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ABSTRACT

“On Common Ground: Voluntary Associations and the Construction of Community in
Central Canada, 1840-1900” examines the formulation of a clearly articulated ethos of
community found in the Victorian voluntary association movement. Although forged in
a crucible of intersecting value systems, beliefs and identities, certain ideological
principles and assumptions about the meaning of “community” surfaced that were
common to all social classes and interests in the nineteenth century. While at times a
rather vague ideology, the community ethos enabled a rather convoluted and
unclassifiable occupational structure of early to mid-Victorian Canada to resemble a
unified and harmonious whole. On the surface, it was the promotion of this community
ethos within such organizations as Mechanics’ Institutes, agricultural societies, fraternal
orders and temperance societies that enabled a colonial society in a state of flux to
achieve a sense of cultural identity. While largely successful in creating this aura of
community within voluntary associations, in many respects the inclusive nature of these
societies were simply illusory as they only camouflaged social, economic and political
contlicts simmering just under the surface. Due to the proliferation of these associations
in both the urban and the rural environment, the intersection of class, religious, political
and gender issues made complete cultural consent over the nature of “community”
simply impossible. Exposing the fissures in a society that had always barely concealed
the class, gender and racial dissonance lurking underneath a consensual exterior, the
resulting chaos in turn of the century Canada illustrates just how fragile was the

“constructed” social order of the community in the Victorian age.
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INTRODUCTION

In the late nineteenth century, the exploits of an organization called the Lime
Juice Club appeared in the pages of a Peterborough, Ontario weekly newspaper.
A satirical look at the voluntary association movement, the published reports of
the Lime Juice Club’s activities parodied the most salient features of voluntarism.
Meeting in the “Hall of Wisdom,” the Club lampooned learned scientific and
literary societies by advertising lectures on subjects entitled “Is Water Wet?” and
“Has the World Advanced Enough?” The “Honourable” Darkness Watson, a
crackpot inventor of medicines that was soon kicked out of the Club for selling
his ineffectual wares, delivered the latter lecture to a Club meeting. The Lime
Juice Club also poked fun at temperance societies by expelling any member who
partook of temperance beverages or favoured the prohibition of alcohol. Many of
the Club’s barbs aimed at mutual benefit or charitable societies, with applicants
for the benefits of the Lime Juice Club being either fakers or incompetent.
Examples exist in the case of Jamfeld Jones, who was refused compensation when
he fell drunk off a mule.” The creators of the Lime Juice Club also ridiculed
hallowed philosophies of voluntary associations such as the importance of
sociability, with some of the more memorable excursions of the Club taking place
on freight trains with liberal doses of alcohol, featuring dog fighting and
bareknuckle prizefighting as the main attractions. Club members mocked the
tenets of industry, production and the Protestant work ethic as well, offering
lectures on “The Evil of Wealth,” “Is it a Crime to be Poor?” and overturning a
constitutional amendment on honesty, by saying that honest industry was the
“highway to the poorhouse.” Club meetings even caricatured the strong

nineteenth-century strictures of morality, soliciting members on the premise that

' On the parodies of mutual benefit societies, see the scrapbook of the Lime Juice Club,
PCMA, Acc. 67-004, folder I, clipping of 28 April 1894, 118; 8 June 1895, 198 and 18 April 1896
284. On temperance societies, see 16 June 1886, 1; 26 June 1886, 4 and 1 June 1895, 198. On
science and literary pursuits, see the clippings of 19 January 1887, 42; 4 March 1894, 108 and 5
May 1894, 120.
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the President had run away with a strange woman, the treasurer skipped town with
members’ funds and that the Secretary was in the county jail. Lauding hypocrisy
and deception as the cardinal virtues of membership, one announcement stated,
“in case a circus comes to town, and a member of the Lime Juice Club in good
standing cannot raise the necessary wealth to buy a ticket, it is not derogatory to
his character to craw] under the canvas.”

Despite the satirical adventures of the Lime Juice Club, its reports expose in
some way Canadians’ fascination with and enthusiasm for voluntary associations
in the nineteenth century. In many ways the Canadian experience mirrored that of
the United States, a country that Alexis de Tocqueville described as a “nation of
joiners” due to the proliferation of voluntary associations discovered on his
voyage to America. Generally, voluntary associations can be utilized as useful
analytical tools for historians as they often reflect tendencies of the larger society,
particularly in the North American context with burgeoning ideas of participatory
democracy.” The study of these associations is also an extremely intriguing
approach in evaluating various processes and problems of class, state, and gender
formation. In early British historiography, voluntarism has for the most part been
a description of working class efforts at self-help, association and the
development of a working-class consciousness. With the recent growth of studies
in middle-class formation, voluntary associations are equally viewed as either a
means for the capitalist-industrial order to suppress their workers culturally or as a
method for professional elites to dictate the pace of state formation and

respectability for all the classes in the community.” In the United States, the

* See the scrapbook of the Lime Juice Club, PCMA, Acc. 67-004, folder 1, clipping of 22
September 1886, 21; 30 March 1887, 50; 21 January 1888, 70; 2 March 1895, 180; 18 May 1895,
194; 30 May 1896, 296 and 8 August 1896, 310.

? See Theda Skocpol, “The Tocqueville Problem: Civic Engagement in American
Democracy,” Social Science History, 21, no. 4, (Winter, 1997), 455-80.

* For initial working class efforts at voluntarism, see E.P. Thompson, The Making of the
English Working Class, (London, 1968), 441-468; P.H.J.H. Gosden, Self-Help: Voluntary
Associations in the Nineteenth Century, (London, 1973); and Neville Kirk, The Growth of
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voluntary principle has likewise found a historiographical home among the
middle classes as a vehicle for social control, hegemony and upward mobility.
And yet more recent work on voluntary associations discovered that Americans of
all classes joined these various societies as a form of civic engagement. Thus
voluntary associations exemplified the search for “social capital,” the ordinary
citizen’s pursuit of both the individualistic democratic ideal and collective mutual
aid.”

In many respects, voluntarism in the eyes of Canadian historians closely
emulates the work done both in the United States and Britain, albeit with some
very subtle differences. Once again the historiographical predominance of
associational life shifted from the rise of a nascent working class to the formation
of the middling sort. More current work on voluntary associations focuses on

them as vehicles not only for middle-class identity, but also how they account for

the rise of public opinion and participatory democracy in early nineteenth-century

Working Class Reformism in Mid-Victorian England, (London, 1985), 132-73. For voluntarism as
a mode of middle-class hegemony, see Catherine Hall and Leonore Davidoff, Family Fortunes:
Men and Women of the English Middle Class, 1780-1850, (Chicago, 1987), 416-49; many of the
articles in John Seed and Janet Wollf, editors, The Culiure of Capital: Art, Power and the
Nineteenth-Century Middle Class, (London, 1988); Theodore Koditschek, Class Formation and
Urban Industrial Society: Bradford, 1750-1850, (New York, 1990), 293-319; R.J. Morris, Class,
Sect and Partv: The Making of the British Middle Class: Leeds, 1820-50, (Manchester, 1990) and
Brian Lewis, The Middlemost and the Milltowns: Bourgeois Culture and Politics in Early
Industrial England, (Stanford, 2001), 248-86. On voluntary associations and structural power, see
Simon Dentith, Society and Cultural Forms in Nineteenth Century England, (London, 1998), 39-
63; Martin Gorsky, Patterns of Philanthropy: Charity and Society in Nineteenth-Century Bristol,
(Suffolk, 1999) and for the middle-class origins of voluntarism, see Peter Clark, British Clubs and
Societies, 1580-1800: The Origins of an Associational World, (London, 2000). See also the work
of Carol Harrison, The Bourgeois Citizen in Nineteenth-Century France: Gender, Sociability and
the Uses of Emulation, (New York, 1999).

* For voluntary associations as vehicles for middle-class hegemony, see Dan Doyle, The
Social Order of a Frontier Communitv: Jacksonville, Hiinois, 1825-1870, (Chicago, 1978), 119-
93; Mary Ryan, Cradle of the Middle Class: The Family in Oneida County, New York, 1790-1565,
(New York, 1981), 105-44; John Gilkeson, Middle-Class Providence, 1820-1940, (Princeton,
1986), 136-74 and Stuart Blumin, The Emergence of the Middle Class: Social Experience in the
American City, 1760-1900, (New York, 1989), 192-229. On the ideas of voluntary associations
as expressions of civic engagement and social capital, see the revised work of Mary Ryan, Civic
Wars: Democracy and Public Life in the American Citv During the Nineteenth Century,
(Berkeley, 1997), 58-93; Theda Skocpol, “The Tocqueville Problem,” 455-80 and Gerald Gamm
and Robert Putnam, “The Growth of Voluntary Associations in America, 1840-1940,” Journal of
Interdisciplinary Historv, 29, no. 4, (Spring, 1999), 511-57.
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Canada. In the colonial context, Canadian associations have also displayed a
tendency to assume a larger role in state formation, with historians concluding
that successive governments in nineteenth-century Canada have simply been
unwilling — or unable — to provide the services supplied by voluntary
organizations. As a result, voluntary associations have also actively participated
in the larger project of nation building undertaken by both the industrial and
professional middle classes.® However, the key to the success and proliferation of
voluntary associations in the North Atlantic triangle lies in how they endeavoured
to embrace all groups within the community. In attempting to encompass and
incorporate all the diverse elements of class, gender and assorted philosophies
within the larger society, voluntary associations endeavoured to unite and provide
services to all their members.

The study of voluntary associations in some measure explains the absence of
revolutionary behaviour during the antebellum period in the United States, or after

the violence of the Chartist interlude in Britain or the post-rebellion periods in

% On working class associational life see Gregory Kealey, Toronto Workers Respond to
Industrial Capitalism, 1867-1892, (Toronto, 1980), 98-153 and Bryan Palmer, Working-Class
Experience: Rethinking the History of Canadian Labour, 1800-1991, (Toronto, 1992), 95-100. On
voluntary associations and the formation of a middle-class identity, see David Sutherland,
“Voluntary Societies and the Process of Middle Class Formation in Early Victorian Halifax, Nova
Scotia,” Journal of the Canadian Historical Association, 5, (1994), 237-64; Robert McDonald,
Making Vancouver: Class, Status and Social Boundaries, (Vancouver, 1996) and Andrew
Holman, A Sense of Their Duty: Middle-Class Formation in Victorian Ontario Towns, (Montreal
and Kingston, 2000), 105-29. For voluntary associations as vehicles of state formation see Jean
Marie Fecteau, “Etat et associationnisme au XIXe siécle québecois: éléments pour une
problématique des Rapports Etat/société dans la transition au capitalisme,” Allan Greer and Ian
Radforth, editors, Colonial Leviathan: State Formation in Mid-Nineteenth Century Canada,
(Toronto, 1992), 134-62 and 1.1. Little, State and Society in Transition: The Politics of
Institutional Reform in the Eastern Townships, 1838-1852, (Montreal and Kingston, 1997), 83-
118. Following in the tradition of Benedict Anderson, /magined Communities, 2™ edition,
{(London, 1991), Elsbeth Heaman in The Inglorious Arts of Peace: Exhibitions in Canadian
Society During the Nineteenth Century, (Toronto, 1999) argues that the cultural roots of a
burgeoning Canadian nationalism fuelled voluntary associations. On voluntary associations as the
first stirrings of inter-class participatory democracy in Canada see Jeffrey McNairn, The Capacity
to Judge: Public Opinion and Deliberative Democracy in Upper Canada, 1791-1854, (Toronto,
2000), 63-115. The following work focuses primarily on central Canada, using the French société
in Quebec as a counterpoint to the Upper Canadian/Ontario voluntary association. While not
dismissing the significance of regional differences contained in Western Canada and the
Maritimes, the cultural identities of “French” and “English” provided more of a contrast for this
particular study.
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Canada. In the United States, the “consensual” nature of nineteenth-century
Americans — broken of course by the events of the Civil War — has largely been
explained through the intellectual currents inherent in republican principles of
political economy and the discourses of the democratic ideal. These ideologies
not only cemented the relationship between the classes, they also tended to
restrain any expressions of class-consciousness, stifling any intellectual dissent
that might arise. To the historians of the American experience, this continuity
was only broken by the increased class awareness of workers by the end of the
century, as organizations such as the Knights of Labor and the Populists managed
to popularize the plight of the labouring masses. The heightened “search for
order” in the Progressive era came as result of the often-masked social and
economic uncertainty of the late antebellum years.”

With a more elaborate class system inherent in Britain, debates over the new
workers of the industrial revolution and their relative lack of class awareness was
far more protracted among English scholars than in America. Of course the

publication in 1963 of E.P. Thompson’s Marxist opus, The Making of the English

7 Some American historians have taken to task this “American exceptionalism,” noting that
the American working class have always demonstrated class-consciousness. See the work of Sean
Wilentz, Chants Democratic: New York Citv and the Rise of the American Working Class, 1788-
1850, (New York, 1984) and David Montgomery, Citizen Worker: The Experience of Workers in
the United States with Democracy and the Free Market During the Nineteenth Century, (New
York, 1993). For examples of American intellectual consensus, see Eric Foner, Free Soil, Free
Labor, Free Men: The Ideology of the Republican Party Before the Civil War, (New York, 1970);
Daniel Rodgers, The Work Ethic in Industrial America, 1850-1920, (Chicago, 1978); Charles
Sellars, The Marker Revolution: Jacksonian America, 1815-1846, (New York, 1991); James
Livingston, Pragmatism and the Political Economy of Cultural Revolution, 1850-1940, (Chapel
Hill and London, 1994); Paula Baker, The Moral Frameworks of Public Life: Gender, Politics and
the State in Rural New York, 1870-1930, (New York, 1997) and Daniel Walker Howe, Making the
American Self, (Cambridge, 1997). Not all consensus-building activities lacked conflict, however,
as noted in the work of Ken Cmiel, Democratic Elogquence: The Fight Over Popular Speech in
Nineteenth-Century America, (New York, 1990) and Martin Burke, The Conundrum of Class:
Public Discourse on the Social Order of America, {Chicago, 1995). On the changes in late
nineteenth-century American society, see particularly the replacement of the “island community”
of family and voluntarism with the state is argued by Robert Wiebe, The Search for Order, 1877-
1920, (New York, 1967). See also Leon Fink, Workingmen’s Democracy: The Knights of Labor
in American Polirics, (Urbana and Chicago, 1983); Kim Voss, The Making of American
Exceptionalism: The Knights of Labor and Class Formation in the Nineteenth Century, (Ithaca
and London, 1993) and Elizabeth Sanders, Roots of Reform: Farmers, Workers and the American
State, 1877-1914, (Chicago, 1999).
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Working Class marked the origins of this discussion as he noted firmly that the
working classes participated actively in their own formation. While Thompson’s
explanations of class conflict during the years of Luddism and the pre-Chartist
period resonated with fellow historians of the working class, the relative harmony
and peace of the mid-Victorian epoch frustrated those of a Marxist bent who
could not appreciate the discontinuity of class-consciousness in waged industrial
workers. Attempts by these scholars to clarify this social phenomenon in Britain
range from explanations of a labour aristocracy more worried about keeping its
occupational position and the growth of a particularly submissive form of
working-class reformism. Descriptions from more recent historians challenge the
apparent deficiency of class-consciousness amongst the working classes, claiming
that middle-class hegemony tempered the enthusiasm of the industrial workers for
radical reform. Margot Finn claimed that nationalistic causes tempered the
radicalism of nineteenth-century workers through a protracted discussion with
bourgeois reformers on the meaning of the British “nation.”® Many of these
arguments fostered a continuing analysis of class as the most essential tool to
understand the social formation of nineteenth-century Britain.

