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ABSTRACT 

The Battle of the Plains of Abraham took place in 1759 at Quebec City. It saw 
a faceoff between British forces and an assortment of French regulars and militia. The 
British perception of the Battle greatly differs from the French Canadian one which 
focuses on the irreparable damage to its traditional way of life, caused by the 
“Conquest”. Quebec’s nostalgia regarding its past however, boiled over during the 
controversy surrounding the 250th anniversary re-enactment of the Battle of the Plains 
of Abraham in 2009. Since Canadians in general have considerable difficulty defining 
themselves, Quebec’s commemoration of the past becomes significant as it represents 
some of the differences between the French Canadian psyche and that of the rest of 
Canada.  

This article provides context to help explain Quebec’s nostalgic 
commemoration of the Conquest and discusses specific events that occurred 
following the Conquest. It will highlight French Canada’s bitter memory of the 
Battle’s aftermath and how it led to the struggles surrounding Confederation. In 
addition, the Constitution Act of 1982 itself subtly represents a symbol of French 
Canada’s plight. Le Moulin a Paroles was assembled as a response to the 2009 re-
enactment. Its significance lies in the heartfelt literary sources it contains regarding the 
Battle. It is Quebec’s nostalgia regarding the Conquest that has, and continues to 
foster a romanticized reminiscence of the “Golden Age”. However, these sentiments 
also explain the undeniable adhesiveness between French Canadians as they have 
been forced to band together in the face of assimilation.  
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To obtain sources relevant to the examination and discussion of the Conquest 

and its commemoration, the research for this article was broken into categories 

regarding historical context, findings, and the analysis of said findings. While an 

abundance of sources were available pertaining to the Battle of the Plains of Abraham 

itself, the more difficult challenge in source selection was in the decision of which 

historiographical event to examine that took place after the Battle of the Plains of 

Abraham. This article uses a significant amount of secondary sources to provide the 

context necessary to explain Quebec’s nostalgic commemoration of the Conquest. It 

presents and analyzes specific events which occurred after the Conquest to reflect 

Quebec’s sour commemoration of the Battle and its aftermath, and includes the 

neglect that resulted from Confederation and the Constitution Act of 1982 itself as a 

symbol of English Canada undermining Quebec. It also discusses news reports 

published about the controversial 250th Anniversary of the Battle of the Plains of 

Abraham and its planned re-enactment in 2009. These events were selected as they 

illustrate the remaining influence of Quebec’s nostalgic commemoration of the 

Conquest. Most importantly, this article will examine the anthology of texts entitled 

Le Moulin a Paroles which was assembled as a response to the 2009 re-enactment 

containing literary sources focusing on the Battle of the Plains of Abraham at Quebec 

City.  
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The events mentioned above, as well as others, will be discussed further in this 

article but will essentially advance the view that it is Quebec’s nostalgic 

commemoration of the Conquest that has, and continues to, foster negative and 

separatist sentiments while retaining adhesiveness within its people. Anglophones in 

Canada on the other hand, have not viewed it with the same intensity.  

Before discussing the commemoration of the Conquest, it is necessary to 

examine the aftermath of the Battle itself, as this will show how it played into future 

events which generally reflected British domination of society; a domination that built 

the divide between French and English in Canada and necessitated that Quebec 

maintain a cohesive and homogenous citizenry so as to avoid assimilation. The 

political aftermath of the Battle left debates regarding administration of the conquered 

territory of Quebec. As D. Hugh Gillis states, “The struggle over the laws and the 

assembly…was nothing else but the external evidence of a deeper struggle for the 

survival of a way of life.”1 This reflects the already emerging political differences 

between the English and French of Canada. Turmoil was also drawn from the fact 

that while the British population was loyal to king and country, Quebec’s population 

was not, as its beliefs remained focused on its traditional faith and dedication to the 

Catholic Church.  

                                                           
1 D. Hugh Gillis, Democracy in the Canada’s: 1759-1867 (Toronto: Oxford University Press, 1951), 38. 
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This loyalty to the Church would prove to be yet another obstacle for Canada’s 

administrators who wished to assimilate Canada’s French population, as French 

Canadians were unwilling ascribe to the principles of the very same Protestant faith 

which had separated from and now directly opposed their own. 

