Sir John ‘Aryan’ Macdonald Revisited: A Reply to Unreasonable Critics
Glen Williams, Emeritus Professor of Political Science, Carleton University.

The Dorchester Review, Autumn/Winter 2018, pp. 3-10.

The Dorchester Review tremwwnmnaos

VOL.8 NO. 2
Edited by C.P. CHAMPION

CONTRIBUTING EDITORS: Michael R. Jackson Bonner, James W.J. Bowden, F.H. Buckley,
David Twiston Davies, Philip Marchand, John Pepall, Phyllis Reeve, John Robson, Alastair Sweeny.

A historical and literary review published twice a year in print and online by the Foundation for Civic Literacy,
registered charity no. 80100 9002 RR0001. Mailing address: 1106 Wellington St. W., P.0. Box 36005, Wellington
Postal Outlet, Ottawa, Ontario, Canada K1Y 4V3. Hon. Patron: The Lord Tweedsmuir of Elsfield. Chairman: Benjamin

A. Mackenzie. Advisory Board: Gary Caldwell, Dr. Xavier Gélinas, Stuart Iversen, Kenneth Whyte. Subscription:
Single issue (auto-renewal): $29. Institutional: $169. For sale at Chapters-Indigo and in specialty shops. Web: www.

dorchesterreview.ca. Printed in Quebec by Marquis Imprimeur Inc. ©2018 The Dorchester Review (ISSN 1925-7600).

DEBATE
SIR JOHN ARYAN' MACDONALD REVISITED 3 Glen Williams
THE OLD COUNTRY
BREXIT: WHAT WENT WRONG Rachel Cunliffe
QUEBEC
NAPOLEON AND FRENCH CANADA 15
A MosT ToRY HISTORIAN 24

Senator Serge Joyal
Damien-Claude Bélanger

WAR & WEAPONRY
ON THE AFGHANISTAN BOOKSHELF
DIEPPE RECONSIDERED

32
38

Col. John Conrad
Mike Bechthold

THE DOMINION

AMBIVALENT EMPIRE: CANADA 1917-1919
1982: AN UNDERHANDED HANDOVER

‘AT LEAST THERE WERE NO COSSACKS'

42 James W.J. Bowden
Russell Burke
58 Jonathan Kay

FORUM: THE ROYAL ALBERTA MUSEUM 6

3}

Steve Weatherbe, Colby Cosh,
Paul Bunner, Tristin Hopper

HOW GOOD WAS HARPER?

GREAT IN His OWN MIND

COLUMN
SPACE PRINCESS

REVIEWS

JUDGING WITHOUT THE LAW
LAND OF HOPE AND GLORY

LOYAL TO A FAULT

Comics THAT TEACH US THE WAY
CATALOGUE OF DESTRUCTION
CHINESE SHADOWS

John Robson

Onoto Watanna & Tisab Ting

John Pepall

Barry Gough
Jean-Philippe Garneau
Christopher Morrissey
Barbara Kay

Phyllis Reeve

THATCHER ANNIVERSARY

WAITING FOR THE IRON LADY 112 David Twiston Davies

Is Sir John A. Macdonald’s historical reputation now permanently tarnished? Last summer
(2018) another Macdonald statue was carted away, this time from the steps of Victoria’s City
Hall, where it had stood as a “painful reminder of colonialism.” So claimed local First Nations
activists — and that was enough for civic authorities to act. It did not help Macdonald’s case
that some of his defenders misfired. Garth Stevenson, a distinguished retired professor of
politics, tweeted about “some snivelling aboriginals who probably never did a day’s work in
their lives” being responsible. He soon apologized for his “intemperate and offensive language,”



but Brock University’s senate, dripping in self-regarding sanctimony, hastened to strip him of
his “emeritus professor” status.’

As the culture wars show no sign of abating, now might be a good time to revisit and expand
upon C.P. Champion’s “Sir John ‘Aryan’ Macdonald” published here in 2015.2 He picked up on
Timothy Stanley’s extravagant claims that Macdonald exalted the ‘Aryan’ race like Hitler and

Goebbels and was, in Stanley’s words, “the father of biologically defined white supremacy as an

organizing principle of the [Canadian] state.”?