In 1983, the publication of Gareth Stedman Jones’ path-breaking collection
of essays entitled Languages of Class, opened up new explorations of social
history, avenues that would not necessarily rely on class analysis to explain the
social behaviour of working people in nineteenth-century Britain. To Jones, the
appearance of Chartism was not the apogee of industrial workers’ class-

consciousness, but rather the flowering of an inclusive but radical political

¥ See E.P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class and the even more orthodox
Marxism of John Foster, Class Struggle and the Industrial Revolution: Early Industrial Capitalism
in Three English Towns, (London, 1974). On the labour aristocracy, see Robert Gray, The Labour
Aristocracy in Victorian Edinburgh, (London, 1976); Geoffrey Crossick, An Artisan Elite in
Victorian Society: Kentish London, 1840-1880, (London, 1978) and Kirk, The Growth of Working
Class Reformism. On middle-class paternalism and hegemony see Patrick Joyce, Work, Society
and Politics: The Culture of the Factory in Later Victorian England, (Sussex, 1980) and
Koditschek, Class Formation and Urban Industrial Societv. For a discussion of the class
significance of working-class and labour nationalism, see Margot Finn, After Chartism: Class and
Nation in English Radical Politics, 1848-1874, (Cambridge, 1993).
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tradition that created an awareness of the need to reform the greater society.’
From this auspicious beginning, a succession of British scholars challenged the
orthodoxy of the historians of class by questioning the discontinuity of English
radicalism from early socialist intellectuals to the “class consensus” of the post-
Chartist period. The anti-machinery diatribes and moral economy of Owenite
socialism simply followed Luddism and the utilitarian philosophies of Bentham,
thus providing a continuity of radical ideas up to the Chartist period. Similarly,
historians argued that the principal adherents of later Gladstonian liberalism
managed to patch together a loose alliance of labour leaders, intellectuals and free
traders that continued the plebeian traditions of religious liberty, retrenchment,
free trade and the reform of the electorate. Still other historians contend that the
languages of class were mere smokescreens in masking the construction of a
republican middle-class identity or attempts to achieve radical Parliamentary
reforms along Chartist lines. '

While many of these authors followed the “Cambridge” school of Stedman
Jones, a new “Manchester” school arose in the early 1990s that utilized
poststructuralist thinking in analyzing the post-Chartist period in Britain. Led by
Patrick Joyce, these historians argued that “class” itself was an illusive

construction of the nineteenth century that engendered an elusive conflict between

® See Gareth Stedman Jones, Languages of Class: Studies in English Working Class History,
1832-1982, (Cambridge, 1982), particularly the article “Rethinking Chartism.”

' William Reddy pioneered much of this new way of visualizing the interaction of classes in
society in his Money and Liberty in Modern Europe, (Cambridge, 1987). On Owenite socialism,
see the work of Gregory Claeys, Machinery, Money and the Millennium: From Moral Economy to
Socialism, (Princeton, 1987) and Citizens and Saints: Politics and Anti-Politics in Early British
Socialism, (Cambridge, 1989). On the connection of plebeian traditions and Gladstonian
Liberalism, see the work of Eugenio Biagini, Liberty, Retrenchment and Reform: Popular
Liberalism in the Age of Gladstone, 1860-1880, (Cambridge, 1992). For Biagini’s edited
collection of articles regarding the continuation of the radical tradition in Britain with Alastair
Reid, see Currents of Radicalism: Popular Radicalism, Organized Labour and Party Politics in
Britain, 1850-1914, (Cambridge, 1991) and another edited collection, Citizenship and Community:
Liberals, Radicals and Collective Identities in the British Isles, 1865-1931, (Cambridge, 1996).
On this latter view of a republican middle-class identity, see Dror Wharman, imagining the Middle
Class: The Political Representation of Class in Britain, 1780-1840, (Cambridge, 1995) and on the
granting of various Chartist reform measures in the mid-Victorian Parliament see Miles Taylor,
The Decline of British Radicalism, 1847-1860, (London, 1995).
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the classes. To Joyce and his acolytes, the discourse of popular politics was an
all-inclusive “vision of the people,” a populism that dictated the tenets of
liberalism throughout the Victorian era. Not restricted to an economic dialogue,
politics became a popular cultural language all its own with ceremonies and
rituals, ensuring that all members of the community could participate.' The
cumulative work of these historians even assisted historians of class to
reformulate their ideas regarding radicalism and class identity in the nineteenth
century. Refocusing on “occupational identities,” class historians avoided
societal descriptions of an overly simplistic three-class model composed of
workers, the “middling sort” and aristocratic professionals. Instead, scholars
simply widened their vision of the classes, noting that the Victorians themselves
held rather wide-ranging views of occupational categories. Historians of this
stripe conclude that considerations of class were more about “awareness” than
consciousness, as the “emergence of stability” in this period came from a shared
intellectual matrix or societal vision of co-operation, harmony and goodwill

12
between the classes.

" See the work of Patrick Joyce, Visions of the People: Industrial England and the Question
of Class, 1848-1914, (Cambridge, 1991) and his Democratic Subjects: The Self and the Social in
Nineteenth-Century England, (Cambridge, 1994). Sec also James Vernon, Politics and the
People: A Study in English Political Culture, 1815-1867, (Cambridge, 1993). While not exactly
members of the Manchester “school,” other historians appropriated the use of post structuralism
and the theories of Michel Foucault in their work. See Mary Poovey, Making a Social Body:
British Cultural Formation, 1830-1864, (Chicago, 1995) and Simon Dentith, Society and Cultural
Forms. Jon Lawrence in his Speaking for the People: Party, Language and Popular Politics in
England, 1867-1914, (Cambridge, 1998) attempts to straddie a middle position, introducing
empirical methodology into his study of the language of politics in late Victorian England.

2 In many ways, W.L. Burn pioneered this pattern of thinking with his The Age Of Equipoise,
(London, 1964); see also the collection of essays in Martin Hewitt, An Age of Equipoise?
Reassessing Mid-Victorian Britain, (Aldershot, 2000). See aiso Geoffrey Crossick, “From
Gentlemen to the Residuum: Languages of Social Description in Victorian Britain,” in Penelope
Corfield, ed., Language, Historrv and Class, (Oxford, 1991), 150-78; John Seed, “From Middling
Sort to the Middle Class in Late Eighteenth and Early Nineteenth Century England,” in M.L.
Bush, ed., Social Orders and Social Classes in Europe Since 1500: Studies in Social Stratification,
(Essex, 1992), 114-35; Martin Hewitt, The Emergence of Stabilitv in the Industrial City:
Marnichester, 1832-1867, (Aldershot, 1996) and especially David Cannadine, The Rise and Fall of
Class in Britain, (New York, 1999).
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Despite the variety of methodological and ideological approaches, the
realization of societal concord is plainly enunciated by historians of the American
and British Victorian period, and a description of the colonial society of Canada is
no different. Yet in strong contrast to explanations in the United States and
Britain, the “consensus” of the post-rebellion period in Canada, as interpreted by
most Canadian historians, has few political, social or intellectual overtones.
Historians such as Gregory Kealey and Bryan Palmer argued that the persistence
of a “producer ideology” in the post-Confederation period exposed the lack of
class-consciousness and political radicalism in Canadian workers generally,
despite skilled workers’ best efforts at association. The obsession of many
Canadians with nation building and the shoring up of a weak state also explains
the political normalization and class harmony after the rebellions. Only recently
have the reforming impulse of popular politics and the phenomenon of clientelism
become alternative rationales for a lack of working-class radicalism in Canada.'?

After the rebellions and the conclusion of the debates over loyalty between
church and state that divided Tories and Reformers, Canadians cast about for new
means to stabilize a society in a state of flux. The end of the rebellions also saw

the end of the more virulent aspects of sectarian and political violence, of which

"> On the reformist tendencies of the producer ideology and the overall absence of class-
consciousness in Canadian workers, see Kealey, Toronto Workers Respond to Industrial
Capitalism and Bryan Palmer, A Culture in Conflict: Skilled Workers and Industrial Capitalism in
Hamilton, Ontario, 1860-1914, (Montreal and Kingston, 1979), especially chapter four. On
nation building, see Doug Owram, The Promise of Eden: The Canadian Expansionist Movement
and the Idea of the West, 1856-1900, (Toronto, 1980); Suzanne Zeller, Inventing Canada: Early
Victorian Science and the Idea of a Transcontinental Nation, (Toronto, 1987) and Elsbeth
Heaman, The Inglorious Arts of Peace. On the predominance of supporting a weak state apparatus
as the main consideration of the nineteenth-century Canadian governing order, see Bruce Curtis,
Building the Educational State: Canada West, 1836-1871, (London, 1988); Jean-Marie Fecteau,
Un nouvel ordre des choses: La pauvreté, le crime, I' Etat au Québec, de la fin du XVIlie siécle d
1840, (Montreal, 1989) and many of the articles in Greer and Radforth, Colonial Leviathan. On
popular politics and the phenomenon of clientelism, see S. J. R. Noel, Parrons, Clients, Brokers:
Ontario Society and Politics, 1791-1896, (Toronto, 1990) and “Early Populist Tendencies in
Ontario Political Culture,” Ontario History, 90, no. 2, (September, 1998), 173-87; Allan Greer,
The Parriots and the People: The Rebellion of 1837 in Rural Lower Canada, (Toronto, 1993);
McNaimn, The Capacity to Judge and Carol Wilton, Popular Politics and Political Culture in
Upper Canada, 1800-1850, (Toronto, 2000).
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the less contested nature of the voluntary association helped ease.'* Despite the
seemingly harmonious nature of these early to mid-Victorian class relations, by
contrast the later nineteenth-century era in Canada has often been described as
one seething with irreconcilable class, racial and intellectual tensions. The
materialization of such class-conscious groups as the Knights of Labor and the
Patrons of Industry disturbed the precarious balance of the classes, while creeping
urbanization created discord among the agriculturalists. Similarly, debates over
secularization, new ideas of political economy and social science threatened to
overwhelm Canadian society from the Victorian norms."” The existence of these
difficulties suggests that harmonious relations among the classes seemingly
inherent in the post-rebellion era were simply an illusion, particularly if that

consensus broke apart by the closing stages of the century.

" Of course, this work recognizes that “less contested” is fairly subjective, as underlying
tensions within various voluntary associations often came to the forefront. See Jane Errington,
The Lion, the Eagle and Upper Canada: A Developing Colonial Ideology, (Montreal and
Kingston, 1987); David Mills, The Idea of Lovalty in Upper Canada, 1784-1850, (Montreal and
Kingston, 1988); William Westfall, Two Worlds: The Protestant Culture of Nineteenth Century
Ontario, (Montreal and Kingston, 1989); Cecilia Morgan, Public Men and Virtuous Women: The
Gendered Languages of Religion and Politics in Upper Canada, 1791-1850, (Toronto, 1996);
McNaimn, The Capacity to Judge and Wilton, Popular Politics and Political Culture.

"> On the appearance of class-consciousness and the crisis of class in the latter half of the
century, see Kealey, Toronto Workers Respond to Industrial Capitalism and Palmer, A Culture in
Conflict as well as their seminal work Dreaming of What Might Be: The Knights of Labor in
Ontario, 1880-1900, (Cambridge, 1982); Ramsay Cook, “Tillers and Toilers: The Rise and Fall of
Poputism in Canada in the 1890s,” CHA Historical Papers, (Guelph, 1984), 5-20; Macdonald,
The Making of Vancouver and Christina Burr, Spreading the Light: Work and Labour Reform in
Late-Nineteenth-Century Toronto, (Toronto, 1998). On creeping secularization, see A.B.
McKillop, A Disciplined Intelligence: Critical Inquiry and Canadian Thought in Victorian Era,
(Montreal and Kingston, 1979); Ramsay Cook, The Regenerators: Social Criticism in Late
Victorian English Canada, (Toronto, 1985); David Marshall, Secularizing the Faith: Canadian
Protestant Clergy and the Crisis of Belief, 1850-1940, (Toronto, 1992) and for the arguments
against secularization see Nancy Christie and Michael Gauvreau, A Full Orbed-Christianityv.: The
Protestant Churches and Social Welfare in Canada, 1900-1940, (Montreal and Kingston, 1996).
On the new political economy and social science, see Paul Craven, “An Impartial Umpire” :
Industrial Relations and the Canadian State, 1900-1911, (Toronto, 1980); Barry Ferguson,
Remaking Liberalism: The Intellectual Legacy of Adam Shortt, 0.D. Skelton, W.C. Clark and W.A.
Mackintosh, 1890-1925, (Montreal and Kingston, 1993); Sara Burke, Seeking the Highest Good:
Social Service and Gender at the University of Toronto, 1887-1937, (Toronto, 1996) and
Christie/Gauvreau, A Full-Orbed Christianity.
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The evidence contained within the voluntary association movement suggests
that in nineteenth-century Canada, the formulation of a clearly articulated ethos of
community emerged from the disarray and confused ideologies of the rebellion
period. With Victorian historians’ fascination with questions of class, state and
gender, the concept of what made a “community” has largely been lost in any
discussions of the social or cultural history of the nineteenth-century North
Atlantic triangle. More recent historiography, particularly the work of historians
of rural America, undertook the onerous task of revisiting the bonds and
boundaries of community in the Victorian era. Much of the work done in
discovering the “social sphere” focused on the rural family, and how the
interaction of individuals in the private and public spheres created an ideology of
the social self. In attempting to deal with both the meanings and the practice of
community in the nineteenth century, voluntary associations appear frequently in
these discussions of “community formation.” In the Canadian historical
experience, recent work on community and culture tends to shy away from
secular voluntary associations, although a great deal of scholarly insight focuses
on religious associations as a means of forging a community culture in nineteenth-

century Canada. e

' For the contours of this debate, see John Walsh and Steven Hi gh, “Rethinking the Concept
of Community,” Histoire Sociale/Social History, 32, no. 63, (November, 1999), 255-74. For the
American context, see Nancy Grey Osterud, Bonds of Community: The Lives of Farm Women in
Nineteenth-Century New York, (Ithaca and London, 1991); Jane Pederson, Between Memory and
Realitv: Family and Community in Rural Wisconsin, 1870-1970, (Madison, 1992) and Karen
Hansen, A Very Social Time: Crafting Community in Antebellum New England, (Berkeley and Los
Angeles, 1994). For Canada, see particularly the pioneering work of Lynne Marks, Revivals and
Roller Rinks: Religion, Leisure and Identity in Late Nineteenth-Century Small-Town Ontario,
(Toronto, 1996} and her article, “Railing, Tattling and General Rumour: Gossip, Gender and
Church Regulation in Upper Canada,” Canadian Historical Review, 81, no. 3, (September, 2000),
380-402. See also Brian Clarke, Pierv and Nationalism: Lay Associations and the Creation of an
Irish-Catholic Community in Toronto, 1850-1895, (Montreal and Kingston, 1993). Of even more
significance is the work of Catherine Wilson, “Reciprocal Work Bees and the Meaning of
Neighbourhood,” Canadian Historical Review, 82, no. 3, (September, 2001), 431-64 and many of
the articles in Nancy Christie, editor, Households of Faith: Family, Gender and Community in
Canada, 1760-1969, (Montreal and Kingston, 2002). Other colonial societies also “constructed”
their communities on the basis of social order, yet devoid of the class antagonisms of the Old
World; see Miles Fairburn, The Ideal Society and Its Enemies: The Foundations of Modern New

11



PhD Thesis — D. Ferry McMaster — History

And what exactly was this “community ethos” that permeated throughout
voluntary associations in Victorian Canada? Although forged in a crucible of
intersecting value systems, beliefs and identities, certain ideological principles
and assumptions about the meaning of “community” surfaced that were common
to all social classes, interests and associations throughout the nineteenth century.
These shared values and practices regarding the salient features of the larger
society were not only multifaceted and complex, they were also heavily promoted
within both the informal civic polity and burgeoning structures of a nascent
colonial state throughout the Victorian period. More importantly, the voluntary
association movement attempted to establish solidarity and societal unity within
both a national and localized community, among individuals with a multitude of
interconnecting ideals, identities and philosophies. Accomplishing this rather
difficult task required the dissemination of an ideology of community that
recognized the veracity of an accepted social order despite the ambiguous nature
of class relations in nineteenth-century Canada.'’