While the social aftermath of the Battle did not immediately translate into the 

complete cultural subordination of Quebec, it was only a matter of time until 

Canada’s cultural landscape would become dominated by British language and 

customs. Susan Mann’s book entitled The Dream of Nation: A Social and Intellectual 

History of Quebec provides some clarity in terms of the social aftermath and the cultural 

divide that resulted as a side-effect. It also examines the various perspectives regarding 

the Conquest’s influence on Quebec’s future. Mann uses the nineteenth century 

historian Francois-Xavier Garneau2 as a point of view opposed to the Conquest; as he 

asserted that the Conquest acted only to replace French social elites with clerical 

ones.3  

 

 

 

 
                                                           
2 Francois-Xavier Garneau’s book entitled “Histoire du Canada” was written as a direct response to 
Lord Durham’s Report, which was partially implemented in 1840. That this was yet another blow to 
French Canadians is evident in Garneau’s opinion of the Conquest, presented by Susan Mann. 
3 Susan Mann, The Dream of Nation: A Social and Intellectual History of Quebec (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s 
University Press, 1982), 18. 
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However, it must also be understood that later in the nineteenth century, 

politicians and journalists saw the Conquest in a more positive light because of the 

increased freedom to pursue personal agendas under the British social system than 

under the constraints of old French social structure.4 This is visible in the political and 

social culture of the colony in 1760, containing two separate legal systems, two 

religions, and two languages which merely added to the already cosmopolitan nature 

of Québec and Montréal. The British administration however, bent on assimilation of 

the French Canadian culture, would attempt to change this on more than one 

occasion. These attempts however, reinforced Quebec’s nostalgic commemoration of 

the Conquest as its people have continuously experienced the negative influence of 

the loss of the Battle. 

While the Battle’s aftermath had lasting implications for Canada, both 

politically and socially, its economy was not drastically altered as it continued to circle 

around agriculture and the fur trade.5  

 

 

                                                           
4 Ibid., 19. 
5 Donald Fyson, “The Canadiens and the Conquest of Quebec: Interpretations, Realities, 
Ambiguities,” in Quebec Questions: Quebec Studies for the Twenty-First Century, ed. Stéphan Gervais et al. 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), 23. 
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However, as Elizabeth Arthur writes of the time after the British takeover, 

“The period of British rule in Canada began with the collapse of businesses, the 

disruption of every kind of trade, damage to the farming area below Quebec and the 

destruction of the capital itself, and the high prices and worthless currency that 

resulted from years of war.”6 This reflects that while it was unlikely that the functions 

of the grassroots occupations inherent in industries such as the fur trade were 

adversely affected by the Battle, those involved in the manufacturing industry likely 

experienced major blows to their production, as well as their markets, if their towns or 

establishments endured the damages caused by armed conflict. 

The military takeover of Canada by British forces paralleled what was taking 

place in continental Europe during the Seven Years War. The decisive British victory 

in Europe is what led to the Royal Proclamation, or the Proclamation Act of 1763 which 

officially ceded the territory of Quebec to the British Crown. This legislation 

represents the first major wrung in the ladder of the British domination of North 

America and reflects the ultimate British desire to assimilate the French Canadian 

population into its own. Quebec’s fear of impending assimilation is significant 

because it unified the Province; promoting distrust of English intentions and the 

positive commemoration of French Canadian life prior to the Conquest.  

                                                           
6Elizabeth Arthur, The French-Canadian Under British Rule, 1760-1800 (Montreal: McGill University 
Press, 1949), 234. 
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This nostalgic rhetoric reminds Quebecers of a “Golden Age,” a time when the 

French rural way of life, centered on the community’s Catholic parish, provided the 

directives for land use around the St. Lawrence River and there was little need for 

military strength. This was perceived as a simpler lifestyle in which a French Canadian 

immigrant could start a life with land and a family and without experiencing the 

powerlessness inherent in a system designed and implemented by foreign 

administration. Quebec’s high regard for the period prior to Confederation reflects 

that the Province’s commemoration of the Conquest is quite a negative one.  

