories labelled the proposal as ‘democratical’ 

and leading to the overthrow of the Constitution.30  

At the same time, as a result of discussions of the United-States, ‘democracy’ 

was increasingly used to designate a type of society, without privilege and with 

egalitarian tendencies. In this sense, ‘democracy’ was less a particular set of institutions, 

and more a specific dynamic in human history. In the 1820s and 1830s, British travelers 

frequently recounted their adventures to the public, painting an unflattering picture of 

America as a disorderly country with rough manners and a lack of culture.31 Sometimes 

these flaws were explicitly linked to the democratic institutions of the United-States.32 

Others were more positive: in 1833, Edward Gibbon Wakefield, a future protagonist in 

the Canadian question, published a social and political comparison of England and 

America. While he praised the mixed constitution of Britain as ‘the best government 

ever established in Europe’, he also argued that ‘democracy’ was more adapted to the 

egalitarian society of America.33 This emerging reading of ‘democracy’ as a political 

system adapted to a particular type of society was strengthened by the success of Alexis 

de Tocqueville’s Democracy in America (1835, 1840). The first volume of Democracy 

in America, published in 1835, was immediately translated in English by Henry Reeve. 

For Tocqueville, ‘democracy’ was not so much a political regime as a type of society, 

with ‘an almost complete equality of condition’.34 This pushed previous understandings 

of ‘democracy’ as a levelling principle further, by seeing this egalitarian tendency as the 

main thrust of modernity. Although Tocqueville also insisted on the specific conditions 

that made democracy possible in America, his uses of ‘democracy’ as a future-oriented 

concept had immediate and lasting impact. Indeed, in Britain, perhaps because of its 

very adaptability to varying political agendas, the book was well received by 

Conservatives and Radicals alike.35 



The use of ‘nationality’ also increased in the early 1830s, albeit for different 

reasons. While the word remained polysemantic and was not typically used to refer to 

the modern concept of the nation-sate, or even to ideas of national identity36, the 

sympathy attracted in Britain by the Polish revolt of 1830-31 marked the first sustained 

use of ‘nationality’ in a political sense. In Westminster, MPs frequently invoked ‘the 

nationality and independence of Poland’, and the word ‘nationality’ was most often 

used positively, as something to be ‘preserved’ and not ‘destroyed’.37  

This emerging use of ‘nationality’ to describe ‘national sentiment’ or ‘national 

identity’ also characterized discussion of continental Europe in the periodical press of 

the 1830s. In this context ‘nationality’ was not understood to be a universal or a-

historical phenomenon, but rather a sentiment that developed historically.38 It had 

emerged in early modern Europe, particularly in France and England,39 and its progress 

was now most noticeable in continental Europe. ‘Nationality’ was seen to have 

progressed in Spain and Germany in reaction to Napoleon’s occupation, and was 

currently flourishing in Italy, as illustrated by the 1830s revolutionary insurrections. But 

even when the word was used in a neutral or positive sense close to ‘national 

sentiment’, it did not imply a fully developed political understanding of the nation-state. 

As illustrated by the case of Poland, ‘nationality’ was not normally equated to ‘national 

sovereignty’ or to an independent state: ‘nationality’ could be preserved within a 

multinational state such as Russia, and if anything, the word tended to be employed in 

discussion of those continental nationalities that did not have a state.40  

The Canadian rebellions thus took place in a crucial period of conceptual 

reconfiguration for the words ‘democracy’ and ‘nationality’. While they had both been 

minor and largely pejorative terms of the British political lexicon in the eighteenth- and 

early-nineteenth-century, by the 1830s their uses were beginning to shift, with both 



words becoming more frequent, and acquiring a variety of significations. In both cases 

external factors were important in prompting new usages: the American case provided a 

sociological example of the egalitarian implications of ‘democracy’, while through the 

Polish, Spanish and Italian examples, ‘nationality’ gained a more historical and less 

negative dimension. By the time the Canadian crisis took center stage in British political 

life in 1837, the two words remained polysemantic with flexible meanings. But as the 

British debate was, from the outset, framed in competing terms of ‘nationality’ and 

‘democracy’, political actors were forced to refine, clarify and sometimes reconfigure 

their uses of the words. It is to these discussions that we now turn.  