Browsing virtually in Macdonald’s personal library (the list of books he owned is online),
Champion found “a fashionable tome entitled General Sketch of European History by E.A.
Freeman,” and speculated that Macdonald’s references to Aryans may have had more to do
with linguistics and culture rather than biology and biological determinism -- since Freeman
explicitly denied that the Aryan race “was based on blood.”

For his part, Stanley periodized the politics of racism in Canada with Macdonald at the fulcrum.
Before 1885, Canada’s “racist state formation” was characterized by “cultural racism” which
built upon “notions of cultural difference” to exclude “indigenous and Black people.” In 1885,
we “have a key moment in the formation of the racist state in Canada” where “Macdonald
introduced biological racism into the Canadian state formation.” Cultural and biological racism
together functioned to fix in place “the colonial regime of property” controlled by “European
colonizers,” he claimed.

Stanley’s approach is monocausal in that it isolates an idea — racism — as the dynamo
powering the formation of the early Canadian state. The late 19th century Canadian debate
(and there was a very vigorous one in the federal parliament) over race and identity is
important but other variables also shaped the policies of the day.

Macdonald’s ideas concerning race and identity and his government’s policy choices regarding
native Canadians and Canadians of Chinese origin were structurally grounded and bounded by
international geostrategic realities and domestic partisan political considerations. Stanley
mostly ignores this wider structural context in his quest to single out Macdonald’s “biological
racism” for blame.

1. Native Canadians

The age of empires neared its zenith in the late 19th century. By 1897, the British Empire was
“the most extensive in world history” controlling around a quarter of the world’s land surface
and population.* The harsh reality was that these rival Empires were locked in a grim
geostrategic struggle to expand or decay. International political rivalry set the stage for both
the “scramble for Africa” and the concurrent incorporation of the former Hudson’s Bay
Company territories into the Canadian Dominion.



For most in Canada’s political class, the big idea that explained British territorial expansion was
not Anglo-Saxon biological race supremacy or social Darwinist race war. Rather, they believed
that Anglo-Saxon culture had over centuries developed a genius for government.

This meant that the British Empire was, unlike its competitors, based not on brute military
power but on bringing peace and security to its subjects while conveying political liberty to all.
These assumptions were ethnocentric but, in sharp contrast to biological determinism, left
open the possibility that in some future time, as John Stuart Mill put it, the Empire’s “barbarian
and semi-barbarian” subjects would develop to the point where they could enjoy full political
equality and political rights.

The Empire’s conquest of indigenous peoples was justified not on the grounds of biological
inferiority but because they were lower on the cultural “ladder of civilization.” As Sir Wilfrid
Laurier explained in 1886, it was not contrary to moral or international law for “British
humanity and prudence” to forcibly take “lands roamed over rather than possessed by savage
nations,” so that “civilized rule” could make them economically productive.

Sir John A. Macdonald swam in these same ethnocentric waters. Their motives were
“progressive” for the time: Canada’s model of native relations as set out in the Indian Act was
animated by a liberal, social developmental intent: “Of course, there are restrictions in the
Indian Act, because the purpose of that Act was by slow degrees — but as speedy degrees as
possible, as speedily as the old prejudices and habits of the Indians would justify it — they
should be freed from these trammels,” Macdonald said in 1885. “As quickly as the prejudices of
the Indians themselves will allow, the whole effort of legislation respecting them has been to
free them from those trammels, and to enable them to go forward and become independent
British subjects as if they were white men.”

Macdonald, like many of his contemporaries in the political elite, was impatient with the very
slow rate of developmental “progress” in eastern Canadian reserves. Some politicians proposed
the radical solution of abolishing collective property ownership on the reserves and giving
natives more independence from government supervision. Macdonald instead turned his
attention to “progressive” reformers in the U.S. who wanted to enlist “science” to socially
engineer a rapid and full assimilation of natives into American society.”

Early childhood education in residential schools would be “the more scientific mode,” he said in
1880, to “civilize an Indian” in the North-West. “When the school is on the reserve the child
lives with its parents, who are savages; he is surrounded by savages, and though he may learn
to read and write his habits, and training and mode of thought are Indian. He is simply a savage
who can read and write.” “It has been strongly pressed on myself,” he said in 1883,

... that the Indian children should be withdrawn as much as possible from the parental influence,
and the only way to do that would be to put them in central training industrial schools where
they will acquire the habits and modes of thought of white men; so that, after keeping them a
number of years away from parental influence until their education is finished, they will be able



to go back to their band with the habits of mind, the education, and the industry which they
have learned at these schools. That is the system which is largely adopted in the United States.