The Quebec Act was enacted by British Parliament in 1774. It greatly expanded 

Quebec’s physical territory into what is now southern Ontario as well as the Northern 

United States. The Act also guaranteed Quebec’s French Canadian population the free 

practice of the Roman Catholic faith and restored the use of the French civil law for 

private matters while maintaining the use of the English common law for public 

administration, including criminal prosecution; a distinction which is still relevant 

today. The Quebec Act even restored the seigneurial system as the dominant form of 

land organization in Quebec. While English-speaking immigrants from Britain and the 

southern colonies objected to a variety of the Act’s provisions – which they perceived 

to be a restriction of their own political freedoms, French-speaking Canadians varied 

in their reaction as the land-owning seigneurs and clergy were generally satisfied with 
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its provisions. This progress for Quebec’s French population also outraged Quebec’s 

English minority. Unfortunately, French Canadians failed to recognize that the Act 

itself “[S]temmed from the conviction that by perpetuating as much as possible of the 

old French forms of society and government, and by keeping Canada as essentially 

different from the other British colonies in North America, British domination might 

be maintained there, even while it was being attacked elsewhere.”7 Since Canada’s 

French population did eventually see through the Act; recognizing it as an act of 

charity by the British Parliament to prevent Quebec’s French population from siding 

with the Americans in the American Revolution, the positive implications of the Act 

did not survive the next 70 years and thus must be considered a major negative aspect 

of Quebec’s already nostalgic commemorative rhetoric. 

Further legislation integral to providing context for the French Canadian 

commemorations of the Conquest is the Union Act of 1840. The Upper and Lower 

Canada Rebellions in 1837 were due to the deep-rooted cultural differences between 

the English and French Canadians in the country instead of reflecting Canada’s 

political demands.  

 

 

                                                           
7 Elizabeth Arthur, The French-Canadian Under British Rule, 1760-1800 (Montreal: McGill University 
Press, 1949), 122. 
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Of the political system in place prior to the Rebellions, Gerald M. Craig, Janet 

Ajzenstat, and Guy Laforest suggest that “No country in the world ever demanded 

from a paternal government, or patriotic representatives, more unceasing and 

vigorous reforms, both of its laws and administrative system.8 This led to the Report on 

the Affairs of British North America by Lord Durham – John George Lambton, 1st Earl 

of Durham – completed in 1839, which aimed to address the causes the 1837 

Rebellions. Durham’s Report called for the unification of Upper and Lower Canada 

into one province and encouraged immigration to Canada from Britain so as to 

assimilate French Canadians into British North American culture. Durham also 

recommended that the freedoms granted to Quebec under the Royal Proclamation of 

1763 and the Quebec Act of 1774 be rescinded which would eliminate the possibility of 

future rebellions. The Union suggested by Durham would also benefit Upper Canada 

as the access to the former Lower Canadian fiscal surplus would allow its debt to be 

decreased.  

To address political demands, Durham also recommended responsible 

government, though it was rejected by British Parliament. D. Hugh Gillis holds that 

“The Report stands, indeed, not merely as an important political document, but also 

as a significant social study, showing at once a comprehensive grasp of the issues that 

                                                           
8 Gerald M. Craig, ed., Lord Durham's Report, New Edition (Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University 
Press, 2007), 54. 
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set the Canadians into warring factions and a clear vision of the measures which had 

to be taken if an orderly colonial society was to be maintained.”9 This represents the 

British perspective of the Durham Report’s implications as being aimed toward 

maintaining order, while it actually served to further marginalize French Canadians. 

The Act of Union, 1840, which came as a result of Durham’s Report, further reinforced 

Quebec’s nostalgic commemoration of the past.  

The Conquest represented the beginning of political and social domination by 

British colonials in Canada, even past Confederation, and is visible in some of the 

policies that were permitted to continue after the enactment of the British North 

America Act, 1867. Historian Peter D. MacLeod has examined the lyrics in English 

Canada’s unofficial anthem entitled “The Maple Leaf Forever” and found that “There 

was no hint that French Canadians might play a role in the new country, and no 

reference whatsoever to First Nations.”10 That the Canadian French population 

remained suffering from the aftermath of the Conquest was evident in what 

continued to occur after Confederation. For example, even “[A] century after 

Confederation, the Canadian government worked almost exclusively in English. 