 

2- Conservatives and Canada: nationality illegitimate and democracy 

denied 

 

As Peter Burroughs has shown, the British responses to the Canadian crisis differed 

greatly between political affiliations. On one hand, most Radicals framed the issue as 

one involving popular government and a struggle against oligarchic rule. On the other, 

the Tories – and to some extent the Whigs – portrayed it as a rebellion led by 

treacherous French-Canadian Catholics.41 In Tory and Whig discourse, the use of 

‘democracy’ and ‘nationality’ mirrored earlier usages of the words, in support of anti-

reformist positions. Both terms were used negatively, to denigrate the legitimacy of the 

rebels: their demands for responsible government were labelled as dangerously 

democratic, while labelling the Rebellions as a product of ‘nationality’ discredited them.  

Indeed, most British commentators agreed that claims of Canadian ‘nationality’ were 

not a legitimate basis for demanding reform of current institutions: Tories and Whigs 

were equally hostile to ‘the ridiculous idea of nationality now entertained by the French 



party’.42 This is precisely why they attempted to frame the issue in terms of 

‘nationality’, and why the Radicals responded by disentangling the two issues and 

shifting the discussion onto the terrain of representation. 

While the widespread hostility to Canadian claims of ‘nationality’ prompted 

John Stuart Mill to accuse his contemporaries of hypocrisy (given the sympathy which 

continental ‘nationalities’ often attracted), Tories and Whig considered the case of 

Canada in a different light, for two reasons. First, French Canadian ‘nationality’ was 

perceived to be less legitimate than oppressed continental ‘nationalities’, because it was 

a more recent development, and because its association to anti-gallican and anti-catholic 

tropes made it less worthy of respect.43 Second, while continental nationalities were 

fighting for the ‘survival’ of their nationalities as they were threatened with 

‘destruction’, the ‘nationality’ of Canada (understood as the protection of its distinct 

language, culture and laws) was believed to be entirely compatible with membership of 

the British Empire. As the then Whig MP George R. Robinson made clear: ‘the object 

of the Canadians was, to secure the nationality of Lower Canada, and the French laws. 

He had no wish to deprive them of those laws—he had not the slightest wish to interfere 

with their privileges […] but to allow them to be enjoyed by the Canadian party alone, 

was a proposition to which he never would consent44.’ This commitment to protect 

‘French laws’ coexisted with Robinson’s firm opposition to independence, as he would 

state a few days later: ‘Why call themselves exclusively Canadians, as if they wished to 

be considered a distinct people? He contended, that at the conquest of Canada in 1761, 

it was made a part of the British family, and ought now to be considered as much so as 

any other part of his Majesty’s dominions.’ 45 

In this view, hostility to Canadian demands was not necessarily incompatible 

with the acknowledgement that a distinct Canadian ‘nationality’ did indeed exist, which 



the British Empire had at one point deemed worthy of protection. In 1840 we can see 

the Monthly Review relying on this assumption to argue in favour of Durham’s proposal 

of union of the two provinces: the British Empire had made important efforts to 

‘preserve the nationality of the French’, but this generous policy had backfired and only 

fostered division and jealousy, instead of ‘uniformly and consistently proceeding to 

amalgamate the two races, the conquered and the conquerors’. The previous policy of 

protecting the language and customs of the French ‘could not but tend to keep the two 

races apart, widen breaches, and increase antipathies’.46  

In Parliament, Whig and Tory MPs not only described the British Empire as 

having historically protected Canadian nationality, but also argued that it would be 

threatened by a possible integration into American’s universalist republic. William 

Gladstone, then a Tory MP, argued that:  

[he] did not believe, that the people of Lower Canada, wished to throw themselves 

into the arms of the United States: What had been the conduct of the United States 

towards those communities that she had amalgamated with herself? Had she 

continued to them the same degree of nationality that had been preserved to 

Canada under the dominion of Great Britain [...]?47  

Gladstone’s point was echoed by Lord Stanley: 

The French Canadians lived under the lightest taxation of any people on earth; their 

only security for the absolute laws and feudal customs to which they clung was in 

the protecting power of this empire: If that protection were removed, in a short 

time would follow the utter destruction of their nationality, which would be merged 

in the one great, absolute, native-American republic.48   

As illustrated by the above quotes, references to the American republic abounded in 

Tory and conservative Whig discussions of the Canadian problem.49 America was not 

only portrayed as a competing force of national amalgamation, but also – in keeping 



with its emergence as the mandatory reference for discussions of ‘democracy’ in the 

1830s – as the epitome of a democratic polity. Indeed, while most Tories – and Whigs – 

framed the Canadian issue as a problem of nationalities (often linked to the problem of 

confession), they did sometimes venture on the constitutional terrain. Unsurprisingly, 

when they did use ‘democracy’, it was mainly within a mixed government framework. 

