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HIST 3XXX
Prof. Andrew Smith

Laurentian  University
The Life and Times of Sir John A. Macdonald, 1815-1891
This course will use the life of the Canada’s first Prime Minister to explore Canadian history in the period from 1815 to 1891. John A. Macdonald was probably the most important Canadian who ever lived. Some have argued that without Macdonald, northern North America would have been incorporated into the United States, a counterfactual state of affairs that most Canadians would regard as less desirable than the current arrangement. For the great Canadian historian Donald Creighton, Macdonald was a hero. Creighton praised Macdonald, arguing that in addition to being the Father of Canada, Macdonald was a truly progressive conservative who favoured policies that advanced the interests of women and trade unions. Donald Creighton died in 1979, but his books continued to be read. Moreover, Macdonald remains a hero to many Canadian nationalists. 
Other Canadians have come to very different assessments of Macdonald’s legacy. During Macdonald’s lifetime, political opponents denounced the man for extreme corruption. They also argued that the Conservatives’ policies had ruined Canada’s economy and contributed to the massive outflow of people to the United States. During Macdonald’s long tenure as Prime Minister, many Canadians voted with their feet and left the country. Indeed, Canada was one of the world’s leading exporters of people in this period, rivalling Ireland and Germany in terms of the percentage of the population that left each year. Liberals did not doubt that Macdonald’s policies were responsible for this sad state of affairs.

In the 1970s and 1980s, Macdonald became the bête noire of the social historians. For them, Macdonald is remembered primarily for policies detrimental to the Métis, the First Nations, and Chinese immigrants. Marxist historians saw Macdonald as someone who helped to legitimize the exploitation of workers by employers. They argue that by throwing working-class voters a few legislative crumbs, Macdonald was able to deflect the attention of workers from truly radical social movements.  More recently, Canadians on the right of the political spectrum have criticized Macdonald. The neo-conservatives deplore Macdonald’s anti-Americanism, his desire to centralize political power in Ottawa, and his propensity to intervene with the normal functioning of the free market. They also say that Macdonald relegated the Prairie Provinces to a semi-colonial status within Confederation. The fact that today’s conservatives have turned on Macdonald illustrates just how different modern Canadian neo-conservatism is from the progressive conservative tradition established by Macdonald.  

This course aims to provide a balanced view of Macdonald’s actions. Students will be exposed to both Professor Creighton’s very positive interpretation and Macdonald’s many critics so that they can arrive at their own conclusions about the man’s legacy. As the 2015 bicentennial of the statesman’s birth approaches it is fitting to think about the legacy of Sir John A. Macdonald. 
 MARK BREAKDOWN

	Book Review 
	20%

	Mid-Term Exam 
	20%

	Research Paper
	30%

	Final Exam
	30%


COURSE TEXTBOOK

Ged Martin, John A Macdonald and Kingston: Elections and Politics 1841-1891 (Kingston: Kingston Historical Society, 2010), 230pp.
Nominally about politics in the Ontario city of Kingston, this book is really a study of Macdonald’s political career as a whole. Martin provides a very modern interpretation of Macdonald’s actions, using newly discovered primary sources to refine our understanding of key episodes in the man’s life. In a book that reveals both his famous capacity for close textual analysis and his dry sense of humour, Martin deconstructs the arguments of Macdonald’s earlier biographies. 
BOOK REVIEW

John Clarke, Land, Power, and Economics on the Frontier of the Upper Canada (Montréal: McGill-Queen's University Press, 2001).
You are asked to write a book review that is five pages in length. A précis of a book merely provides a descriptive summary of the book’s contents. A proper book review, on the other hand, involves going beyond mere description and requires the input of one’s own reasoned opinions. Published reviews of the work can be consulted, but mainly as a way of stimulating your own thinking on this topic. Reviews consulted should be properly documented. If you have never reviewed a book before, please have a look at Ashley Thomson’s guide to writing book reviews: http://www.laurentian.ca/Laurentian/Home/Departments/Library/Tools/How+to+review+a+book.htm?Laurentian_Lang=en-CA
RESEARCH ESSAY

Each student will write a research essay that is twelve pages in length. A list of topics will be provided. It is possible to write an essay on a topic not on the list, provided one obtains the permission of the instructor in advance. This will require a visit during office hours. The essay will be due on Lecture 17. 
Format: The page limit will be strictly enforced. Students should not try to evade the page limit by varying font size, page margins, etc. The font should be Times New Roman Size 12. All assignments in this course should be on white, letter sized paper. This assignment should be double-spaced. 