Inscriptions on Canadian currency remained exclusively English until the 1930s.  

                                                           
9 D. Hugh Gillis, Democracy in the Canada’s: 1759-1867 (Toronto: Oxford University Press, 1951), 156. 
10 D. Peter MacLeod, Northern Armageddon: The Battle of the Plains of Abraham – Eight Minutes of Gunfire 
that Shaped a Continent (Vancouver: D&M Publishers Inc, 2008), 302. 
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Anglophones could and did become prime minister without speaking a word of 

French; an unwritten law prevented francophones from serving as federal minister of 

finance until 1977.”11 This reflects the reality that while Confederation and its 

resulting policy alterations meant increased benefits for the majority of Canada’s 

population, French Canadians continued to feel neglected, once again resorting back 

to Quebec’s nostalgic commemoration in the wake of the Conquest. 

Since the Conquest has traditionally been perceived by many Quebecers to be a 

traumatic experience,12 the Province’s political discourse tends to focus on the past. 

This is visible in the events surrounding the patriation of Canada’s Constitution with 

the Constitution Act, 1982 which Quebec still has yet to sign due to a widely held 

feeling of betrayal due to the events which occurred in its agreement and signing 

phases. The night of November 4, 1982, nine of Canada’s provincial Premiers came to 

an agreement in Ottawa on the repatriation of the Constitution Act 1867. However, 

Quebec’s Premier René Lévesque, staying at a hotel in Hull, was not informed and 

thus not given a chance to alter or sign the agreement, which was to become the 

Constitution Act, 1982.  

                                                           
11 Ibid., 302. 
12 Donald Fyson, “The Canadiens and the Conquest of Quebec: Interpretations, Realities, 
Ambiguities,” in Quebec Questions: Quebec Studies for the Twenty-First Century, ed. Stéphan Gervais et al. 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), 19. 
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Lévesque refused to support the new document and left the next morning’s 

meeting, after which the Government of Quebec announced on November 25 that it 

would veto the decision. However, both the Quebec Court of Appeal and the 

Supreme Court of Canada, which issued its ruling on the matter on December 6, had 

held that Quebec had never possessed such a veto power. Quebec nationalists 

believed the English-speaking premiers had betrayed Quebec which prompted 

reference to the event as the “Night of the Long Knives”. In English Canada, 

Lévesque was seen as having tried to do the same to the English-speaking premiers by 

accepting the Referendum in 1980. Quebec’s refusal to sign the Constitution in 1982 

reflects the continued desire of Quebec to protect itself from assimilation and 

exploitation by the majority in the rest of Canada. The “Night of the Long Knives” 

adds to the negative commemoration of the Conquest in itself as it portrays yet 

another example of Quebec being disrespected. 

According to Donald Fyson, “‘[T]he Conquest’ (almost always capitalized) 

refers to the military defeat of the French and their Native allies by the British, first at 

the Battle of the Plains of Abraham in 1759, which led to the fall of Quebec City, and 

then at the final rendition of French forces at Montreal in 1760...The Conquest can 

also refer more generally to the transition of the colony and its Canadien population 
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from one empire to another…”13 This ‘transition’ is significant as it represents the 

reasons behind Quebec’s nostalgic commemoration of the Conquest. Evidence of this 

negative collective memory is visible in the controversy surrounding the 250th 

Anniversary of the Battle of the Plains of Abraham and its 2009 re-enactment. The 

National Battlefields Commission cancelled the re-enactment planned to take place at 

Quebec City in the summer of 2009 due to security concerns regarding the threat of 

violent protest by those opposed to the re-enactment because of the destructive 

effects it had on Quebec’s history. The Commission, which has been responsible for 

the Plains site outside the fortified walls of Quebec City, announced that a 

commemorative recreation of the 1759 Battle was no longer welcome on the original 

battlefield site. Reporting for the CBC in 2009, James Cudmore provided that “Some 

leaders of the sovereigntist movement warned if the battle went ahead [as planned], 

there could be violence.”14 Considering that the Battle marked the British capture of 