As the conservative journalist Alfred Mallalieu made clear in a 1835 Blackwood article, 

the 1791 Constitution had carried out ‘the democratic principle to so extravagant an 

extent’50 that it was unbalanced, as proved by the continual conflict between the 

Assemblies and their Governors. According to most Tories, the Radical plan of giving 

more power to the Assembly went in direct opposition to the principles of the British 

constitution. As Conservative Leader Robert Peel argued, this actually meant creating ‘a 

complete democracy, or at any rate a republic with monarchical institutions’.51  

In Tory discourse, the recent rebellions were therefore the outcome of a 

constitutional imbalance, exacerbated by the Whigs’ policy of ‘concession’ to reformist 

movements, thereby ‘depressing the loyal, and encouraging the democratic and 

republican factions in that country’52. Here, as during the debates of the 1832 Reform 

Act, the Tories did not hesitate to label reformers as ‘democratic’ and their demands as 

‘democratic clamour’.53 This clearly remained a potent rhetorical weapon, as illustrated 

by the fact that Canadian political actors themselves largely avoided labelling 

themselves as ‘democrats’, preferring to see themselves as ‘reformers’, ‘republicans’ or 

‘patriotes’.54   

Therefore, the Canadian Crisis saw both Whigs and Tories reinforce traditional 

uses of both ‘democracy’ and ‘nationality’. This is particularly clear in the case of the 

former. While in the 1830s, following the American example, a more Tocquevillian 

view of ‘democracy’ as a type of society was gaining traction, during the debates on 



Canada, Conservatives emphasized the necessity of constitutional balance and 

reinforced preexisting negative associations between ‘democracy’ and political disorder. 

As for ‘nationality’, the case of Canada confronted both Tories and Whigs to the 

domestic implications of the public support previously enjoyed by a number of 

European nationalities. This only reinforced misgivings previously associated with the 

weaponization of ‘nationality’ by Irish nationalists recently emboldened by an influx of 

Irish Catholic MPs.55 In response, it became necessary to expound and nuance the 

meaning of ‘nationality’, in order to differentiate the supposedly illegitimate claims of 

the French-Canadians from the (more legitimate) claims of continental European 

‘nationalities’, and to argue that ‘nationality’ was compatible with membership of an 

imperial, multi-national state. Implicit in this new argument was the acknowledgement 

that at least some nationalities were worth ‘preserving’: this represented an addition to 

previous negative uses of ‘nationality’ in the sense of ‘excessive attachment’ or 

‘jealousy’, thus layering and nuancing the concept of nationality.   

 

3- Attempts at redefinitions: Radicals and Canada  

Even before the 1837-1838 Rebellions, Radicals in Britain had framed the demands of 

the colonists as a struggle between democratic and aristocratic principles. When news of 

the Rebellions reached Britain, they were naturally disinclined to play into Tory 

attempts to discredit the colonists’ demands for being grounded on ‘nationality’. Rather, 

they firmly argued that the rebellions were about political representation, and 

sometimes about ‘democracy’. The argument was presented within the traditional 

framework of mixed government, and depicted the crisis as a conflict between the 

corrupt aristocratic elements of the Canadian constitutions (especially the Legislative 

Council) and the democratic principles of the House of Assembly. In addition, some 



Radicals simultaneously used ‘democracy’ in a more sociological way, à la 

Tocqueville, arguing that the conditions of North America prevented the application of 

British political principles.  

This was clearest in John Arthur Roebuck’s discourse. Born in India to an East 

India Company official, Roebuck had spent much of his youth in Canada before 

becoming closely acquainted with JS Mill and the ‘Philosophical Radicals’, and was 

elected as a Radical MP for Bath in 1832. The Canadian rebellions were the occasion of 

his rise to public prominence: he had been a paid agent of the Lower Canada Assembly 

in 1835, and had stated in an April 1835 speech in Westminster that Canada was a 

country ‘of democratic habits. There is a great equality in the condition of all the 

inhabitants—no aristocracy exists; neither can the elements of an aristocracy be 

discovered’.56 Three months later, he had used a London Review article to directly 

challenge the idea that the theory of mixed government could be applied in North 

America. For him, the Legislative Council, far from serving as ‘a counterpoise to the 

democratic opinions prevalent in America’, fueled the power of a vile aristocracy and 

through this strengthened ‘democratic feeling’.57  

Roebuck was subsequently chosen to present the assembly’s petition before the 

Commons and the Lords in January 1838 (in spite of having lost his seat in August 