All things taken into consideration, Macdonald’s views on natives were a curious marriage of
this kind of liberal social developmentalism and biological determinism. Regarding native
Canadians, Macdonald’s understanding of social Darwinism seems paper thin, consisting mainly
of references to “savage instincts” that could break out in unprovoked violence against the
“civilized” population.

Macdonald liked to flamboyantly parade his “race scientist” hat in Commons debates, in order
to appear educated and modern — but then he might retreat in the same parliamentary
exchange to a more conventional (for his time) “ladder of civilization” ethnocentrism. Like
many others inside and outside the Commons, he wasn’t always rigorous in his approach to this
subject and sometimes incorporated conflicting popular ideas from different sources.

And so, one finds him declaring in 1885, “we cannot change the barbarian, the savage, into a
civilized man,” and in 1880 “the general rule is that you cannot make the Indian a white man.
An Indian once said to myself (sic): “‘We are the wild animals; you cannot make an ox of the
deer.”” These statements seem consistent with a social Darwinism that declared the
impossibility of “civilizing” inferior races because of biologically determined limitations.

But then in the same speech, Macdonald would lose the biological determinist script and go on
to say that natives must be weaned “by slow degrees from their nomadic habits” through
education until they became farmers or were assimilated into the general population. When
asked in 1883 how many generations it would take for natives to abandon their “nomadic ...
habits” and “get an aptitude for the cultivation of the soil,” Macdonald confessed that he did
not know: “I am not sufficiently Darwinian to tell that,” he said, although “according to the
principle of development, that must be of slow growth, not in one generation.”

Perhaps the most telling indication that Macdonald saw natives primarily through an
ethnocentric, rather than a biological determinist lens, was his government’s decision to extend
the franchise to natives who met the property requirements to vote. Here, Macdonald was
following the British principle of jus soli which dictated that those born on British soil were full
citizens. “Indians are sons of the soil; they are Canadians and British subjects,” he told the
Commons in 1885, “and therefore, if they have the property qualification, | think they ought to
be treated as other British subjects” and be able to vote. Macdonald’s government pushed this
“Indian franchise” measure through the Commons over fierce Liberal opposition.

Laurier, indeed, subsequently withdrew the franchise from natives three federal elections later
— creating a historically significant calamity for native Canadians, perhaps on the scale of
residential schools, as it reduced their status from being legitimate subjects of political
contestation with democratic rights to objects of bureaucratic administration with an
underlying assumption of dependent wardship.



2. Chinese Canadians

When it came to Chinese migrants, Stanley called Macdonald Canada’s “father of biologically
defined white supremacy.” But was Macdonald’s racial animus less important than partisan
political calculation in determining his government’s decision to impose the Chinese head tax
and withdraw the federal franchise from British subjects of Chinese origin? Could Macdonald’s
“race scientist” statements themselves have been politically calculated to gain some regional
electoral advantage?

Macdonald was conspicuous in his criticism of the idea that Canada was open to Chinese
settlers. He presented himself to the Commons as a “physiologist” who understood “ethnology”
that “... all natural history, all ethnology, shows that while the crosses of the Aryan races are
successful ... the Aryan races will not wholesomely amalgamate with the Africans or the
Asiatics. It is not desired that they should come; that we should have a mongrel race; that the
Aryan character of the future of British America should be destroyed by a cross or crosses of
that kind ...” Similarly, “I am sufficient of a physiologist to believe that the two races cannot
combine, and that no great middle race can arise from the mixture of the Mongolian and the
Asian.”

This does at first glance seem to resemble Tim Stanley’s biological racism. However, a careful
review of the wider record makes it seem highly improbable that Macdonald’s pseudo-scientific
ruminations on miscegenation were all they seemed.® As with Macdonald’s remarks about
native people, for Macdonald the Dominion’s wider domestic and geostrategic political
environment likely carried more weight in policy-making.