Quebec City and a major French defeat in North America during the Seven Years 

War, Cudmore experienced the sensitivity surrounding its portrayal as he found that 

“Although – or perhaps, because – the battle changed the course of history in New 

                                                           
13 Donald Fyson, “The Canadiens and the Conquest of Quebec: Interpretations, Realities, 
Ambiguities,” in Quebec Questions: Quebec Studies for the Twenty-First Century, ed. Stéphan Gervais et al. 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), 19. 
14 James Cudmore, “Tory minister 'leaning' for French in 1759 Plains battle,” CBC News, October 
18, 2011, accessed March 14, 2013, http://www.cbc.ca/news/politics/story/2011/10/18/pol-
blaney-plains-abraham.html. 

http://www.cbc.ca/news/politics/story/2011/10/18/pol-blaney-plains-abraham.html
http://www.cbc.ca/news/politics/story/2011/10/18/pol-blaney-plains-abraham.html
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France, some modern day Quebecers are still sensitive about the defeat.”15 At its core, 

this portrays the event is an inappropriate one for large-scale re-enactment. This 

concern is magnified when one considers the unilateral nature of the event’s 

development and facilitation, and thus the relative inability of outside parties – in this 

case, contemporary French Canadians – to have an input on the event’s production 

and content. While this observation reflects the need for a wider range of public input 

for this type of project, it also reflects the continued influence of the Conquest, and 

therefore explains the perpetuation of Quebec’s nostalgic commemoration.  

Another CBC Report recognizes that Quebec sovereigntists considered the 

Battle to be a humiliating defeat and a representation of the beginning of English 

domination over French-speaking people in North America while questioning the 

government's role and bias in the re-enactment. Bernard Drainville, a Parti Québécois 

member of the Quebec national assembly, was of the opinion that “This battle put an 

end to the  New France, as it was known then, and it was the beginning of the British 

experience here…We don't think there's any reason to celebrate that.”16 Drainville’s 

comment is significant because it reflects the negative sentiment toward the British 

takeover of Quebec since 1759. It also explains the tendency of Quebec’s nostalgic 

rhetoric to want to return to the time before the Battle and its aftermath.  

                                                           
15Ibid.  
16Unknown Author, “Old wounds slow to heal on Plains of Abraham,” CBC News, January 23, 2009, 
accessed March 14, 2013, http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/montreal/story/2009/01/23/mtl-
battlefield-0123.html.  

http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/montreal/story/2009/01/23/mtl-battlefield-0123.html
http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/montreal/story/2009/01/23/mtl-battlefield-0123.html
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The report stated that Quebec’s Liberal Premier Jean Charest would not be 

attending the re-enactment but that the federal Heritage Minister Josée Verner would, 

which resulted in further controversy. Agnes Maltais, another member of the 

sovereigntist Parti Québécois in the provincial legislature, asserted that Verner's 

intention to attend the event is a “terrible mistake” due to the fact that the Battle of 

the Plains of Abraham has a particular negative significance in the French-Canadian 

collective consciousness. An interesting idea was introduced by the report which once 

again quoted Maltais who suggested that “If the event included other conflicts such as 

the Battle of Ste.-Foy in 1760, which the French troops won over the British, the re-

enactment could offer a more balanced history lesson for Quebecers.”17 Offering a 

more balanced version of the re-enactment would have been a positive initiative to 

pursue, in spite of all the extra work necessary, so that Quebec would have a positive 

aspect of the Anniversary to dwell on. Providing this type of alternate narrative would 

finally give French Canadians the chance to shed the nostalgic commemoration of the 

Conquest as they too would be able to celebrate a national victory, as opposed to 

experiencing only the rejoice of their surrounding neighbours.  