1837). As a spokesperson for the Canadian reformists, Roebuck made it clear that their 

main demand – which he called ‘self-government’ – originated in the sociological 

conditions of Canada. The idea of a disjunction between a colony founded on 

democratic lands, and a distant and aristocratic motherland, remained a recurring pattern 

in his commentary.58  

Roebuck’s analysis of the Canadian rebellions was echoed by a number of 

middle-class Radicals. In December 1837, his frequent collaborator Henry Warburton – 



also close to the Benthamite George Grote – dismissed proponents of the theory of 

mixed government by arguing in Parliament that reforms to the Canadian governments 

should be judged on their own merit, not according to the principles of government at 

home.59  A few weeks later, he further argued that Britain had imposed institutions 

which were unsuited to Canadian society. For him, ‘the state of society in the colony, 

[…] was essentially democratic. The uniformly easy circumstances in which the 

inhabitants lived, their institutions and laws, particularly that which shut out 

primogeniture, and established an equalization in property—this state of society, he 

repeated, was essentially favourable to democratic institutions.’60  

As previously suggested, this use of ‘democracy’ to signify an egalitarian 

society – on which only democratic institutions ought to be imposed – had much in 

common with Tocqueville’s perspective. Middle-class Radicals were particularly taken 

with the first volume of Democracy in America: the book was reviewed by JS Mill for 

the London Review in late 183561, Mill immediately beginning a correspondence with 

Tocqueville through its English translator, Henry Reeve.62 Around the same time, 

Roebuck wrote a pamphlet praising the book.63 As mentioned, Mill’s friend, the 

colonial reformer E.G. Wakefield, had previously published a book comparing England 

and America which shared a number of common points with Tocqueville’s analysis.64 

As Wakefield also happened to be working for Lord Durham, whose 1839 Report 

paraphrases Tocqueville in places65, it is clear that Tocqueville’s views largely informed 

middle-class Radical uses of ‘democracy’ in the Canadian debate, by allowing them to 

expand the meaning of the word and attach new connotations to it. For the first time in 

the nineteenth-century ‘democracy’ was regularly used in a positive manner in 

Westminster, as Radicals deployed the term to characterize Canadian society and its 

potential political institutions66.  



While middle-class Radicals were more willing to endorse ‘democracy’ in the 

Canadian context, their proto-sociological, Tocquevillian definition of democracy stood 

in sharp contrast with the political language of the emerging Chartist movement, whose 

self-consciously ‘democratic’ demands were framed in terms of popular sovereignty 

and rights to equal representation. Chartists sympathized with the plight of the 

Canadians, and were energized by the rebellions, organizing protest meetings and 

sending declarations of support to their Canadian ‘brothers under oppression’ which 

explicitly defended ‘the cause of democracy’.67  

Therefore, while they were outwardly aligned in their defense of the Canadian 

reformists, working-class and middle-class Radicals deployed very different uses of 

‘democracy’ in their commentary, as Mill’s associates remained wary of any non-

contextual, or universalist, appeal to democratic principles. Thus, Roebuck decried the 

conservatives’ misrepresentations, and argued that the colonists were shocked to be 

accused of wanting to ‘to set up an absolute democracy.’68 And William Molesworth – 

another associate of Grote and Mill’s, and co-founder of the London Review alongside 

Roebuck – waxed poetic about the ‘absurdity’ of setting up ‘democratic institutions in 

all our colonies—amongst the ignorant and superstitious millions of India—amongst 

our negro fellow-subjects in the West Indies’.69 Therefore, while the Canadian crisis 

allowed middle-class Radicals to promote a less controversial definition of ‘democracy’ 

and to normalize - to some extent - their use of the language of democracy, it also 

highlighted the political distance that separated them from the incipient Chartist 

movement, which soon would clearly embrace the term as a legitimate political 

objective.70  

Conversely, when Radicals engaged with the idea of ‘nationality’, it was usually 

to deny that it had played a central role in the Canadian rebellions. This approach was 



exemplified in Westminster by Molesworth. On 23 January 1838, he spoke in 

Parliament to blame the rebellions on ‘a small faction, whose object was power; who, 

for that purpose, appealed to disgraceful national antipathies.’ The ‘national’ aspect of 

the rebellions had been manufactured for political ends, as there was in fact ‘no real 

contest of races in the province of Lower Canada.’ In any case, ‘nationality’ did not 