Although on the surface this discursive “ideal society” or community
appeared to be a monolithic cultural construction stemming from governing elites,
in actuality such ideals held very different connotations for different individuals
and associations in varying points in space and time. From the outset, these
cultural standards and doctrines became highly contested, with various groups
attempting to commandeer the core values of community preached in these
societies for use in their own constituency. In other words, despite accepting the
“reality” of the community ethos by many organizations and voluntary
associations, it was also a social and cultural construction that merely glossed

over the political, social and economic tensions inherent in Victorian Canada. By

Zealand Society, 1850-1900, (Auckland, 1989) and Geoff Raby, Making Rural Australia: An
Economic History of Technical and Institutional Creativity, 1788-1860, (Melbourne, 1996).

'7 On the use of community as a conceptual device, see David Garrioch, Neighbourhood and
Community in Paris, 1740-1790, (Cambridge, 1986); Walsh and High, “Rethinking the Concept of
Community”; Wilson, “Reciprocal Work Bees™ and Christie, “Family, Community, and the Rise
of Liberal Society,” Households of Faith, 3-5.
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the end of the century, the contravention of this community ethos so carefully
constructed over the course of this era would further expose and highlight the
fissures of cultural contestation lurking just beneath the surface of this
“consensual” century. In many ways, the concept of “community” held by
enthusiasts in the voluntary association movement created an illusion of societal
unity while veiling the material exclusion of those on the outside.'® This study
therefore recognizes that while voluntary associations clearly disseminated values
of community inclusion, individuals within these various organizations could also
utilize the ideology of community to further their own agendas.

In the rhetoric contained in various voluntary associations, four primary
doctrines and practices emerged that enabled various associational directors and
members to communicate an ideology of community. The first of these core
beliefs about the nature of community was the conscious prescription for each
voluntary association to be inclusive of class and occupation. Despite accepting
nineteenth-century liberal notions of individual agency, equality and
respectability, the ideology preached in voluntary organizations emphasized
interdependence upon the various social orders inherent in the larger community.
Opening the doors of voluntary associations to all ranks and orders within the
larger society did tend to alleviate forms of class conflict, maintaining an
appreciation of how the “community” fit together into a harmonious whole. And
yet the language of class interdependence inherent in voluntary associations
created more tension than it managed to solve. Often a discourse of class
superiority erupted in voluntary associations as various interests attempted to
delineate which class contributed more to the larger society. Similarly, the

language of class inclusion could also be highly exclusionary, as some

' On the problematic use of community as a cultural construction of identity, see Anderson,
Imagined Communities; Tina Loo, Making Law, Order and Authority in British Columbia, 1821-
1871, (Toronto, 1994); Bryan Palmer, “Mutuality and the Masking/Making of Difference: Mutual
Benefit Societies in Canada, 1850-1950,” in Marcel van der Linden, ed., Social Security
Mutualism: The Comparative History of Mutual Benefit Societies, (New York, 1996), 111-38;
McDonald, Making Vancouver and Heaman, The Inglorious Arts of Peace.
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organizations attempted to proscribe certain occupations from the community
ethos entirely. "

A more troubling aspect for the community-orientated voluntary associations
in Victorian Canada came as they attempted to integrate women and race into
their organizations. The need to include all gendered and ethnic participants
within the community generated more discussion and debate on the nature of the
public and private spheres, and between individuality and society than any other.
Initial attempts to incorporate women and race within voluntary associations were
extremely problematic, for despite encouraging indirect participation women,
blacks and natives were clearly segregated and marginalized by voluntary
associations at mid-century.”” And yet efforts towards the conscious inclusion of
women into the voluntary association movement in the late nineteenth century did
bear fruit in terms of membership and increased participation, as women were
tentatively offered more direct roles within these organizations. While the
enthusiasm of voluntary association directors for the incorporation of women
remained a strong feature of late Victorian associations, it was tempered by a
continuing discourse of domesticity and adherence to women’s involvement along

strict gendered lines. Similarly, attempts to integrate other races within voluntary

" The discourse of class superiority arose most frequently in agrarian voluntary associations,
while the exclusion of certain occupations from the community ethos occurred in the Grange, the
Patrons of Industry and in temperance societies; see chapters three, four and six, below. Similarly,
both skilled workers and the middle-class in the same voluntary organization, could utilize the
discourse of inclusion for their own purposes. For the labour employment of the ideology of
interdependence in integrating non-skilled and skilled workers, see Kealey/Palmer, Dreaming of
What Might Be; Cook, “Tillers and Toilers” and Burr, Spreading the Light. On the bourgeois use
of class inclusion to formulate their own cultural identity, see Sutherland, “Voluntary Societies
and the Process of Middle Class Formation™; Marks, Revivals and Roller Rinks; Heaman, The
Inglorious Arts of Peace and Holman, A Sense of Their Duty.

2 gee Sutherland, “Voluntary Societies and the Process of Middle Class Formation,” 243-50,
Palmer, “Mutuality and the Masking/Making of Difference” and McNairm, The Capacity to Judge,
63-115. Cecilia Morgan in Public Men and Virtuous Women, 198-218 postulates that despite
women’s participation in associational life at mid-century, it was merely symbotlic of their gender
and restricted to charity and benevolent work.
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associations resulted in attitudes ranging from overt segregation of the races to
selective intolerance, rather than genuine inclusion.?!

A second facet of the “community ethos” would manifest itself in the
religious and political sphere, and entailed ending the sectarian and political
turmoil of the pre-rebellion era. Accomplishing this task required the expulsion
of sectarian and party politics from the activities, discussions and discourses of
various organizations. Banning such discussions from voluntary associations
would guarantee fraternity and societal concord between individuals of varying
political and religious opinions, ensuring a favourable response from the larger
community. While such a position was not often associated in mid-Victorian
Canada with an ethos of community, it did contribute to the process of political
and sectarian normalization after the rebellions. As the century progressed, some
voluntary associations found it increasingly difficult to remain aloof from political
processes and the effects of partyism, despite maintaining the facade of political
neutrality. While attempting to enforce these standards of political objectivity,
the effects of urbanization and industrialization forced some associations — the
Grange, the Patrons of Industry and temperance societies in particular — to

become more involved in the political sphere.”

*! On the more symbolic yet crucial inclusion of women in late nineteenth-century voluntary
associations see Marks, Revivals and Roller Rinks and particularly Nancy Christie, “Family,
Community, and the Rise of Liberal Society,” Houscholds of Faith, 3-15. On the completely
exclusive nature of fraternalism in reference to non-white races see Palmer, “Mutuality and the
Masking/Making of Difference”; George and J.C. Herbert Emery, A Young Man's Benefit: The
Independent Order of Oddfellows and Sickness Insurance in the United States and Canada, 1860-
1929, (Montreal and Kingston, 1999), 26-30 and Holman, A Sense of Their Duty, 105-29. David
Beito argues convincingly that fraternalisim in the late decades of the nineteenth century practiced
selective intolerance; see his From Mutual Aid to the Welfare State: Fraternal Societies and
Social Services, 1890-1967, (Chapel Hill and London, 2000), 17-40.

*? Political normalization has most often been associated with mid-century state formation
and the post-rebellion system of education; see lan Radforth and Allan Greer, editors, Colonial
Leviathan and Bruce Curtis, Building the Educational State: Canada West, 1836-1871, (London,
1988). Cecilia Morgan in Public Men and Virtuous Women briefly acknowledges the tension of
antipartyism and sectarianism in her work, although Carol Wilton in Popular Politics and
Political Culture, 10-15 associates antipartyism with reactionary conservativism. On the
involvement of the Grange, Patrons of Industry and temperance societies in politics, see chapters
four and six, below.
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A third component of the community ethos expressed by the promoters of
the post-rebellion voluntary association movement in Victorian Canada came in
the advocacy of the philosophy of honest industry and the political economy of
hard work. The intellectual underpinnings of this aspect of the community ethos
again focused on the seemingly irreconcilable conditions of creating economic
and commercial interdependence between the classes, while emphasizing the
importance of individual diligence and hard work. Many historians have
portrayed this as a producer alliance, whereby the defeat of entrenched mercantile
elites in the early 1840s was arranged through a partnership of artisans and middle
class producers.” After mid-century, while voluntary associations continued to
boast of an interdependent producer alliance, the development of industrial
capitalism in the latter decades of the nineteenth century revealed the tensions
intrinsic to these cross-class voluntary movements. The unmasking of a producer
ideology employed by both small producers and industrial capital to promote their
own economic agendas forced voluntary associations to grapple with the question
of class cleavages as never before. Even though the success of the producer
ideology in creating economic consensus is fairly tenuous given the debates over
free trade and protectionism as well as the conflict engendered by the labour
movement, it was incumbent on voluntary associations throughout the Victorian
epoch to limit the conflicts over economic science and create a sense of

. . . . 24
community in the name of industrial progress.

> Of course, the mid-century producer alliance characterized the “non-producing” and
entrenched privileged mercantile elites of the early nineteenth-century as outside the community
of independent yeomen, artisans and manufacturers. See L.R. MacDonald, “Merchants Against
Industry: An Idea and its Origins,” Canadian Historical Review, 56, (1975), 266-80; T.W.
Acheson, Saint John: The Making of a Colonial Urban Community, (Toronto, 1985) and Martin
Hewitt, “Science, Popular Culture and the Producer Alliance in Saint John, N.B.,” in Paul A
Bogaard, editor, Profiles of Science and Society in the Maritimes Prior to 1914, (Victoria, 1990),
243-75. Tina Loo makes an interesting argument that classical liberalism and state intervention in
the economy were not exclusive concepts; see her Making Law, Order and Authority in British
Columbia, 1821-1871, (Toronto, 1994).

* On the producer ideology and industrial capitalism, see Bryan Palmer, A Culture in

Conflict, 97-122; Gregory Kealey, Toronto Workers Respond, 124-50; Craig Heron, “Factory
Workers” in Paul Craven, editor, Labouring Lives: Work and Workers in Nineteenth Century
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A last glimpse of this ideology of community appears in the realm of leisure,
as voluntary associations utilized their entertainment and various other activities
in constructing and maintaining a spirit of camaraderie within the larger
community. As Lynne Marks suggests in her pioneering work on small-town
Ontario, leisure is an effective prism from which to view how nineteenth-century
Canadians identified themselves and the community around them. As with the
concepts of non-sectarianism, antipartyism and the theory of honest industry, the
tensions surrounding the interpretation of “proper and respectable” leisure was
highly perceptible in voluntary societies.” However, the leisure activities
promoted by voluntary societies within the community not only defined the
identity of its participants, in a very real sense associations simply could not exist
without these entertainment options. The revenues and interest generated by
leisure activities within the larger national or localized community frequently
determined either the success or the failure of its voluntary associations.

As to the theoretical framework contained in this study, in many respects its
methodology reflects the complexities of Canadian society itself in the Victorian
age. As voluntary associations were highly responsive to the needs of their
varying constituencies, any study of these organizations by design must be
theoretically eclectic, amalgamating both the construction of meaning through

discourse and weighing the empirical evidence of associational activity. The

Ontario, (Toronto, 1995), 480-515 and Heaman, Inglorious Arts of Peace. Both David Burley, A
Particular Condition in Life: Self-Emplovment and Social Mobility in Mid-Victorian Brantford,
Ontario, (Montreal and Kingston, 1994) and Holman, A Sense of Their Duty argue that small
producers and self-employed entrepreneurs formed the backbone of the late Victorian economy,
utilizing the producer ideology for their own purposes.

** There is a fine literature on the importance of leisure in constructing the identity of its
patrons, as well as the tensions inherent in competing visions of proper and respectable
entertainment. For Britain, see Peter Bailey, Leisure and Class in Victorian England, (London,
1973). For some American examples see Roy Rosenzweig, Eight Hours for What We Will:
Workers and Leisure in an Industrial City, 1870-1920, (New York, 1983) and Hansen, A Very
Social Time. For the Canadian context, see Nancy Bouchier, “For the Love of the Game and the
Honour of the Town: Organized Sport, Local Culture, and Middle Class Hegemony in Two
Ontario Towns, 1838-1895,” PhD Thesis, University of Western Ontario, 1990 and particularly
Marks, Revivals and Roller Rinks.
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initial “construction” of the community ethos itself is informed by the work of
Jiirgen Habermas and his conception of the liberal and democratic public sphere.
According to Habermas, the basic blueprint of the enlightened public sphere was
the open and inclusive nature of participatory democracy, and how the rise of
public opinion established the parameters of an emerging bourgeois social order.
Although the concept of the liberal public sphere was forged in the crucible of the
European Enlightenment, in the work of Jeffery McNairn it merged into the
politics of Upper Canada. Conceding that the Upper Canadian political scene was
an anomaly to Habermas’ construction of the public sphere due to the “missing
Enlightenment” inherent in this colonial society, McNairn argues that the
constitutional discussions in early Upper Canada to 1854 assisted the colony in
becoming governed by informed and rational public discourse. McNairn also
contends that voluntary associations exhibited a similar political significance, as
an exercise in self-education and democratic sociability.?