 

 

                                                           
17 Ibid. 
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A report by Andrew Chung regarding the Battle’s re-enactment was published 

by the Toronto Star in September 2009. Rather than focusing on the re-enactment, it 

followed a new CBC documentary featuring the story of the Battle of the Plains of 

Abraham. Like the re-enactment, the documentary stirred controversy regarding the 

portrayal of Quebec and the necessity of such a project. Mario Beaulieu, president of 

the St. Jean Baptiste Society which protested the actual re-enactment, said “[T]he 

subject is still sensitive because the defeat marked the beginning of an assimilation and 

political domination of French Canadians.”18 This reflects the continuity of Quebec’s 

nostalgic commemoration of the Conquest as a representation of the beginning of 

British domination of Canadian politics and society. It also provides more context 

within which to understand the desire of French Canadians to remain distinct so as to 

avoid the further marginalization of their once flourishing society. 

While these reports show that the majority of Quebecers still hold the overall 

view that the Battle was a Conquest which led only to trauma and hardship, they also 

reflect the same narrower message: that Quebec has had to fight against its own 

nostalgic commemoration and its negative significance just to avoid assimilation. It is 

this battle which has defined Quebec and explains its desire for distinctiveness and it 

is this battle which has left the gulf between Quebec and the rest of Canada.  

                                                           
18Andrew Chung, “Brave CBC under fire on the Plains of Abraham,” Toronto Star, September 4, 
2009, accessed March 14, 2013, 
http://www.thestar.com/news/canada/2009/09/04/brave_cbc_under_fire_on_the_plains_of_abra
ham.html.  

http://www.thestar.com/news/canada/2009/09/04/brave_cbc_under_fire_on_the_plains_of_abraham.html
http://www.thestar.com/news/canada/2009/09/04/brave_cbc_under_fire_on_the_plains_of_abraham.html
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A gulf between French Canadians and the rest of Canada could have damaging 

side-effects as it reflects the potential for turmoil ahead which could result in serious 

problems for the 150th Anniversary of Confederation in 2017. If the celebrations in 

2017 are not planned with more attention being paid to all of Canada’s founding 

nations, it could again result in overwhelming public dissent from French Canadians 

who once again feel forced to return to the nostalgic commemoration of the 

Conquest. 

 To analyze the findings above regarding the commemoration of the Conquest, 

this article examines the anthology of sources which put together for the art event 

which took place on September 12 and 13 of 2009 on the Plains of Abraham at 

Quebec City. The anthology is titled Le Moulin à Paroles which loosely translates to 

“Words of the Mill” and consists of a series of readings illustrating Quebec's history 

from its beginning to modernity. The name of the collection reflects the working class 

identity which was utilized by other organizations against any representations of 

British dominance in Quebec including those targeting Confederation or highlighting 

Canada’s national influence upon the Province. the anthology, there are references to 

literature focusing on the Battle itself, though there are many more to the “Conquest” 

such as Consequences of the Conquest written by Guy Frégault in 1955 which refers to 

what happened after the Proclamation Act, 1763 as the English population in Canada 
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dominated the political and economic realms. Had Quebec not fostered such a strong 

nostalgic commemoration of the Conquest, it likely would have succumbed to British 

attempts at assimilation. The Durham Report, which outraged French Canadians, was 

read which implies the importance of the Act of Union that came as a result in 1840. 

There is also literature about the 1980 Referendum regarding sovereignty association 

for Quebec which was voted down by Quebec’s population who was under the 

impression that remaining in Canada would lead to Constitutional change under 

Trudeau. This fits with the examination above of the Constitution Act, 1982 as yet 

another instance of Quebec feeling betrayed by the rest of Canada. 

 In conclusion, it is difficult to attribute clear roles for the winner and loser left 

after the Battle of the Plains of Abraham. Who plays each role becomes apparent 

upon an examination of the Quebec’s commemoration. Quebec still has a sour taste 

regarding the Conquest that resulted from the British victory which explains why the 

Province’s collective rhetoric focuses on a nostalgic commemoration of the Conquest; 

the event representing the commencement of British domination. Although it has 

been a struggle, Quebec’s persistent development in the face of this commemoration 

is what has kept French Canadians so strong.  
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However, this cultural strength is also what has maintained the divide between Canada 

and Quebec’s French population and the rest of Canada. As Canada is now home to 

millions of immigrants to whom Canada’s English and French interface is irrelevant, 

the sun no longer sets solely upon the rose and the lily anyway; still, English and 

French Canadians should continue to seek mutual respect and understanding; 

however idealistic a goal that is. 
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