constitute legitimate grounds for claims of sovereignty. Here Molesworth explicitly 

rejoined the Tory argument by highlighting the dangerous consequences of the logic of 

national sovereignty, when applied to Ireland:  

if, on the grounds of being dissimilar in race, and of speaking a different language, 

they were to accord dominion to this party in Canada, then tenfold was the claim of 

the analogous party in Ireland to supremacy over a people whose native language 

was far more dissimilar to our tongue, and who sprung from a stock far less akin to 

ours than that of the French.71 

This is not to say the Radicals necessarily thought of ‘nationality’ in a negative 

way: rather, they tended to see ethnic or cultural identity (often described in terms of 

‘nationality’) as perfectly compatible with a broader civic identity embodied in a multi-

ethnic state with shared values and shared sovereignty. In the late 1830s this tendency 

was exemplified by the Westminster Review, whose contributors adopted the 

previously-discussed understanding of ‘nationality’ as a historically-contingent 

development. But from 1837 the Westminster Review increasingly argued that 

‘nationality’ itself was evolving: originally a narrow and defensive sentiment, its 

modern manifestation was shifting into a more open and less jealous form of identity.72 

The Medieval or Early Modern version of ‘nationality’ was described as shallow and 

destructive precisely because it had lost the civic element that had been central to the 

‘nationality’ of ancient republics, especially Rome. Genuine nationality consisted in that 

‘feeling of common interest … contained within the same natural or historical 



boundaries’. It was the mark of successful modern nations such as England, France, but 

also republican Holland and Switzerland, and its absence in Ireland was identified as the 

root cause of the Irish problem.73 

On the occasion of the Canadian crisis, the Radicals applied their emerging 

conception of a modern, civic ‘nationality’ in the context of British colonial policy. It is 

therefore notable that Lord Durham’s mission to Canada was shaped by his Radical 

advisers Charles Buller and E.G. Wakefield: Buller, who acted as his private secretary 

and served in the second session of the Special Council of Lower Canada, was a 

Benthamite Philosophical Radical and frequent contributor to the Westminster Review 

between 1836 and 1843; as for Wakefield, who came to Canada with Durham as an 

unofficial adviser, he was the leader of the ‘Colonial reformers’ and had greatly 

influenced Mill’s own colonial vision.74  

Durham’s Proclamation of October 1838 clearly reflected emerging Radical 

understandings of ‘nationality’ as a historical process tending towards a ‘modern’, more 

civic and less narrowly ethnic, or jealous, model:  

I had great and worthy objects in view. My aim was to elevate the province of 

Lower Canada to a thoroughly British character, to link its people to the 

sovereignty of Britain, by making them all participators in those high privileges, 

conducive at once to freedom and order, which have long been the glory of 

Englishmen. I hoped to confer on an united people a more extensive enjoyment of 

free and responsible government, and to merge the petty jealousies of a small 

community, and the odious animosities of origin, in the higher feelings of a nobler 

and more comprehensive nationality.75 

Durham’s Report on the Affairs of British North America, published in February 1839, 

whose joint authors Mill later identified as Buller and Wakefield, developed the same 

argument, and argued for the incorporation of a French-Canadian identity into a broader 



‘British’ imperial identity, while also incorporating a number of Tory and Whig tropes 

about the inferiority of French-Canadian nationality.76  

Mill’s lengthy advance review of the Report in the Westminster Review was 

highly flattering, which has often been interpreted in light of his domestic political 

agenda and ambition to convince Durham to lead a future Radical government77. Yet his 

commentary on ‘nationality’, in the context of the Canadian rebellions, has also been 

read as being broadly supportive of the notion: indeed, Mill explicitly denounced the 

double standards involved in the widespread public sympathy afforded to Poland, and 

the accusations of treachery levelled at the Canadians (‘What have the Canadians done 

other than the Poles?’78). 