Clearly the inclusive nature of both the dialogues of constitutionalism and
the democratic practices of the voluntary movement do fall under the auspices of
a theoretical “community ethos,” as even McNairn interchanges the use of
“public” and “community” throughout his work. While accepting the
construction of a “public sphere,” the organization of consent centred on the
rational political discourse of constitutionalism and notions of self-government
frame only part of the story. Even though politics and religion were significant
concerns to nineteenth-century Canadians, negative reactions to sectarianism and
the prevalence of antiparty sentiment within the larger community suggest that

political and religious processes were by no means the essential agency of

** See the theories of Jiirgen Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere:
An Inguiry into a Categorv of Bourgeois Society, translated by Thomas Berger, (Cambridge,
1989). To a great extent, Cecilia Morgan uses the concept of the public sphere in her Public Men
and Virtuous Women. See particularly McNairn, The Capacity to Judge, 6-10 and 63-115. One of
the difficulties for McNairn is the use of Freemasonry as an example of “democratic sociability,”
as Masons are almost exclusively comprised of the upper middle-class by the middie of the
century. See Holman, A Sense of Their Dutv, 110-18.
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constructing a viable public sphere.27 Similarly, the difficulty in grafting
Habermas™ model of the enlightened public sphere into the colonial system
requires a democratic revolution of sorts, whereby a professional and intellectual
elite defeats an autocratic monarchical regime. While the rebellions against the
Family Compact and the Chateau Cligue do have these political overtones and
undertones, the “enlightened elites” for the most part were in favour of retaining
the monarchical connection; it was largely the “independent yeomen” who
favoured Mackenzie and constitutional reform. Likewise, the nebulous and
ambiguous nature of the class structure throughout nineteenth-century Canada
ensured that the colonial civic polity was already fairly inclusive and open.28

However, the proliferation of the community ethos in voluntary associations
during the Victorian period could not come solely as a result of a politically
constructed public sphere. The cultural mediation inherent in the various aspects
of the voluntary movement in nineteenth-century Canada demonstrated both the
contestation and the construction of cultural identity and the meaning of
community. The exclusion of sectarian and political turmoil, the political
economy of honest industry and respectable leisure — uniform principles that cut
across class lines — were standards that required constant negotiation and re-
negotiation in various voluntary associations throughout the nineteenth century.
In the Canadian context, the ideology of community joins sport, leisure,

fraternalism and religion as a bulwark of cultural hegemony.” While the levels of

%7 The dismissal of antiparty and antisectarian sentiment is not restricted to McNairn’s vision
of politics in Upper Canada; see Wilton, Popular Politics and Political Culture, 10-15.

*® Despite McNairn’s accurate assertion that these independent yeomen were invited to
participate in the functions of deliberative democracy, most of the newspapers, voluntary
associations and political debates examined in his work focused on the burgeoning “urban” centres
of Toronto and Kingston. Those “yeomen” living in the rural countryside surely were not engaged
in these constitutional discussions as professions contained in the more “urban” environment,
apart from involvement with Mackenzie’s revoit; see Colin Read, The Rising in Western Upper
Canada, 1837-8: The Duncombe Revolt and After, (Toronto, 1982). On the fluidity of the
Canadian social structure in the nineteenth century, see notes 22 and 23, above.

¥ Of course, Antonio Gramsci believed that hegemony was not only economic, but a
reciprocal, culturally based phenomenon; see Quintin Hoare and Geoffrey Nowell Smith, editors
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hegemonic influence amongst voluntary associations would vary from
organization to organization, promoters of these societies would actively preach
the gospel of the community ethos. In urban Mechanics’ Institutes and
agricultural societies, an almost conscious effort in accomplishing a bourgeois
hegemony occurred, while fraternalism and agricultural fraternal groups such as
the Grange and Patrons of Industry utilized the community ideology in order to
contest urban agents of hegemony. Temperance societies are an excellent
example of hegemonic transformation over time, as early temperance movements
aggressively resisted the social order at mid-century while passively accepting
social change by the end of the Victorian age.

However, in “contesting” the theory of cultural hegemony itself, one of the
dangers in embracing the concept of hegemony comes in the oversimplification of
class relations and the structures of power. In delineating the boundaries of order
and disorder as well as the categories of “rough” and “respectable,” Canadian
historians who accept the concept of cultural hegemony have presented a rather
two-dimensional picture of the Victorian social order. While not discounting the
importance of the definition of respectability in this period, by focusing
“exclusively” on the respectability paradigm many historians have ignored the
itersecting values of community inherent in the cultural identity of Victorian
Canadians. Moreover, the social order itself throughout nineteenth-century
Canada was not a monolithic hegemonic creation, as the ruling elites were

constantly shifting and changing. From the commercial and religious elites of the

and translators, Selections from the Prison Notebooks of Antonio Gramsci, (New York, 1971), 5-
23. For an excellent article on the application of cultural hegemony in the nineteenth century, see
T. Jackson Lears, “The Concept of Cultural Hegemony: Problems and Possibilities,” American
Historical Review, 90, no. 3, (June, 1985), 567-93. For Canadian examples of cultural hegemony
see Bouchier, “For the Love of the Game and the Honour of the Town”: Christopher Anstead,
“Fraternalism in Victorian Ontario: Secret Societies and Cultural Hegemony,” Ph.D. Thesis,
University of Western Ontario, 1992 and Marks, Revivals and Roller Rinks. While voluntary
associations indeed assisted in the process of middle-class formation, other classes such as
agriculturalists and skilled workers also utilized voluntary organizations to further their own
agendas of identity and community; see chapters three to five in this study, and also Sutherland,
“Voluntary Societies and the Process of Middle Class Formation”; Palmer, “Mutuality and the
Masking/Making of Difference” and also Holman, A Sense of Their Duty, 105-29. To some extent
this is the view of Heaman, The Inglorious Arts of Peace, 21-27.
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Family Compact and Chateau Cligue, the great industrialists and manufacturers
of mid-century to the authority of professional “experts” and civil servants of the
late Victorian period, the ruling middle class also experienced great upheaval and
modification.”’ By employing the community ethos as a theoretical device within
voluntary associations, a more comprehensive vision of the interconnecting
cultural belief systems in the Victorian age is possible.

In navigating through the cultural contestation intrinsic to voluntary
associations in nineteenth-century Canada, a further theoretical construct is
required to analyze even further the meaning of the community ethos. As various
promoters of voluntary associations attempted to appropriate the cultural motif of
the community ethos for their own cultural identity, the necessity to probe even
deeper into the meaning of the community ethos is essential. While written as an
intellectual history regarding the concept of “community,” the present work is
therefore highly influenced by the cultural interpretation of meaning and
discourse, attempting to extract societal beliefs from the processes and dynamics
of popular culture. Despite the fact that those outside the social power structure
challenged the discursive construction of community, often the community ethos
was little more than a linguistically defined ideology. Thus the inherent meaning
of the community ethos often was cultural perception and representation, and not

the “reality” of the strict imposition of a bourgeois social order.”’ This work

% Lears cautions that in creating an oversimplified model of class relations, one runs the risk
of reverting back to a theory of social control. See Lears, “The Concept of Cultural Hegemony.”
By examining such groups as the Salvation Army and the Knights of Labor, Lynne Marks has
indeed attempted to broaden an examination of cultural hegemony, although the categories of
rough and respectable are also very strong paradigms in her work; see her Revivals and Roller
Rinks. On the transformation over time of the middle class, see notes 15, 19 and 21, above.

*! 1n many ways, Michel Foucault pioneered this way of thinking in his Discipline and
Punish: The Birth of the Prison, translated by Alan Sheridan, (New York, 1979). On the new
“cultural history,” see the work of Peter Burke, Popular Culture in Early Modern Europe,
(London, 1978); many of the essays in Roger Darnton, The Great Cat Massacre and Other
Episodes in French Cultural History, (New York, 1985) and particularly the essays in Roger
Chartier, Cultural History: Between Practices and Represeniations, (Cambridge, 1988). For
British examples of the linguistic tum, see the work of Patrick Joyce, Visions of the People and
Democratic Subjects; James Vernon, Politics and the People; Mary Poovey, Making a Social
Body and Simon Dentith, Society and Cultural Forms. For some Canadian examples, see Mariana
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therefore takes quite seriously the changing and shared rhetoric of community,
and the situation of its discursive ideology through a myriad of associations
throughout the Victorian era.

However, in pursuing a strict cultural approach to the community ethos the
use of an empirical framework of historical context is necessary to avoid the
excesses of cultural theory, which at times can be overly subjective. In many
ways, the overall framework of this present study adheres to the admonition of
Roger Chartier in regards to cultural history, that in returning to the centrality of
the text, both discourse and the “practice” of history requires examination. In
recognizing the importance of the language of perception, Chartier called on
historians to focus on the interdependency of historical actors, in describing the
various struggles for cultural identity. In other words, despite these cultural
negotiations intrinsic to discourse, the success or failure of a social identity comes
through collective representation, a sense of belonging that is recognized and
promoted within the cultural community. The sense of community, therefore, is a
social reality that remains without a fixed meaning, but not entirely open to a
completely objective reconstruction.” In the overall sense of voluntary
associations and the construction of the community ethos, this study recognizes at
once that the community ethos is a linguistic construction, yet reflective of the
reality of the larger Canadian social order that both shared and contested its

principles throughout the nineteenth century.

Valverde, The Age of Light, Soap and Water: Moral Reform in English Canada, 1885-1925,
(Toronto, 1991); Kay Anderson, Vancouver’s Chinatown: Racial Discourse in Canada, 1875-
19580, (Kingston and Montreal, 1991) and particularly the work of Keith Walden, Becoming
Modern in Toronto: The Industrial Exhibition and the Shaping of a Late Viciorian Culture,
(Toronto, 1997).

*# See Roger Chartier, On the Edge of the Cliff: History, Lan guage and Practices, translated
by Lydia Cochrane, (Baltimore and London, 1997), 2-27. Critics of Chartier claim that by
accepting the reality of community, he underestimates the complexities in societal processes; see
Jonathan Dewald, “Roger Chartier and the Fate of Cultural History,” French Historical Studies,
21, no. 2, (Spring, 1998), 221-40. However, some historians have attempted to bridge the gap
between empiricism and discourse, particularly the excellent work of Jon Lawrence in his
Speaking for the People. For some Canadian examples of this middle ground, see Tina Loo,
Making Law, Order and Authority and Christina Burr, Spreading the Light.
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In 1894, the annual report of the Lime Juice Club noted that a distinguished
man of science visited the Club to offer a lecture on the beauties of science and
art. After his lecture, the learned professor boasted, “I trust that the words I have
spoken will do much to elevate the hemisphere and usefulness of this great and
noble institution, which I trust will continue to grow and flourish until it will
control the destinies of mankind.” As such useless flattery was anathema to the
attitudes of the Lime Juice Club, the President ordered the kicker of the Club, Pile
Driver Riley, to “escort” the man outside.”> While mocking the inflated attitude
of voluntary associations, in many respects these institutions did hold such a view
of themselves, and for good reason. The history and function of voluntary
associations in Victorian Canada were far ranging and essential to the
development of the community ideology. As key institutions forging a new
nation in the colonial wilderness, these voluntary organizations managed to
construct a vision of community that crossed ambiguous class lines. By the end
of the nineteenth century, attempts to adhere to or conceptualize new philosophies
of community exposed the conflicts that were always under the surface in the
social order. Rivalries between rural and urban visions of community, the crisis
between capital and labour, racial tensions as well as competing associations,
philosophies, and visions simply could not be reconciled to the community ethos
by the end of the Victorian era. While the commonsense worldview shared by
these voluntary associations enabled its promoters to engineer some form of
hegemonic consent amongst its constituency between 1840 and the 1870s, the
breakdown of the community ethos in the latter two decades of the nineteenth
century exposed a society that had always demanded constant cultural mediation

and negotiation.

** The scrapbook of the Lime Juice Club, PCMA, Acc. 67-004, folder 1, clipping of 5 May
1894, 120.
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CHAPTER ONE - The Construction of an Industrial Community: The

Urban Mechanics’ institute Movement in Victorian Canada

One of the more intriguing examples of the utilization of the community
ethos in Victorian Canada can be found in the Mechanics’ Institute. Originally
created to assist working class adults in their quest for education, early Institutes
offered scientific and practical lectures, night classes and a small library. With
the expansion of urban areas in the latter half of the century, Mechanics’ Institutes
extended their services to include popular lectures, gymnasia and other forms of
recreation. As a result, in many Canadian cities, towns and villages the
neighbourhood Institute became the first community centre. Many of the
Institutes promoted an inclusive ideology that called for harmony and co-
operation between the classes in a co-operative venture of self-improvement and
education. Unfortunately, by the late nineteenth century, promoters of urban
Mechanics’ Institutes were exposed as hegemonic agents of an outmoded
industrial order. While skilled workers continued to attend the night classes and
reading rooms of urban Institutes, many did not renew their memberships in the
institution. More importantly, the rising professional middle class — the late
Victorian agents of the urban social order — completely abandoned the
Mechanics’ Institutes in Canadian cities, preferring the more “professionalized”
associations such as the Canadian Institute, the fastitur Canadien and Natural
History Societies. The popularity of Mechanics’ Institutes in the early portion of
the century and the rapid decline of the movement by the 1880s is a function of
the withdrawal of the professional and the skilled working class from the
Institutes in the cities, as well as the growth of mass recreation, government
sponsored adult education and the free library movement. Despite clinging to the
rhetoric of the community ethos, in representing the hegemony of the industrial
order urban Mechanics’ Institutes simply became irrelevant by the end of the

century.
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The history of the Mechanics’ Institute movement began in early nineteenth
century Glasgow, as education pioneer George Birkbeck set up the Instituies for
the diffusion of scientific knowledge and the industrial arts amongst the artisan
classes. In 1824 a Mechanics’ Institute was established in London under the
patronage of Henry Brougham, who introduced lectures, a library and night
classes to the artisan community. Placing an emphasis on mutual instruction, the
introduction of a small fee kept the workers independent, notwithstanding calls
for liberal financial support from the merchant classes to aid the Institute.' As the
Mechanics’ Institute movement in Britain quickly lost momentum after 1851,
many scholars have debated both the purpose and effectiveness of the Institutes as
an instrument in educating the industrial classes. Centring on the dominance of
the middle classes over the ideology and the function of the Institutes, historical
disagreements abound over the motivations behind bourgeois ascendancy. With
the rise of industrialization, Mechanics’ Institutes became a focal point for the
spread of such middle-class values as utility, morality and thrift, and the practical
use of science for mercantile interests. As a result, some middle-class tradesmen
and professionals enforced a strict social control over the operation of the
Institutes to preserve the industrial order. More often than not, industrial workers
interested in the “pursuit of knowledge under difficulties” managed to preserve
their independence while utilizing the Mechanics’ Institute to further their

educational needs.> Mechanics’ Institutes also allowed middle-class radicals

! Mabel Tylecote, The Mechanics’ Institutes of Lancashire and Yorkshire Before 1851
(Manchester, 1957), chapters 1 and 2.