Your essay will be based on primary and secondary sources. Our library is rich in material related to Macdonald’s life and times. You will also have access to a range of digitized primary sources. The course instructor, Andrew Smith, is the general editor of the Digital Macdonald Project, which aims to bring digitized primary and secondary sources related to a Macdonald to a wider audience. Although the Digital Macdonald Project will not be published by the time the course is first offered, you will have privileged access to materials already posted to the beta version of the website.  The instructor shall supply the necessary passwords. 
EVALUATION CRITERIA

Your essay grade will depend on both style and content. You will lose marks for stylistic defects such as spelling and other typographical errors, grammatical mistakes, and sentences of excessive length. You are also expected to have a clear thesis, or a strong central argument that your assignment seeks to prove using evidence.





LIST OF LECTURES
	Lecture 1
	Introduction

	Lecture 2
	Glasgow, Tobacco, and the Atlantic World in 1815

	Lecture 3
	Kingston in the 1820s 

	Lecture 4
	Law in Colonial Society 

	Lecture 5
	Macdonald and the Rebels of 1837

	Lecture 6
	The Union of the Canadas and the Election of 1843

	
	Book Review Due

	Lecture 7
	Macdonald as Businessman 

	Lecture 8
	Head of Household: Macdonald’s First Marriage 

	Lecture 9
	Macdonald, Cartier, and the Rise of Sectionalism in Canada

	Lecture 10
	Mid-Term Exam

	Lecture 11
	Confederation and Macdonald’s Second Marriage  

	Lecture 12
	The Dominion’s First Prime Minister

	Lecture 13
	Disgrace

	Lecture 14
	Rebuilding the Party

	Lecture 15
	The Election of 1878 and the National Policy 

	Lecture 16
	Creating the Canadian Pacific Railway 

	Lecture 17
	Macdonald in his Library: the Politician as Intellectual 

	
	Essay Due

	Lecture 18
	Macdonald’s Attitudes to Racial and Ethnic Minorities 

	Lecture 19
	The Jesuits’ Estates Question and the Equal Rights Movement 

	Lecture 20
	The Final Years 

	Lecture 21
	Assessing Macdonald’s Legacy

	Lecture 22
	Exam Review 


 Possible Research Paper Topics
1) Why did Macdonald support giving women the right to vote? Why wasn’t this support translated into an actual change in the law? 

2) Why did Newfoundland decide to stay out of Canadian Confederation?

3) Why did many Canadians support the South in the American Civil War? What did Macdonald think of southern society? 
4) English common law evolved in a relatively sophisticated and densely-populated European country. How did courts and lawyers adapt this body of law to frontier conditions in Upper Canada?

5) To what extent was the Laurentian system of trade and communication a factor in the life and times of John A. Macdonald? How did the river shape the man?
6) What was the prerogative of mercy? What was Macdonald’s attitude to capital punishment?

7) Did business or government play the most important role in the development of North America’s railway network before 1870?

8) How did Ontario law firms evolve in the nineteenth century?

9) What was the connection between Confederation and land reform in Prince Edward Island?

10) How did industrialization change the common law in Upper Canada/Ontario? 

11) How anti-American was John A. Macdonald? 
12) Macdonald’s National Policy encouraged industrialization and urbanization in Canada? What were living conditions like for workers in late-nineteenth century Montreal?

13) Who was the greatest military officer in Canada in the decades after Confederation? 

14) How did Canadian politicians respond to the rise of the Temperance movement? What role did Macdonald play in the passage of temperance legislation?
15) General Frederick Middleton: hero or common criminal? 

16) When Britain asked Canada for troops to fight in the Sudan in 1885, how did Macdonald respond? What lessons might there be for present-day Canada? 
17) Was the National Policy a failure, a success, or a double-edged sword?

18) How did life on the Six Nations Reserve change during Macdonald’s life? To what extent did Macdonald’s policies affect the Iroquois of Canada? 

19) Could the Red River “Rebellion” of 1869-70 have been avoided? 

20) Did most people in French Canada support Confederation? If so, why? 
21) To what extent was the hanging of Riel responsible for the diminished level of support for the Conservatives in Quebec after 1885?

22) To what extent did the promise of a railway influence British Columbia’s decision to join Canada? 

23) Did British diplomats betray John A. Macdonald during the negotiation of the Treaty of Washington? 