There remains an unresolved tension in these accounts: if Mill defended the 

Canadians’ claims of ‘nationality’ against hypocritical Tory attacks, why then did he 

praise Durham’s plan for ‘destroying’ French Canadian ‘nationality’ and merging it into 

a broader British identity?  

it was the only legitimate means of destroying the so-much-talked-of nationality of 

the French Canadians. It would compel them to consider themselves, not as a 

separate family, but an integral portion of a larger body; it would merge their 

nationality of race in a nationality of country; instead of French Canadians it would 

make them British Americans; and this without bringing into their house and home, 

into their social and domestic relations, the customs of another people (which, 

whether practised on all of them or on a part, would be one of the last excesses of 

despotism) […].79 

As pointed out by Varouxakis, one element of the answer lies in Mill’s ‘capacious’ 

understanding of ‘nationality’ as allowing for ‘the possibility of merged ethnic groups 

forming “a nationality of country”’.80 However, the Canadian example also highlighted 

that not all ‘nationalities’ were so enlightened81, and that some needed to be pushed in 

the right direction. In Mill’s analysis, Durham’s approach would render the Canadians’ 



narrow conception of ‘nationality’ obsolete, allowing instead for the emergence of an 

open, modern ‘nationality’ which would both preserve existing French-Canadian 

national law and customs while also encouraging full membership in the British 

imperial state.  

The Durham Report still enjoys a largely positive reputation for having 

established the foundations of democratic governance in Canada, including the 

principles of responsible government and federalism82 - although it is also noted for 

illustrating Britain’s imperialist disdain for  supposedly inferior local cultures and 

identities.83  In that sense it was typical of the ‘imperial liberalism’ that characterized 

many in Mill’s Radical circle.84 But, and this is what has been less noted, it also brought 

emerging Radical reconfigurations of ‘nationality’ into mainstream British political 

discourse. By relating the meaning of ‘nationality’ to state membership and expanding it 

beyond previous narrow definitions in terms of group identity, it also paved the way for 

a politicization of the concept that would come to grow deep roots in the following 

years and decades.  

 

4- Conclusion  

The British debate on the Canadian rebellions has not attracted much interest, perhaps 

because it occurred between two dramatic moments in British domestic politics – the 

Reform Act of 1832 and the rise of Chartism in the late 1830s. When historians have 

looked at it, it has usually been from the perspective of its impact on domestic politics, 

in particular as it concerned the middle-class Radicals’ hopes to form a Durham-led 

government, and its energizing effect on the emerging Chartist movement. Its impact on 

British political discourse has attracted even less attention, except in relation to J.S. 

Mill’s theory of imperialism. In this article, however, we have argued that the rebellions 



constituted a genuine moment of reconfiguration for two subversive and little-used 

words in British political discourse, both of which were about to emerge as central to 

mid-century British politics: ‘democracy’, and ‘nationality’. 

Several reasons can be advanced as to why. From the perspective of the Tories 

and Whigs who framed the rebellions in terms of ‘nationality’, the Canadian crisis 

compelled British commentators to confront directly the logical consequences of the 

public sympathy previously afforded to several continental ‘nationalities’. Beyond the 

special case of the Irish problem, which had deeper historical and argumentative roots, 

‘nationality’ was for the first time being discussed in the context of the British imperial 

state. The Canadian debate therefore exposed inconsistencies which required 

reconfiguring and nuancing previous uses of the word, in order to argue that some 

‘nationalities’ were more deserving of protection than others, and that protecting 

‘nationality’ could be compatible with membership of an imperial, multi-national state. 

Additionally, because the debate on ‘democracy’ did not directly concern post-

revolutionary Europe or Britain, but rather far-away colonial possessions, it acquired 

additional argumentative layers: increased interest in American democracy in the mid-

1830s allowed the Canadian reformists’ supporters to frame the crisis in a broader North 

American context and express views that would normally have been deemed highly 

subversive in the context of the British state – although the crisis also reinforced 

previous negative uses of ‘democracy’ by critics of the rebellions relying on familiar 

tropes inherited from the French Revolution.  

Because participants in the British debate largely focused on the opposition 

between ‘nationality’ and ‘democracy’, it showcased the quickly shifting Radical uses 

of both words. The Canada crisis provided a platform for Radicals to deploy their 

redefined, Tocquevillian understanding of democracy in the North American context, 



thus allowing the reappearance of the word itself in British political vocabulary and 

paving the way for the Chartists’ more subversive use of the word in a domestic 

context. It also marked the beginning of the redefinition of ‘nationality’ as a broader, 

more civic-minded notion. This was directly tied to the emerging use of ‘nationality’ in 

middle-class Radical circles as a historically-contingent phenomenon, whose most 

noble and legitimate manifestation was found in the modern, civilized states of Europe.  

This use and understanding of the word was taken up by Lord Durham, forming the 

basis of his plan for action as presented in his Report. The semantic reconfigurations 

that took place during the Canadian debates therefore set the stage for British liberal 

commentators in the following decades as they struggled to reconcile sympathy for 

continental national movements with support for the British Empire.  
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