2 See Edward Royle, “Mechanics’ Institutes and the Working Class,” Historical Journal, 14,
no. 2 (1971), 305-21 and John Laurent, “Science, Society and Politics in Late Nineteenth Century
England: A Further Look at Mechanics’ Institutes,” Social Studies of Science 14, no. 4,
{(November, 1984), 585-600. See also Steven Shapin and Barry Barnes, “Science, Nature and
Control: Interpreting Mechanics’ Institutes,” Studies in Social Science 7, (1977, 31-74 and A.D.
Garner and EW Jenkins, “The English Mechanics’ Institutes: The Case of Leeds, 1824-1842,”
History of Education 13, no. 2, (April, 1984), 139-52. Conversely, working class historians have
argued that radical artisans ignored the Mechanics Institutes when its officers were usurped by the
middle class; see E.P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class, (Harmondsworth,
1968), 817-20 and Richard Johnson, “ ‘Really Useful Knowledge’: Radical Education and
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access to new scientific theories, which elite scientists attempted to monopolize
through the growth of professional science associations and the universities. Thus
“marginal men” could participate in the technological revolution, while at the
same time revolting against the traditional scientific method. This popularization
of science permitted the middle classes to carve out a cultural niche within a
society caught in a state of social flux. Similarly, other historians contend that
Mechanics’ Institutes were simply a consequence of middle-class formation.
Combined with literary societies and mutual improvement associations,
Mechanics’ Institutes became centres of cultural activity for bourgeois citizens.’
Canadian historiography regarding Mechanics’ Institutes closely mirrors
these assertions, as historians emphasize a middle-class hegemony in both
ideology and function. Speculation on middle-class intentions range from the
social control thesis to the retention of working-class agency, with more recent
scholarship focusing on the Mechanics’ Institutes as a vehicle for both class and

state formation.” Canadian scholars are unique in their depiction of the

Working Class Culture, 1790-1848,” in J. Clarke, C. Critcher and A Johnson, editors, Working
Class Culture: Studies in History and Theory, (New York, 1979), 75-102.

* Ian Inkster has pioneered the work in this field. See Ian Inkster, “Aspects of the History of
Science and Culture in Britain, 1780-1850 and Beyond,” in Ian Inkster and Jack Morrell, editors,
Merropolis and Province: Science in British Culture, 1780-1850, (London, 1983), 3-14 and the
edited collection of his own articles in Scientific Culture and Urbanization in Industrializing
Britain (Aldershot, 1997). See also Roger Cooter, The Cultural Meaning of Popular Science:
Phrenology and the Organization of Consent in Nineteenth Century Britain, (Cambridge, 1984);
Howard Wach, “Culture and the Middle Classes: Popular Knowledge in Industrial Manchester,”
Journal of British Studies 27, no. 4, (October, 1988), 375-404 and R. J. Morris, Class, Sect and
Party: Leeds 1820-1850, (Manchester, 1990), 161-203.

* For the social control thesis, see Patrick Keane, “A Study in Early Problems and Policies in
Early Adult Education: The Halifax Mechanics’ Institute,” Social History/Histoire Sociale 8, no.
16, (November, 1975), 255-74; and also Nora Robins, “Useful Education for the Workingman:
The Montreal Mechanics’ Institute, 1828-1870,” in Michael Welton, editor, Knowledge for the
People: The Struggle for Adult Learning in English Speaking Canada, 1828-1973, (Toronto,
1987), 20-34. Working class independence in the Mechanics’ Institutes is explored in Bryan
Palmer, A Culture in Conflict: Skilled Workers and Industrial Capitalism in Hamilton, Ontario,
1860-1914, (Montreal and Kingston, 1979), 46-52 and Ellen Ramsay, “Art and Industrial Society:
The Role of the Toronte Mechanics’ Institute in the Promotion of Art, 1831-1883,” Labour/Le
Travail 43, (Spring, 1999), 71-103. Mechanics’ Institutes as a vehicle for middle class hegemony
and state formation is covered in Martin Hewitt, “Science as Spectacle: Popular Scientific Culture
in St. John, New Brunswick, 1830-1850,” Acadiensis, 18, no. 1, (Autumn, 1988), 91-119 and
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Mechanics’ Institutes, as they have a tendency of studying the Institute movement
by degrees, rather than examining the movement as a whole. Much of the
literature on Mechanics’ Institutes either analyzed the Institutes as pioneers in
adult education, or as the precursors of the public library movement. What these
historians are united in is their dismissal of the Mechanics’ Institute as a
constructive force, focusing on the failure of the Institutes to provide access to
education for the working classes. This perception of failure of the Mechanics’
Institute movement in both Britain and Canada is one of high educational
expectations not being met by the reality of limited resources and competing
agendas.” And yet Mechanics’ Institutes in Canada addressed the needs of a
fledgling colonial society, creating a strong mandate for cultural consensus among
the various classes. For a society without the more rigid class structures of the
Old World, such harmonization would generate common values and a sense of
identity. Initial middle-class involvement in the Institutes therefore constituted a
desire on their part to establish cultural stability and to construct an inclusive

community centre, which would connect the community as a whole.® While it

Elsbeth Heaman, The Inglorious Arts of Peace: Exhibitions in Canadian Society During the
Nineteenth Century, (Toronto, 1999), 3-20.

> On the adult education side, see the work of Patrick Keane, “Priorities and Resources in
Adult Education: The Montreal Mechanics’ Institute 1828-1843,” McGill Jowrnal of Education,
23, no. 2 (Spring, 1988), 171-87. For Mechanics’ Institutes as the first public libraries, see James
Eadie, “The Napanee Mechanics’ Institute: The Nineteenth Century Mechanics’ Institute
Movement in Microcosm,” Ontario History 68, no. 4, (December, 1976), 209-21; Jim Blanchard,
“Anatomy of Failure: Ontario Mechanics’ Institutes, 1835-95,” Canadian Library Journal 38, no.
6, (December, 1981), 393-98 and Lome Bruce, Free Books for All: The Public Library Movement
in Ontario, 1850-1930, (Toronto, 1994), 3-70. For failure as a result of unrealistic expectations,
see lan Inkster, “Social Context of an Educational Movement”, Scientific Culture, 277-307 and
Bruce Curtis, ** “Littery Meritt’, Useful Knowledge, and the Organization of Township Libraries in
Canada West, 1840-60,” Omario History 78, no. 4, (December, 1986), 285-311.

% See Bruce Curtis, Building the Educational State: Canada West, 1836-1871, (London,
1988). Curtis sees middle-class hegemony as a governing process through educational reform,
and this is also true for Mechanics’ Institute promoters. For a view of the Mechanics™ Institutes
from the colonial context of Australia, see Philip Candy, “The Light of Heaven Itself:
Contributions of Mechanics’ Institutes to Australian Cultural History” and Marc Askew,
“Conflict, Consensus and Culture: The Geelong Mechanic Institute to 1900” in Philip Candy and
John Laurent, editors, Pioneering Culture: Mechanics’ Institutes and Schools of Arts in Australia,
(Adelaide, 1994), 1-28, 102-25.
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was the establishment of such communal values as co-operation, mutual
instruction and inter-class harmony that appealed to the founders of Mechanics’
Institutes in Victorian Canada, they also utilized the community ethos in
engineering consent to an emerging industrial order.

The first Mechanics’ Institutes in Canada emerged in the early half of the
nineteenth century, with the pioneer Institute founded in 1828 in the city of
Montreal. These early Institutes focused their efforts on providing scientific and
mechanical education for the working classes. The Montreal Mechanics’ Institute
incorporated this sentiment into their rules of association, legislating that two-
thirds of the committee of management needed to be comprised of the operative
classes. Chief Justice Thomas Aylwin explained the reasoning behind the
glorification of the mechanic in his inaugural address before an audience in the
newly built Mechanics’ Hall in 1854. Aylwin noted, “the mechanic is alike useful
and necessary; he is the backbone of society, and its best interests are linked with
him and his prosperity...whatever tends, then, to improve and elevate mechanics
as a class, directly contributes to our best interests, and urges on all the other
classes to make similar efforts towards progress and advancement.” Of course, an
appeal from one of the leading members of Montreal society to elevate the
mechanic underscores bourgeois concerns over working-class violence and
discontent in Montreal.”

Even with the creation of the Board of Arts and Manufactures of Lower
Canada in 1857, its close affiliation with the Montreal Mechanics’ Institute

ensured that the main emphasis of the Board’s work would remain the technical

" Thomas Aylwin, Inaugural Address Delivered on Occasion of the Opening of the New
Mechanics’ Hall, (Montreal, 1855), 6-11; Report of the General Committee of the Mechanics’
Institute of Montreal, (Montreal, 1855) and Constitution and Laws of the Montreal Mechanics
Institution, (Montreal, 1833), 3-7. Between the years 1856-68, artisanal membership of the
Institute fluctuated year to year between 44% and 68%, but sharply declined after 1870. See
Harry Kuntz, “The Educational Work of the Two Montreal Mechanics’ Institutes,” MA Thesis,
Concordia University, 1993, 222-29 and Robins, “Useful Education for the Workingman,” 31-34.
Aylwin most likely wanted to avoid expressions of Irish worker discontent such as the Lachine
Canal strike a decade earlier; see Raymond Boily, Les Irlandis et Le Canal de Lachine: La Gréve
de 1843, (Montreal, 1980).
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instruction of mechanics. When the Board took over the teaching of technical
education from the Montreal Mechanics’ Institute in 1871, they counselled the
provincial government 1o restrict the grant for adult education to Mechanics’
Institutes and Institut des Artisans in Quebec.g Alarmed that the march of
progress was leaving them behind and condemning the seeming indifference of
the Canadien artisan community, the Montreal Institut des Artisans offered a
library, museum and classes to instruct masters and apprentices on practical
mechanical knowledge. The hierarchy of the Catholic Church in Montreal openly
approved of this sentiment as three prelates gave the principal lectures in the first
five years of the Institut’s existence. As I’abbé Desmazures noted in similar
language to Justice Aylwin, “vous avez fondé cette Société pour répandre
Iinstruction et en particulier I’étude des Beaux Arts parmi les Ouvriers. C’est
ainsi que vous les rendrez dignes de se titre si noble d’Artisans, qui veut dire
Artistes de I'industrie.””

From its inception in 1831, the Toronto Mechanics’ Institute likewise gave a
great deal of consideration to the participation of the artisan population in the
course of its operations. In one of the first recorded meetings of the Institute the
directors noted the objects of the society were to diffuse useful knowledge, and by
so doing would “introduce to the notice of the Mechanics of this town a means by

which their happiness and interest would be greatly promoted.”’ Education for

¥ See the records of the Conseil des Arts, ANQ, P543, Microfilm #1640, minute book, 1857-
69, 18 February 1859, 33 and minute book, 1870-81, 4 November 1873, 27 and 17 November
1873, 35.

Y See Adam Charles Gustave Desmazures, Entrentien sur les Arts Industriels, (Montreal,
1870), 2-4 and the Constitution et Reglements de L’ Institut des Artisans Canadiens de Montreal,
(Montreal, 1871), 3-6. See also Frédéric Louis de Gonzague Colin, Discours sur L’ Ouvrier,
Prononcé Devant L Institut des Artisans Canadiens, (Montreal, 1869), 2-6 and Pascal Joseph
Verbist, Projet D' Organization d une Acadamie des Beaux Arts a Montreal, (Montreal, 1873), 3-
5. These various clergymen probably wanted to keep some form of religious control over the
Institut, 1o avoid the conflictual model of Ignace Bourget and the Institur Canadien; see J.P.
Bernard, Les rouges: libéralisme, nationalisme et anticléricalisme au milieu du XIXe siecle,
(Montreal, 1971).
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the operative classes would remain a fundamental concern for the Toronto
Mechanics’ Institute well into the 1850s, as the directors declared that members
of the Institute should be found in every factory and workshop of the city. During
one board meeting a member of the executive observed that the entire work of the
Institute, from the Lectures, Classes, and Library to the Exhibitions should be
“adapted to promote the advancement and proficiency of the Mechanics of this
city.” Evidently the operative classes in Toronto heard this message, as thirty-
three percent of the ordinary membership of the Institute in the 1850s was from
the operative classes of the community (See Table 1.1). Similarly, the creation of
the Board of Arts and Manufactures of Upper Canada in 1857 would both educate
and encourage the manufacturing sector of the Upper Canadian economy. This
would occur through stimulating “the ingenuity of Mechanics and Artizans by
means of prizes and distinctions,” in turn elevating the artisan and enriching the
manufacturer. The periodical of the Board likewise lauded the end of “class”
education, one kind of knowledge for the rich and another for the poor, as “the
inevitable tendency of social and political power to the masses, the confusion and
mtermixture of ranks, in which the ‘privileged few’ are being pushed aside, and
the bold and resolute of every rank take precedence.”"’

The importance of mechanical instruction and self-improvement continued to
be preached by concerned Institute promoters well into the 1860s. By 1862, the
executive suggested that a special class be held to discuss matters of practical

interest to mechanics. These “mechanics’ meetings” ran until 1865, the same year

"9 See the records of the Toronto Mechanics’ Institute, AQ, MU 2020, vol. 1, minute book,
1831-36, 5 March 1832 and 19 Feb 1836, and also William Tiger Dunlop, An Address to the York
Mechanics’ Institution, (Toronto, 1832), 11-14.

"' Board of Arts and Manufacturers of Upper Canada fonds, AO, MU 280, vol. 3, Letterbook
of the Secretary, 1 April 1860, 33-4; and Journal of the Board of Arts and Manufacturers of Upper
Canada, vol. 1, no. 1, (January, 1861), -7 and vol. 6, no. 11 (November, 1867), 289-90. See also
the records of the Toronto Mechanics Institute, AO, MU 2020, vol. 8, 1848 and 1851 annual
reports, and the Toronto Mechanics’ Institute fonds, MTL, L1, series B, vol. 1, Board Meeting
minute book, 1840-48, 13 November 1848. An identical ideology emerged in the London
Mechanics’ Institute; see the London Mechanics’ Institute records, London Public Library, vol. 1,
minute book, 1841-50, Constitution and bylaws, and meeting of 8§ March 1842.
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the secretary of the Institute polled the members according to occupation. George
Longman recorded that of 969 members of the Toronto Mechanics’ Institute, only
151 were either mechanics or involved in the manufacturing arts.'” As the
membership rolls in the latter 1870s and early 1880s would indicate, uneasiness
over the lack of participation from the operative classes was well founded, as the
clerking population in Toronto overwhelmed the Institute’s membership rolls (see
Table 1.2). Unlike earlier years of the Institute, the skilled workers and the
artisan populace avoided becoming members in droves, although attendance of
apprentices and other young workers in the night classes remained fairly stable.
However, J.E. Pell, a past president of the Toronto Institute, wrote a letter in 1876
o the Board of Directors concerning the lack of interest exhibited by the
industrial classes in the Institute. Pell observed that the night classes were useful,
but wanted further efforts to bring young mechanics in the city to the Institute.
Noting that by this time only forty mechanics were members, Pell suggested a
return to promoting industrial exhibitions and the prize system to bring them
back."” Anxiety over the lack of participation from industrial workers revealed

not only frustration as to why more did not take advantage of all that the Institute

"> This represented a meagre sixteen percent of the total membership. See the Toronto
Mechanics’ Institute fonds, AO, Misc. file #6, list compiled by George Longman, and also the
Toronto Mechanics Institute fonds, MTL., L1, series M, Folder 1862, unbound papers, letter of J.
Pearson, 12 May 1862. The directors also attempted to provide a free reading room for the
improvement of the working classes; see the Toronto Mechanics’ Institute fonds, MTL, L1, series
D, vol. 24, Library minute book, 1866-77, 6 July 1866.