The crown jewel of the new Dominion, for both the Empire and Canada, was British Columbia,
incorporated into Canada in 1871. Electorally, the province’s Commons seats played an
important role in establishing Macdonald’s claim to head a national government - the
Conservatives swept all six of B.C.’s seats in four successive federal elections between 1878 and
1891.

But with the national railway to complete, the province faced a serious labour shortage —
particularly in building the perilous section through the Rocky Mountains. Company owners
imported cheap and readily available Chinese labour. At the same time B.C. was the epicentre
of populist anti-Asian agitation. Scarcely a year passed in which not one, but several, B.C. MPs
railed against the Asians in their midst. The core of these complaints was that Chinese labourers
worked for a fraction of the compensation expected by workers of European origin.

Accordingly organized labour sought the exclusion of Asians based in the first instance on
economic rather than socio-cultural or “racial” grounds.’ Irrespective of partisan allegiance, B.C.
MPs presented a common front against Asian immigration and even claimed that no one could
think to stand for election to the federal parliament from their province “who was not opposed
to the free importation of Chinese.” These members were fully aware that their political
monopoly in the province depended on excluding from the voting franchise British subjects of



Chinese origin. J.A.R. Homer laid it out in stark terms before the Commons in 1885: “In British
Columbia there are 30,000 whites and upwards of 15,000 Chinese, who are controlled by some
half dozen or ten of their principals. Those principals could be induced, probably, by some
political aspiration, to convert some 4,000 or 5,000 of those Chinese into British subjects. If
allowed to vote, the entire control of the Province will be in the hands of the Chinese ...”

Not a small number of Commons members from the east were scandalized by B.C. demands for
Chinese exclusion and denial of the franchise, as they seemed to fly in the face of both British
and British North American liberal political principles as well as core Christian beliefs in the
oneness of humankind.? Canada’s political elite saw itself as the political legatee of a tradition
of ethnic and religious tolerance that stretched back to the Quebec Act (1774) and was in some
respects more progressive than that of the mother country.’ Macdonald declared in 1890, for
example,

the statement that has been made so often that this is a conquered country is a propos de rien.
Whether it was conquered of ceded, we have a constitution now under which all British subjects
are in a position of absolute equality, having equal rights of every kind — of language, of religion,
of property and of person. There is no paramount race in this country; we are all British
subjects, and those who are not English are none the less British subjects on that account.

But Macdonald was caught in a political vice. To secure B.C.’s future in the Dominion, he
needed to complete the railway and for this Chinese workers were essential. On the other
hand, his entire B.C. caucus and popular opinion in the province were pressing for the complete
exclusion of Asians from Canada. What to do? Macdonald’s solution, like any successful
politician, was to “satisfice.”

Macdonald acknowledged that there were two legitimate sides to this debate. He asked
rhetorically in 1883, “who will decide, when doctors disagree?” His government would take a
“middle path,” he said,

We must keep Chinese labor until white labor is ready to supplant it. As soon as this takes place,
then | will go ... strongly ... in favor — perhaps not of exclusion, because it is a very strong
measure for a civilized country to exclude the people of a nation with whom you trade, and
whom you treat as a civilized nation or a quasi civilized nation; — ... there must be some
regulation ... but until we can be sure that British Columbia gets a sufficient amount of white
labor, | think we ought not to paralyze to a great extent all the enterprises and all the industries
of that country for the sake of increasing the wages of the few white operatives who are in that
country.

This passage casts light on what lay behind Macdonald’s affected “physiologist” persona.
Although he is cast by Stanley as a dogmatic white supremacist and biological determinist,
Macdonald here seems temperate, pragmatic, and focussed on the material rather than the
ideational world. He refused his B.C. caucus’s demands for Chinese exclusion, suggesting these
were based on the special pleading by labour for economic advantage® — and, acknowledged
that on the “ladder of civilization,” China was a “civilized or quasi civilized nation.”



It seems significant that Macdonald appointed his Conservative ally Joseph-Adolphe Chapleau,
a former premier of Quebec, to the Royal Commission in 1884 on Chinese immigration and as
the cabinet member responsible for introducing the 1885 head tax in Parliament. Unlike
Macdonald, Chapleau had no “race scientist” affectations. Indeed, he characterized race as a
socially constructed phenomenon rather than a biological fact — a product of politics that often
found expression in “very idle and senseless ... prejudices” based in “physical peculiarities.”
Political opportunists then worked to stoke these prejudices into “race enmities,” he believed.