¥ In an 1880 Board meeting, it was alleged that only 49 members out of 1050, or one half of
one percent, were mechanics; see the Toronto Mechanics’ Institute fonds, MTL, L1, series B, vol.
6, Board Meetings 1878-83, 30 July 1880 and Annual Report of the Toronto Mechanics’ Institute
for 1880, (Toronto, 1880), 6-7. See also the Toronto Mechanics™ Institute fonds, MTL, L1, series
B, vol. 7, Special Meetings 1854-83, Letter of JE Pell to the Institute, 14 Feb 1876. For the
continuing attendance of apprentices and workers in the education efforts of Mechanics’ Institutes,
see O.P. Rafferty, “Apprenticeship’s Legacy: The Social and Educational Goals of Technical
Education in Ontario, 1860-1911,” Ph.D. Thesis, McMaster University, 1995, 148-60. In the late
Victorian period, clerks reflected their employers in embracing a similar ideology of
respectability; see Holman, A Sense of Their Duty, 75-96 and Geoff Spurr, “Those Who are
Obliged to Pretend that They are Gentlefolk: The Construction of a Clerking Identity in Victorian
and Edwardian London,” Ph.D. Thesis, McMaster University, 2001.
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offered, but an awareness that the hold of the mid-century industrial order was
slipping away.

Upon closer inspection, while much has been made of the desire — and
failure — of the organizers of Mechanics’ Institutes in urban Canada to bring
education to the operative classes, from the outset the benefits of the Institutes
were to be brought before the industrial community at large. When the Quebec
Mechanics’ Institute was formed in 1830, the directors were quite clear that the
Institute was to bestow its advantages to the community, and to all “who were
interested in so laudable an object.” Even with such a “mechanic conscious”
Institute as the Montreal Mechanics’ Institute, efforts were made to ensure that
other members of society were not excluded from its proceedings. Justice
Aylwin’s discourse to a mixed audience at the inauguration of the Mechanics’
Hall in 1854 managed to convey this impression, as he declared that the spirit of
association was the spirit of humanity, and when “difference of creed, of origin,
of language, when even national antipathies came to be mastered and overcome,
the combined power of men acting together for good could hardly fail of
success.”'* During the 1870s the decline of artisan membership in the Institute
reached what the executive perceived to be critical proportions, and dramatically
changed their tactics in recruiting new members. Reports of the Institute after
1878 often mentioned that the Institute was open to people of all classes, races,
colours and religion. The name Mechanics’ Institute would therefore be kept as
being distinctive and worthy of remembrance, while recollecting that the original

appellation included mechanics in the widest sense possible.15

" See Alywin, Inaugural Address, 3-5; .M. Cramp, 1800 and 1850: A Lecture Delivered
Before the Montreal Mechanics’ Institute, (Montreal, 1850), 12-13 and also the Catalogue and
Rules of the Library and Reading Room of the Quebec Mechanics’ Institute, (Quebec, 1841), 1-2.
As with the Toronto Institute, later Victorian clerks embraced the ideology of respectability
inherent in the Mechanics’ Institute; see Kuntz, “The Educational Work,” 222-29.

3See the Thirtv-Ninth Annual Report of the Montreal Mechanics’ Institute, (Montreal,

1878), 3-6; Forty-Second Annual Report, (Montreal, 1881), 3-4 and Forty-Third Annual Report,
{Montreal, 1882), 3-6.
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From its inauguration, the Hamilton Mechanics’ Institute considered itself
one of the more open and inclusive associations in the city. In 1852 the
management erected a Mechanics’ Hall, envisioning that such a structure would
be of utility to the citizens generally whenever townspeople required a concert or
assembly hall. While raising the alarms over the lack of participation from the
operative classes in the 1860s, a positive spin was put on the fact that other
classes were now receiving the benefits of the Institute. As the Hamilton directors
proclaimed, “the professed object, as the name implies, is the improvement of our
artisans and working classes of every grade; but there is reason to fear that this
design has in many instances been lost sight of, or perhaps we should say, the
original idea has been considerably amplified, as other classes of the community
rather than operatives constitute not unfrequently [sic] the majority of subscribers
and attendants.” While on the surface this pronouncement conformed to the
inclusive nature of the community ethos, in reality the Hamilton Institute was
more in tune with the needs of the burgeoning industrial middle class. Not only
were the promoters more concerned with self-education as a means of keeping the
working classes from crime, a scant nine years after the incorporation of the
Institute directors attempted to change the name of the Mechanics’ Institute to the
more bourgeois “Gore Literary and Scientific Institution.”'® |

Both the London and the Ottawa Mechanics’ Institutes strongly adhered to
this ideology as they endeavoured to serve all members of the community. Right
from its incorporation in 1841, the London Institute boasted that the dissemination
of knowledge would not only strengthen the operative population, it would also
prove to be of great benefit for the general good of all. Even as the directors of

the London Institute bemoaned the fact that men of leisure, businessmen and

'* See the report of the Hamilton Mechanics’ Institute, Journal of the Board of Arts and
Manufacturers of Upper Canada, vol. 1, no. 4, (April, 1861), 106-7; see also the records of the
Hamilton Mechanics’ Institute, Hamilton Public Library, Special Collections, minute book, 1839-
51, 24 February 1840; 28 February 1844; 28 February 1845; 5 April 1848 and annual meeting, 22
February 1850. On education as a vehicle to control working-class propensities to crime, see
Alison Prentice, The School Promoters: Education and Social Class in Mid-Nineteenth Century
Upper Canada, (Toronto, 1977).
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clerks had hijacked the Institute by the 1870s, “class institutes” benefiting only
the operatives of the community were not in order. Renewed efforts to recruit
more mechanics, in whose name the Institute was built, should be connected with
an association whose object was the benefit and improvement of skilled workers.
The management of the Ottawa Mechanics’ Institute likewise saluted the fact that
while the origins of the Institute rested with the mechanical class, they were now
“extensively patronized by all classes, the most wealthy as well as the poorest.”
This was a condition much to be admired; for if the Institute were to prosper as it
should, the donations of the mercantile, professional men and the master
mechanics were desperately needed. Extolling the virtues of their open library,
any member of the public could walk through its doors and acquire the specific
volume to assist in the various labours of the industrial community."’

In the early days of the York Mechanics’ Institute, the directors understood
that success would come only if the public at large generously supported it.
Collaboration between the classes was not only vital for an association like the
Mechanics’ Institute, but also for society as a whole. In a lecture to the Institute
in 1832, William (Tiger) Dunlop described how the middle classes formed a
communicating link between the propertied orders and the working classes,
disseminating harmony throughout society. This interclass cooperation
manifested itself in the Mechanics’ Institute, where “the combination of all
classes in a great object of public good, which cannot fail, in the end, to enhance

the power of the nation, and add to the happiness of individuals composing it.”"*

'7 See the Ottawa Mechanics’ Institute and Athenaeum fonds, NAC, MG 2811, vol. 2,
meetings of trustees and members, reorganization meeting, January 1853, and annual reports, 19
March 1861. See also the records of the London Mechanics’ Institute, London Public Library,
vol. 4, minute book, 1871-76, clipping pasted on the front; see also vol. 1, minute book, 1841-50,
annual report of 1841 and vol. 2, minute book, 1851-65, library committee minutes, 13 January
1851 and annual report of 1857.

18 Dunlop, An Address Delivered to the York Mechanics’ Institution, 6-7; 14-15. See also the
Toronto Mechanics’ Institute fonds, MTL, L1, series M, folder n.d.-1851, unbound papers, annual
report, 4 Jan 1833 and Toronto Mechanics’ Institute fonds, AG, MU 2020, vol. 1, minute book
1831-36, 19 Feb 1836.
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By mid-century, the direction of the Toronto Mechanics’ Institute would continue
in this path of incorporating all classes into its operations. From an examination
of the early membership lists, clearly the Toronto Mechanics’ Institute was an
association proportionally open to all ranks and orders, and the executive of the
Institute took great pride in trumpeting this fact (see Table 1.1). As Richard
Lewis, a future president of the Toronto Mechanics’ Institute noted in a lecture on
education, society would progress only if “a noble fraternity of all classes, high
and low, aristocratic and plebeian” worked together in harmony.'® The opening
of the Mechanics’ Hall at mid-century was an event of great significance to the
whole community, providing for the education and refinement of the entire
populace, and inciting every branch of industry into “laudable amelioration” and
“generous emulation.” Even during the canvassing of subscriptions for the
erection of the Hall, many businesses such as the firm of H. Rogers and Sons
were only too glad to contribute to an Institution that was inclusive of all classes.
Although known by the title of Mechanics’ Institute, the firm observed that not
only mechanics but merchants, professional men and clerks were to be found
within its ranks and therefore worthy of the support requested. Pronouncements
along these lines also highlighted the presence of the industrial elites in the
Toronto Mechanics” Institute.”’

On the surface, industrial exhibitions sponsored by the Toronto Mechanics’
Institute likewise became less about the display of skilled craftsmanship and more
about pandering to the tastes of the larger community. Not only did Exhibitions
demonstrate to the public how talented the artisan population was in Toronto, to

make the Exhibition a success required a generous attendance and the

¥ ¥t went without comment that the leaders of this “interclass movement” would be the
industrial middle classes. See Richard Lewis, “Lecture on Education,” in the Journal of the Board
of Arts and Manufacturers of Upper Canada, vol. 2, no. 11, (November 1862), 338-39. See also
the Annual Report of the Toronto Mechanics® Institute for 1855, (Toronto, 1855), 7-8, 11; Annual
Report for 1856, (Toronto, 1856), 12 and Annual Report for 1860, (Toronto, 1860), 10-11.

2 Toronto Mechanics Institute fonds, MTL, L1, series M, unbound papers, 1852-63, letter of

H Rogers to the Institute, 20 November 1852 and the report on the laying of the cornerstone on the
Mechanics’ Hall, 17 April 1854.
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participation of all citizens. By the latter half of the 1860s, the Exhibition ceased
to be merely an industrial exposition of manufactures and implements, and
became more of an open and inclusive display with such categories as “Free and
Decorative Arts” and ladies’ work.”' Even in the day-to-day operations of the
Institute, efforts to reach out to all constituents within society continued
throughout the 1860s and 1870s. The management of the Institute envisioned the
night classes as a People’s College, an institution available to those who either
had deficiencies in their own early education, or for the professional, to add
“elegant accomplishments” leading to greater refinement. Even the reading room
and the library needed to be receptive to visitors from every quarter of the city
with books reflecting the views, opinions and tastes of every class of the
community. In an 1873 meeting of the reading room committee it was moved
that the name of the Institute be changed to the Mechanics’ Institute and Library
Association, in order not to confuse the citizens of Toronto into believing the
Institute was for the special benefit of the working classes, to the exclusion of the
mercantile and professional people.”

In 1869 the provincial government in Ontario attempted to centralize the
Mechanics’ Institute movement by creating the Association of Mechanics’
Institutes. Heralded as people’s institutes and amenable to the desires of the

public irrespective of creed, nationality or occupation, President James Young in

! Toronto Mechanics’ Institute fonds, MTL, L1, series D, vol. 26, Exhibition Committee
minutes, 1859-68, general meeting on 14 July 1868; series B, vol. 3, Board minutes, 1848-54, 11
August 1851 and series B, vol. 7, Special meetings, 1854-83, meeting of 1 May 1854. The
importance of exhibitions in forging cultural consent and consensus among an industrial people is
examined in Robert Rydell, All the World’s A Fair: Vision of Empire at American International
Expositions, 1876-1916, (Chicago, 1984); Paul Greenhalgh, Ephemeral Vistas: The Exposition
Universelles, Grear Exhibitions and Worlds' Fairs 1851-1939, (Manchester, 1988); Heaman,
Inglorious Arts of Peace, 3-27; Ramsay, “Art and Industrial Society,” 88-95 and Keith Walden,
Becoming Modern in Toronto: The Industrial Exhibition and the Shaping of a Late Victorian
Culture, (Toronto, 1997).

22 Toronto Mechanics’ Institute fonds, MTL, L1, Board meetings, 1873-78, series B, vol. 3,
committee of the Reading Room, 17 April 1873; and series B, vol. 7, Special Meetings, 1854-83,
the 1866, 1867 and 1868 annual reports; See also the Annual Report of the Toronto Mechanics’
Institute for 1860, (Toronto, 1860), 5-6 and Annual Report for 1868, (Toronto, 1868), 4-7.
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1880 claimed “it is a mistake to suppose that the Institutes were created and
Legislative grants given to one class of the community alone; and in the interest
of these institutions, and even of the mechanical classes themselves. .. Mechanics’
Institutes should continue to be open to all classes on terms of perfect equality.”
In 1876 the Association sponsored a topical essay contest, on the best means of
improving Mechanics’ Institutes. Many of the essayists concurred with the idea
that Mechanics’ Institutes needed to be a fully public and popular institution,
accessible to members of every class of the community. Suggesting that the name
Mechanics’ Institute was itself a misnomer, one author suggested that the name be
changed to “an Institution for promoting knowledge amongst all classes” to avoid
the appearance of pandering only to one group. David Boyle, Elora’s famed
learned artisan, wrote that while the Institutes still assisted the labouring classes,
attention also needed to be paid to the clerks, bookkeepers, business men and
professionals. Boyle remarked that when members of sundry classes such as
farmers, clerks or others comprised the majority of attendants of a Mechanics’
Institute, their interests and tastes ought to be considered first. Richard Lewis, a
past President of the Toronto Mechanics’ Institute, also observed that it was
essential for Mechanics’ Institutes to embrace all classes of the community, yet

was more forthright in recognizing the hegemonic nature of the undertaking:

It would be the worst policy to place the entire management of the
Mechanics’ Institutes in the hands of any one class. The influence, the
sympathy, and the assistance of an educated and moneyed class are
necessary to its success, especially in its higher educational objects. But it
would be quite practicable and the best policy to associate bona fide working
men and women in the management of any department especially introduced
for their benefit and pleasure.™

** Association of Mechanics’ Institutes fonds, AO, MU 2021, copy of sessional paper no. 3, 6
October 1869; seventh annual report, 23 September 1875 and twelfth annual report, 22 September
1880, 8-11.

** This latter essay took home second prize; see Mechanics’ Institutes and the Best Means of

Improving Them: Prize Essays, (Toronto, 1877), 2-18. See also the Association of Mechanics’
Institute fonds, AO, MU 2021, prize essays contest folder, David Boyle, “Arole,” 1-2; 13 and E.F.
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Despite the attempted inclusive nature of early Mechanics’ Institutes, there
was one occupational group that tended to patronize the Institutes while at the
same time organizing societies to promote their own particular interests.
Although membership from the professional classes in the early years of the
Toronto Mechanics” Institute was fairly limited, officers and directors of
Mechanics’ Institutes and the more “professionalized” societies as the Montreal
History Society and the Royal Canadian Institute often worked intimately together
at mid-century. The dichotomy between the Natural History Society of
Montreal’s desire to operate “under the most liberal basis, being open to all ranks
of the community” and the reality of limited funds ensuring a “small list of
members” from the scientific elite became a hallmark of the Society’s history.
However, the Natural History Society also required unity with the rising
commercial classes, and therefore attempted further collaboration with the
Montreal Mechanics’ Institute. As one mid-century lecturer to the Society
proclaimed, “though men of learning may be required to lead the way in the more
unfrequented paths of research, so intimately are science and philosophy in one
way or another united and interwoven with the ordinary pursuits and occupations
of life, that, in a society aiming at mutual instruction, as ours is designed to be, it
is in the power of almost every reflecting, moderately educated man to bear a part

in the practical illustration of some subject.”” The creation of the Canadian

Hutchinson, “Non sine labore,” 1-3. See also J.P. Donald, “Perseverance is better than talent,” 1-
2; F. Dickson, “Rex,” 4-5 and Thomas Davison, “To Make the Mechanic a Better Man; the Man, a
Better Mechanic,” 1 and 4. Boyle’s essay marks the continuation of an older tradition of artisan
self-improvement, while Lewis followed a newer “hegemonic” element of bureaucratized state
education. See Gerald Killan, David Bovle: From Artisan to Archaeologist, {Toronto, 1983) and
Bruce Curtis, True Government by Choice Men? Inspection, Education and State Formation in
Canada West, (Toronto, 1992).

> See Major Lachlan, A Retrospective Glance at the Progressive State of the Natural History
Society of Montreal, (Montreal, 1852), 6-7 and 11. See also the Montreal Natural History Society
fonds, Blacker-Wood Library, QHI N273, vol. 1, minute book, 1827-29, 26 May 1828, 65; 25
August 1828, 179 and 24 November 1828, 213; vol. 4, minute book, 1845-57, annual report of
1852, 134 and 29 July 1856, 365. The dichotomy of “popular” and “professional” science would
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Institute in 1852 reflected a co-operative effort between the industrial classes and
the new society, as both the Board of Arts and Manufactures and the Institute met
in the same building. Likewise, the purposes of the Canadian Institute became the
promotion of commerce, agriculture and the industrial arts in the “general
interests of society.” And yet the Canadian Institute also stated as their main
objects the dissemination of knowledge connected with the professional fields of
surveying, engineering and architecture, as well as literature and science. Aping
the Canadian Naturalist, the Canadian Journal of Industry, Science and Art
pandered to the “active minds of the community.” or the intellectual elite.*®

The separation of the professional classes from Mechanics’ Institutes became
even more pronounced in the latter decades of the century, as “professional”
societies grew and expanded their influence. Even though skilled workers
avoided becoming members of the Institute, the professional classes continued to
shun the hallowed halls of urban Mechanics’ Institutes, as members in both
occupational categories remained fairly insignificant (see Table 1.2). By the latter
half of the century, Mechanics’ Institutes no longer had the vigorous support of
either the Montreal Natural History Society or the Canadian Institute. In
Montreal, the separation of the more professional Natural History Society from
the Mechanics’ Institute was a gradual process, as the Society continued “to
render services of the greatest value to the whole community.” As Sir William
Dawson, a one-time president of the Natural History society remarked, “our

philosophy is not of that kind which shuts itself up in pedantic exclusiveness. We

be debated throughout the nineteenth century, particularly as it pertained to scientific utility; see
Stanley Frost, “Science Education in the Nineteenth Century: The Natural History Society of
Montreal, 18271925, McGill Journal of Education, 17, no. 1, (Winter, 1982), 31-43; Suzanne
Zeller, Inventing Canada: Early Victorian Science and the Ideal of a Transcontinental Nation,
(Toronto, 1987) and Nancy Christie, “Sir William Logan’s Geological Empire and the Humbug of
Economic Utility,” Canadian Historical Review, 75, no. 2, (June, 1994}, 161-204,

* See the Roval Charter of Incorporation of the Canadian Institute, (Toronto, 1852), 3-4 and
the Regulations of the Canadian Institute, (Toronto, 1852), 2-3. See also the Canadian Journal,
vol. 1, no. 1, (August, 1852), 1-4 and the Canadian Journal of Industry, Science and Art, vol. 1,
no. 1, (January, 1856}, 1-2 and vol. 1, no. 2, (February, 1856), 99-100 as well as the Board of Arts
and Manufactures fonds, AO, MU 280, vol. 2, minute book, 1857-68, 26 October 1865.
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regard the study of nature as the common heritage of all.” Even as late as 1894,
the directors asked authors of scientific papers to use language as free from
technicalities as possible, in order to give a more popular character to the
meetings of the Society.”’

The increased participation of professional university personnel with their
“expert opinions” in the Montreal Natural History Society by the end of the
century also moved the institution even further away from the “amateur”
naturalist residing in the Mechanics’ Institute. The dependence of the Natural
History Society on eminent and learned individuals “of high reputation” enabled
the Society to command the respect needed to give weight to its proceedings.
While such learned men concurred with Principal Dawson that the general
Society was open to every member of the community, its publications such as the
Canadian Record of Science needed to remain fairly technical and professional.
The directorship of the Society needed to remain with “professional” scientists, as
there was indeed an “aristocracy of brains and personal culture, the exclusiveness
of which is based upon its inherent nature.” Similarly, during a debate in the
Canadian Institute on government, one member of the Institute boldly proclaimed
that “the objects of government are to give the greatest power and influence to the
most intelligent, the most progressive, the most industrious, the most enterprising

and the best elements in the community.”®

7 See the Montreal Natural History Society fonds, Blacker-Wood Library, QHI N273, vol. 5,
minute book, 3 February 1863 and 21 February 1868, and vol. 6, minute book, 1888-1925, 5
March 1894; see also Frost, “Science Education in the Nineteenth Century” and Carl Berger,
Science, God and Nature in Victorian Canada, (Toronto, 1983), 3-29,

8 See the Transactions of the Canadian Institute, vol. 3, no. 5, part one, (December, 1892),
21-3 and the Sherry Hunt fonds, McGill University Archives, MG 2045, box #1, file 1 (b), folder
R-Z, letter from W. Leconte Stevens, 3 September 1882 and the Montreal Natural History Society
fonds, Blacker-Wood Library, QHI N273, vol. 5, minute book, 1858-88, 19 May 1862 and 3
February 1864. Other Canadian learned societies shared a similar view of the community due to
their patronage from the professional classes, the “new” hegemony in late Victorian Canada; see
Yvan Lamonde, Gens de Parole: Conferences Publigues, essais et débats a L’ Institut Canadien de
Montréal, 1845-71, (Quebec, 1990) and Carl Berger, Honour and the Search for Influence: A
History of the Roval Society of Canada, (Toronto, 1996).
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Mid-century urban Mechanics’ Institutes in Victorian Canada attempted to
welcome women to further the development of the Institute in the larger
community. The community ethos inherent in the early vision of the Institutes
extended across gender lines as women were strongly encouraged to become
members and indirectly participate in its activities, despite the continual preaching
of the doctrine of domesticity. This dichotomy would prove to be rather
problematical for Institute promoters as they attempted to broaden women’s
participation along strict gendered lines.” In the Montreal Mechanics’ Institute,
women were permitted to join as members as early as 1843, and placed under the
same category of privileges as apprentices and sons of members. Women were
also admitted free to lectures in the Toronto Mechanics’ Institute as early as 1835,
although there are no records of women members in the Institute at this period.
By 1845 there was at least one female on the rolls of ordinary members, the
confectioner Elisabeth Dunlop, which seems to indicate that there were no
restrictions on membership based on gender.”

While encouraging women to attend “public” lectures, those who attended
Mechanics’ Halls listened to a reinforcement of the domestic ideology. When
Thomas Keefer gave his lecture on manufacturing in the Montreal Institute, he
rather condescendingly noted that the prosperity of Montreal did concern women,

as it was “the annual balance sheet which determines the concerts and pianos, the

* Mechanics’ Institutes in Britain were particularly restrictive to women; see C.J. Radcliffe,
“Mutual Improvement Societies in the West Riding of Yorkshire, 1835-1900,” Journal of
Educational Administration and History, 18, no. 2, (July, 1986), 1-16 and especially June Purvis,
Hard Lessons: Lives and Education of Working Class Women in Nineteenth Century England,
(Minneapolis, 1989). More recent historiography illustrates that women did have a role to play in
adult education in Britain; see Janet Cunliffe Jones, “A Rare Phenomenon: A Woman’s
Contribution to Nineteenth Century Adult Education,” Jowrnal of Educational Administration and
History, 24, no. 1, (January, 1992), 1-17; Ramsay, “Art and Industrial Society,” 87-89 and E.A.
Heaman, “Taking the World by Show: Canadian Women as Exhibitors to 1900,” Canadian
Historical Review, 78, no. 4, (December, 1997), 599-631.

* Toronto Mechanics’ Institute fonds, MTL, L1, series E, vol. 1, membership list, 1833-48
and Kuntz, Educational Work, 229-30, 447-8. In the London Institute, women were permitted to
join as full members and at a reduced iitiation fee; see the records of the London Mechanics’
Institute, London Public Library, vol. 2, minute book, 1851-70, 27 January 1851.
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summer jaunt and the seaside baths, the furs and the velvets, the silks and the
satins, the parasols and the scent bottles, and all the innumerable and
comprehensive elements which form a material basis for what is called domestic
bliss.” Walter Eales in his lecture to the Toronto Mechanics’ Institute described
women as a “valuable class of the community,” yet envisioned women taking a
more confining role. To Eales, the only necessary recruitment efforts for women
members would be to include vocal music in the programme of the Institute,
excluding them from the more functional portion of the Institute’s work. And yet
their presence was crucial for the extension of the Institute into the community,
for “without their courtesy and cheerful countenances at our Soirees, Tea
Meetings, Pleasure Excursions and Lectures, we would be out of our element.”"
After mid-century, the participation of women in the activities of the Toronto
Mechanics’ Institute became even more prominent. Ladies’ work and art
creations were prominent categories in the exhibitions, and women also provided
refreshments and much of the entertainment during the celebration. The women
did such a superior job that the Exhibition Committee invited various wives and
daughters of Institute directors in 1868 to form a ladies auxiliary exhibition
committee.”> By the 1870s, the promoters of the Mechanics’ Institute movement
recognized that they needed to reach out to the female segment of the community

if Institutes were to remain in a thriving condition. Many of the essays written on

3 See Walter Eales, The Benefits to be Derived from Mechanics’ Institutes, (Toronto, 1851),
9-12, 15-16 and Thomas Keefer, Montreal and the Ottawa: Two Lectures Delivered Before the
Mechanics' Institute of Montreal, (Montreal, 1854), 3. Members of the Ottawa Mechanics’
Institute heard two lectures on the “Rights of Women” and “Domestic Affections” describing an
identical ideclogy. See the records of the Ottawa Mechanics’ Institute, NAC, MG 281 1, vol. 3,
managing committee minutes, 23 November 1855. Such activities no doubt reinforced the
emerging hegemony of the industrial patriarchy; see Catherine Hall and Leonore Davidoff, Family
Fortunes: Men and Women of the English Middle Class, 1780-1850, (London, 1987).

*2 Exhibitions illustrated the dichotomy of women in both the public and the domestic sphere
more than any other Institute activity; see Heaman, “Taking the World by Show” and the Toronto
Mechanics’ Institute fonds, MTL, L1, series D, vol. 26, Exhibition minutes 1847-49, meetings of
the Exhibition committee and series D, vol. 26, Building and Reunion minutes, 1859-68, ladies’
committee meeting of 14 July 1868. Women were also permitted to join the reunions, and often
participated in recitations and musical presentations, although they did not appear to be involved
in the debates; see series D, vol. 28, Reunion Committee minutes, 1862-66.
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the improvement Mechanics’ Institutes during the contest sponsored by the
Association of Mechanics’ Institutes pleaded for an increase of women members.
David Boyle not only desired the inclusion middle-class women, he also called
for provisions to aid young sewing girls and servant maids in furthering their
education. Considering their low rates of remuneration, Boyle claimed that
working women should be admitted to Mechanics’ Institutes at reduced rates. He
went even further and called for the creation of subcommittees “consisting wholly
of women, to present the advantages of the Institutes to others of their own sex,
state terms, show catalogues, give information regarding classes and lectures, and
procure names for membership.” John Davy, the Secretary of the Toronto
Mechanics’ Institute, offered the suggestion that while women members be
allowed to elect two lady subscribers to seats on the general board of
management, with reading rooms provided for their specific use. By the same
token, while E.F. Dickson desired the encouragement of young women to attend
Mechanics’ Institutes, he did not picture them learning anything but domestic
economy, music or drawing and other subjects “pertaining to their position in the
world and society.”” Even as Institute promoters desired an influx of women
members, often such efforts produced segregation, rather than complete inclusion.
Both the Toronto and Montreal Mechanics’ Institutes would attempt to put
many of these proposals into practice as they witnessed the erosion of their bases
of support. In 1875 the Library committee appropriated the boardroom in the
Institute for a Ladies Conversation room as an additional inducement to members
of the opposite sex, as such a room did not exist in the entire city. Six years later
the experiment ended as they encountered the same problem with women as they
did with mechanics; female members simply did not utilize the room for the
purposes afforded and it was closed down. The management of the Institute also

adopted the idea of creating female directors to work in concert with other

3 Association of Mechanics’ Institute fonds, AO, MU 2021, prize essay contest folder, E.F.
Dickson, “Rex,” 7-8; Richard Lewis, “To Make the Man a Better Mechanic,” 8-9; David Boyle,
“Arole,” 13-14 and John Davy, “Suum Cuique,” 3.
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committees. Women members soon realized that such an assignment did not
admit their gender into the corridors of power in the Institute, as female directors
were simply segregated and advised to confine their labours to matters pertaining
to other members of their sex.”® The evening classes were an entirely different
matter, and proved to be the most effective in affording young women educational
opportunities. As early as 1865, the Board of Arts and Manufactures for Upper
Canada presented women with the opportunity to enrol in its classes and art
schools. The Toronto Mechanics’ Institute followed suit by the 1870s, but offered
only music, drawing and wax flower making for women, an obvious throwback to
the domestic ideology. By the latter half of the decade, a concerted attempt was
made to enlist women in the industrial and commercial education classes,
proposing prizes for the top female students and targeting women in their
advertising. By doing so, the attendance of women grew considerably, as they
comprised nearly thirteen percent of the total student body in the peak year of
1879. Atterpts to rein in a female audience seemed to have some effect, as by
1881 female yearly subscribers to the Institute comprised over ten percent of the
total membership.”

With the transfer of the labours of the Mechanics’ Institute of Montreal to the
Conseil des Arts in 1870, educational opportunities for women began to open up,
although women were marginalized in Quebec Institutes far more than they were
in Ontario. In 1878 the Conseil des Arts offered an afternoon art class to ladies in

Montreal, upon securing the services of an “exceptionally good teacher” and the

* Many women simply refused to become directors under these conditions. See the Annual
Report of the Toronto Mechanics’ Institute for 1876, (Toronto, 1876), 3-4; Annual Report for
1879, (Toronto, 1879), 9. See also the Toronto Mechanics’ Institute fonds, MTL, L1, series D,
vol. 24, Finance, Library and Lecture Committee minutes, Library committee, 9 June 1875.