Although the barriers separating Chinese and English Canadians were only social and cultural,
they were very real as each “race” was convinced of their superiority over the other, Chapleau
believed. “They do not want to assimilate with us, and we do not want to assimilate with
them.” And so,

regard race antagonism how you will; treat it as a natural instinct or as an unreasonable
prejudice; there it is and will not down; and if nothing happened more than outbreaks of
violence amongst the whites, a case would be made out for considering the expediency of
regulating this immigration.

Politics, Chapleau calculated in hard-headed fashion, was about choice. Many choices in politics
reflect “prejudice” of one kind or another. Crude “racial” prejudice, along with wage rivalry,
were at the root of the conflict between “whites” and Chinese in B.C., he argued in 1885, but

are we to ignore feelings and antipathies? Is it not necessary for a Government dealing with
guestions on its responsibilities, to respect even prejudices? Are we not obliged very often to
respect prejudices? Do we not respect them very often in our legislation? | think that this would
alone constitute a sufficient reason for any legislation the Government may choose to enact in
respect to the Chinese."

Laurier, following the same political expediency when raising the Chinese head tax from $50 to
$100 fifteen years later, took care to wash his hands, Pontius Pilate-like, in the water of B.C.
public opinion. He described the tax as a

legitimate concession to the aspirations of the people of British Columbia, who, upon this
guestion, entertain views peculiarly their own, views which are not shared by the people of the
east, who are represented by a majority in this House, and who are not prepared to go as far as
the people of British Columbia would go in this matter.

The close alignment of Macdonald’s thinking with Chapleau’s can be seen in an 1887 speech to
the Commons in which Macdonald admits that the head tax was an expedient concession to
B.C. racial prejudice “which may be right or it may be wrong.”

On the whole, it is not considered advantageous to the country that the Chinese should come
and settle in Canada, producing a mongrel race, and interfering very much with white labor in
Canada. That may be right, or it may be wrong; it may be a prejudice or otherwise; but the



prejudice is universal. Whether it be in the United States, in Australia, or in Canada, white labor
and Chinese labor will never work harmoniously together, and we shall have the same scenes in
Canada, if that immigration is permitted, that we have seen so lamentably exhibited in the
United States... | do not think it would be to the advantage of Canada or any other country
occupied by Aryans for members of the Mongolian race to become permanent inhabitants of
the country. | believe it would introduce a conflict between the working classes which would
only result in evil.

3. Conclusion

| do not write in an attempt to “vindicate” or “rehabilitate” Macdonald. What would be the
point? After all, Macdonald was extensively chastised by his contemporaries in Parliament for
his ostentatiously un-Christian and un-British language and oppressive legislation. Besides,
there is no use denying that many of his government’s policies were, in the language of his
times, “prejudiced” and led directly to the discriminatory mistreatment of generations of
Canadians.

On the other side of the ledger, Macdonald did make it possible, over considerable opposition,
for natives to establish a claim to equality with other British subjects in Canada by legalizing
their votes. Along with other architects of Confederation, he elsewhere promoted the tolerant
and inclusive vision of Canada’s British subjecthood as an identity constructed around political
loyalty rather than language, religion, or any single biological ancestry — a vision that decades
later evolved into today’s civic nationality and multiculturalism.

Macdonald’s ideas on race and identity were, like most of the Canadian political elite of his era,
often disorganized and contradictory. Race-thinking in late 19 century Canada was
complicated and contested and far from being a settled matter. In Commons debates members
sometimes struggled to find internal consistency in regards to whether race was a cultural or
biological category. Without investigating the full context, it is too simplistic to reach in haste
for emotive epithets like racist, biological determinist, and so on.*?

Even if Macdonald had anything in his mind like a more systematic dogma of “biological racism”
— the case for this is unclear — it took a back seat to political calculation. Geostrategic and
partisan considerations always seemed to be on Macdonald’s policy-making front burner. The
“progressive” education reformers behind the establishment of residential schools in the
United States, and the more sophisticated, realist perspective of Joseph-Adolphe Chapleau,
were more likely Macdonald’s muses than Herbert Spencer and Arthur de Gobineau.
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