* Unfortunately, it is almost impossible to discover the class backgrounds of many of these
students, although the median age in the night classes from 1877-81 is seventeen years of age,
suggesting that young workingwomen did manage to utilize the educational opportunities of the
Institute. For these statistics, see the Annual Report of the Toronto Mechanics’ Institute for 1881,
(Toronto, 1881), 4-5. In 1877 women comprised 11%, and in 1878, 9% of the student body; see
the statistics in the Toronto Mechanics’ Institute fonds, MTL, L1, series D, vol. 13, 14 and 15,
Evening classes membership lists. See also the Board of Arts and Manufacturers fonds, AOQ, MU
279, general committee minutes, 1857-67, annual report of 1865.
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payment of a small fee. The directors made it clear that this was merely an
experiment, as they did not want to establish classes in other locales. Simply put,
the raison d’ étre for the art schools was the education of artisans, not women. By
1880 the women’s classes were all but dead, as they had to lower the fee to three
dollars to entice the women back.’® Directors of the Board were simply not
concerned with the education of women, as noted in a petition of the Montreal
Women’s Club to the Board in 1895. In bringing the Board’s attention to the fact
that unmarried young women — through no fault of their own — were compelled to
enter the workforce, the Women’s Club hoped that a Government institution
would not discriminate against any class of the community. The Board conceded
that women had both the ability and capacity for industrial arts, but stated that not
only was the demand limited but it was also undesirable that men and women
learn together. The Board also declared that domestic economy was a far more
important subject for women to learn, as “a serious danger arises from the fact
that women show an aversion to house and home duties and wish to work in
factories. The greatest safeguard of a nation is to protect the home, and the
happiest homes are those in which women excel in the domestic virtues.” Under
pressure from the Women’s Club, the Board soon after relented and offered
women the opportunity to join the schools. Unfortunately the only classes offered
women were dress cutting, needlework and millinery, occupations fitting for their
gender.”’

One of the fundamental approaches in fostering a truly classless society and
ensuring that the relations in the Mechanics’ Institute remained harmonious was

to remove sectarianism and political partyism, practices that separated an

% See the records of the Conseil des Arts, ANQ), P543, Microfilm #1640, minute book 1869-
1881, annual report for 1878; 12 May 1879, 201-4 and the annual report for 1880, 370-72.

3 See the Conseil des Arts fonds, ANQ, P543, Microfilm #1640, minute book 1887-1904,
petition of Women’s Club, 376-78, 395 and the Board’s response, 10 June 1895, 396-98 and {5
November 1895, 423-25. Contesting the gendered hegemonic order often occurred near the turn
of the century and beyond; see Sara Burke, Seeking the Highest Good: Social Service and Gender
at the University of Toronto, 1887-1937, (Toronto, 1996), 28-40 and especially the work of Nancy
Christie, Engendering the State: Family, Work, and Welfare, (Toronto, 2000).
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individual from the larger community. Eliminating these discussions not only
ensured the triumph of the industrial hegemonic order, it was also an attempt at an
inclusive citizenship that transcended otherwise apparent social divisions that had
marred relations in the pre-rebellion Canadas. In this sense, Mechanics’ Institutes
reflected the desire for political “normalization” so prevalent in political and
educational discourse after the Rebellions.” This was not accurate in the case of
the first Montreal Mechanics’ Institute, whose early history reflected a great deal
of sectarian conflict between the members of the Church of Scotland and those of
the Anglican faith, as well as Reform and Tory discord. When the Institute was
reorganized in 1840, the abolition of such quarrels was paramount in the thinking
of Institute administrators and lecturers. Political and religious questions in and
of themselves were not detrimental to harmonious relationships within the
community, yet William Bristow asserted in his lecture to the Montreal
Mechanics’ Institute that the spirit of party politics and a public spirit were easily
distinguishable. The party spirit sought to further private or individual
advancement and an ascendancy of one part of the population over the remainder,
while a publicly minded individual promoted the general welfare. The thirty-
ninth annual report of the Montreal Mechanics’ Institute noted that the latest and
best works of Political Economy were on the shelves in the Library for the
guidance of both Free Trade and Protectionist members of both parties. Similarly,
the rules of the Institut des Artisans forbade religious and political questions, yet

it did not prevent prominent Catholic priests from extending their support, and

* An examination of the state as a vehicle for middle class hegemony in the political sphere
occurred in many of the essays in lan Radforth and Allan Greer, editors, Colonial Leviathan. State
Formation in Mid-Nineteenth Century Canada, (Toronto, 1992). A similar view taken in
education is in the work of Alison Prentice and Susan Houston, Schooling and Scholars in
Nineteenth Century Ontario, (Toronto, 1988), and Curtis, Building the Educational State. Jeffrey
McNaim argued that Mechanics’ Institutes exhibited the first stirrings of democracy and a public
spirit in its members, and removal of conflicts was paramount. See McNairn, The Capacity to
Judge: Public Opinion and Deliberative Democracy in Upper Canada, 1791-1854, (Toronto,
2000y, 92-105.
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encouraging the members of the Institut never to turn their backs on the Mother
church.”

Mechanics’ Institutes in the urban and industrializing areas of Ontario also
required the elimination of potential conflicts by eradicating sectarian and
political turmoil. To avoid sectarian conflict the directors of the London
Mechanics’ Institute not only outlawed religious discussions in the Institute, they
also decreed that no religious denomination be allowed to congregate in the new
Mechanics™ Hall. Unfortunately such a ban could not always conceal the
simmering sectarian battles for long. When the High Anglican William Bettridge
lectured to the Institute in 1853, he denounced as a “dangerous influence the
religious opinions of a certain class of the community was assuming.” The
Institute board, concerned that many members of the Institute were members of
this unnamed religious body stated that the lecture introduced “Religious
Animosities among us, and that therefore this Institute disclaims being identified
with the promulgation of any such sentiments as destructive to its best interest and
general advancement.” The London Mechanics’ Institute also frowned upon
political discussions, although a number of debates before the London Literary
society — an offshoot branch of the Institute — were often politically charged.
Debates on such controversial subjects as the nine-hour day, universal suffrage,
labour unions, prohibition, free trade and annexation were freely admitted.
Unfortunately this did not prevent tempers and controversies from arising in the

Society. During one meeting of the society the members condemned “unmerited

** See William Bristow, The Commercial Prospects of Canada: A Lecture Delivered Before
the Montreal Mechanics’ Institute, (Montreal, 1850), 24-5 and also James Bovell, A Lecrure on
the Future of Canada, (Monireal, 1849), 1-2 and Keefer, Montreal and the Ottawa, 23, 31-2. The
sectarian disagreements of the early Montreal Institute are mapped out in Kuntz, The Educational
Work, 79-90; see also the Constitution of the Montreal Mechanics’ Institution, 12. Of course, such
assertions by the French Catholic clergy would ensure that the religious order would not be
disturbed; see the Constitution de I'Institur des Artisans, 16; Desmazures, Entrentien sur les Arts,
5-6 and Colin, Discours sur I’ Ouvrier, 7-9

47



PhD Thesis — D. Ferry McMaster — History

criticism” as being injurious to the design of the club, as “carried to excess could
not but be attended by evil.”*’

The Toronto Mechanics’ Institute likewise implemented the guiding principle
of no political or religious discussions in their assemblies, despite the
participation of members from every political faction. The very first membership
list of the Institute reflects the diversity of political opinion, as prominent Tories
W.B. Jarvis, George Denison, John Strachan and John Macaulay met side by side
with Reformers — and some future rebels — such as Charles Duncombe, John
Rolph, William Dunlop, William Baldwin and James Lesslie. The patron of the
Toronto Mechanics’ Institute, Lord Sydenham, stated firmly in 1840 that the
contentions of party politics had no place in an institution of self-improvement.
Demonstrating his love for the philosophy of utilitarianism, Thomson noted that
Mechanics’ Institutes were essential to the political process, as they refined minds,
elevated characters, and made better citizens. Walter Eales, a painter by
occupation, echoed this sentiment in claiming that knowledge as taught in the
Mechanics Institutes purified the political process while simultaneously
supporting principles of Christianity.*' Many of the subjects for discussion in the
Toronto Institute reunions centred on political issues, such as the purpose of the
European Congress and even the merits of establishing an independent monarchy

in Canada under the sovereignty of a British Prince. And yet the reunion

* See the records of the London Literary Society, London Public Library, minute book,

1872-74, meeting of 24 March 1873. The Rev. Bettridge picked an unusual location to lecture
against voluntarism, although accusations like this were typical of the sectarian battles of the time;
see Curtis Fahey, In His Name: The Anglican Experience in Upper Canada, 1791-1854, (Ottawa,
1991), 202-5. See also the record of the London Mechanics’ Institute, London Public Library, vol.
1, minute book, 1841-50, 4 March 1843 and the 1850 annual meeting, as well as vol. 2, minute
book, 1851-70, 24 Jan 1853.

1 Walter Eales, The Benefits to be Derived from Mechanics’ Institutes, (Toronto, 1851), 12-
13; Toronto Mechanics’ Institute fonds, MTL, L1, Board minutes, 1840-48, series B, vol. 1, 10
September 1841 and Special meetings, 1854-83, series B, vol. 7, 4 October 1854. See also the
records of the Toronto Mechanics’ Institute, AQ, MU 2020, vol. 1, minute book 1831-36,
membership lists. See also lan Radforth, “Sydenham and Utilitarian Reform,” in Radforth and
Greer, Colonial Leviathan, 64-102.
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committee also quickly moved to quash a debate on the Confederation question,
as they saw how such a discussion could degenerate into partyism and political
conflict. Religious toleration was also elemental to the harmony of the Toronto
Institute, as the library committee in 1852 ordered several works on religious
subjects. Requesting books by Episcopalians, non-conformists, and authors of
other denominations, the committee charged the purchasers with the caveat to
“guard against works of a sectarian or polemical character.” Similarly, the
executive had to root out irreligion in the Institute and to protect the Christian
faith. A member of the Institute wrote the Library Committee asking for the
removal of a book on Christ that only offered “half-praise” and denied the divinity
of scripture. The complainant then asked for the work to be excluded from the
library in order to protect members from the influence of pernicious
“freethinking” material.

A perfect example of the desire of the Toronto Mechanics’ Institute to keep
strife and i:)olitical discord at bay came in the non-delivered lecture of the printer
A.A.Riddell in 1848. In November of that year, Riddell requested that he be
given permission to lecture on “The Rights of Labour,” paving the way for other
mechanics to give addresses to the Institute. The Board procrastinated on its
decision whether or not to allow Riddell to lecture for two weeks, and then
allowed the Lecture Committee to cast the determining vote. The Committee
resolved to allow Riddell to give his lecture, if he would alter certain parts that
were considered objectionable. It is assumed that Riddell refused, as the lecture
was never given to the Toronto Mechanics’ Institute. In refusing to alter his
lecture and “negotiate” certain standards, Riddell no doubt cemented the opinion
of some middle-class Board members on the argumentative nature of the working

classes.” However, even Riddell himself acknowledged that he was on

* Toronto Mechanics’ Institute fonds, MTL, L1, Board meetings, 1848-54, series B, vol. 2,
report of the Library Committee, 9 February 1852; series M, folder 1864-77, letter of W.T.
Withrow to the Institute, 1864 and Reunion meeting minutes, 1862-64, series D, vol. 28, 11
August 1862, 7 February 1863, 15 October 1863, 3 January 1864, and 5 December 1864,
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dangerous ground, as he noted that in several countries the notion of Labour and
its rights was entirely a political question. To Riddell, the elevation of the artisan
did not mean the degradation of the other members of the community, as all
classes in society were co-dependent upon one another. In recognizing the
potential pitfalls of class dissonance inherent in his lecture, Riddell offered an
introduction appealing to the community ethos that he hoped would defuse

possible objections to his address:

The subject I have chosen being considered by some persons a political one,
and political observations being wisely excluded from this Institute, lest
during and subsequent to the reading of any lecture bearing upon politics the
passions of some get aroused and the prejudices of others become excited...I
have been constrained to confine my discourse within much narrower limits
than I should have felt inclined to do had this been originally intended for
anywhere else in order that I might not, in the slightest degree, violate the
well determined regulations of the Institute — a place where men of all
opinions have united together for the attainment of laudable objects, and
where men of all creeds have met, and still continue to meet — in

harmony and in love.*

Despite his protestations, Riddell’s lecture was heavily political, studded
with references to natural rights, liberty and the discourse of popular politics
utilized by mid-century Upper Canadian radical reformers. It is also readily
understandable that even Riddell realized that some portions of the lecture would
not escape the committee censor’s scrutiny. A reference to the famous reform
agitator William Cobbett showed Riddell’s true colours, and unwillingness to
completely remove his radical political references when he noted in the margin

“I’d have seen them d_d before I'd left this out.” On the surface, Riddell’s radical

** On one level, Riddell’s lecture simply disturbed the codes of conduct inherent in the lecture
system, while on a deeper level the lecture managed to question the entire industrial order. See
Heaman, /nglorious Arts of Peace, 20, 330. For the details of this episode see the Toronto
Mechanics’ Institute fonds, MTL, L1, series B, vol. 1, Board minutes1840-48, 15 November, 21
November and 5 December 1848; series M, folder n.d.-1851, letter of A.A. Riddell, 13 November
1848.

HALA. Riddell, “The Rights of Labour,” in the MTL, unpublished lecture, 1848, 1-6, 16-18.
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politics of confrontation conflicted with the ideal of harmony and brotherhood,
forcing the committee’s hand in preventing the lecture from being presented.
However, the simmering political undercurrents in Upper Canada led conservative
Reformers and Tories alike on the Board of the Institute to censure Riddell’s
lecture.”” Even with seemingly like-minded Board members, innocent
confrontations could explode into potential conflicts. In an 1845 board meeting
the Vice President of the Institute, Rev. David Rintoul, accused the President of
being governed by nabobs and men of wealth in the country, while he spent his
days in furthering the education of the operative classes. As the cashier of the
Bank of Upper Canada and a staunch Reformer, Thomas Ridout rejected this
claim as much as he supported Rintoul in the Riddell episode. Rintoul illustrated
the true rationale behind this remark when he demanded that Ridout step down on
account of his inactivity in the Presidency, and allow a truly concerned and
professional educator to assist those desperate for self-improvement.*’

Another approach guaranteed to increase harmony and cooperation
between the classes in Mechanics’ Institutes was the advocacy of the philosophy
of honest industry and the political economy of hard work. This not only entailed
the ideological facets of individual diligence and productiveness, but also the
encouraging of commerce and industry. Several themes were recurrent in lectures
and essays in Mechanics’ Institutes, including the significance of competing
classes labouring together, the importance of work, and the progress of Canada as

an emerging manufacturing nation. It was incumbent on associations like

*> Riddell was a staunch friend of noted radical Charles Clarke, who shared this philosophy;
see Ken Dewar, “Charles Clarke’s Reformator: Early Victorian Radicalism in Upper Canada,” in
Ontario History, 78, no. 3 (September 1986), 233-52. Prentice and Houston discovered that
Riddell followed in the artisan tradition of self-improvement, becoming first a school inspector
and then a doctor after his printing days were over; see their Schooling and Scholars, 231 and
Riddell, “The Rights of Labour,” 4-8, 18.

4 See the Toronto Mechanics’ Institute fonds, MTL, L1, series B, vol. 1, Board meetings,
1840-48, 15 May 1845. For Rintoul’s view on education, and how this fit into the prevalent
educational theories of the day, see his Lectures on Rhetoric to the Toronto Mechanics' Institute,
(Toronto, 1844), 43-48 and Alison Prentice, The School Promoters, 102-9. See also Carol Wilton,
Popular Politics and Political Culture in Upper Canada, 1800-1550, (Kingston and Montreal,
2000), 194-230.
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