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ABSTRACT 

This article explores the philosophical arguments that informed opposition to 

confederation in Canada West leading up to the passage of the British North 

America Act – arguments that stain dominant conceptions of confederation as 

pragmatic and materialistic. As political philosophy, opposition to confederation 

will be examined through the 19
th

 century trans-Atlantic debate between homo 

Mercator and homo Politicus, arguing that anti-confederate thought was informed 

by the latter position. In order to determine whether opposition to confederation 

was indeed informed by philosophy, and whether these views had influence in 

Canada West, anti-confederate discourse of a Reformist daily newspaper in Ottawa 

is examined and analyzed through a homo Mercator lens. This paper will shed 

light on the integral role newspapers played in mediating the debates and explain 

the crucial relationship between the 19
th
 century Canadian press and politics. The 

results of this examination demonstrate that the preponderance of newspaper 

support for confederation are more the result of political and economic dominance 

of pro-confederate papers and the Grand Coalition of Tories and Reformers, than 

an uncontested pragmatism. As a consequence, this paper concludes that 

confederation must be understood, instead, as a philosophical battle fought 

between two conceptions of state - an inked debate that did as much to foster a 

national Canadian consciousness as the philosophies informing it. 
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Like the ink used by newspapers to cultivate early British North American 

public opinion, editorial discourse imprints the historical understanding of the 

confederation debate not only with nuance of typology and mastheads – but, more 

importantly, a philosophical diversity that stains dominant narratives of confederation 

with contrasting perspectives. Dominant historical narratives tend to characterize 

confederation as a pragmatic solution to the political paralysis of a United Canadian 

Province, (Waite, 1962)1 or, as more recent scholarship suggests, confederation 

represents a regional battle over material resources and taxation (A. Smith)2. 

Increasingly, however, scholars have been challenging this paradigm, including P.J. 

Smith who specifically locates the Confederation debate within an international 

context of a different kind. He advances the idea that the trans-Atlantic debate over 

the relationship between state and society – represented by the opposing philosophies 

of homo Mercator (man the merchant) and homo Politicus (man the citizen)3 - was very 

much at play in the discourse of confederation.   

                                                           
1 Waite 1962, pg. 50 “But in the four eastern colonies – Newfoundland, Prince Edward Island, Nova 
Scotia and New Brunswick – Confederation could not be the practical issue it had become in 
Canada” 
2 A. Smith, pg. 13 acknowledges debate over state and statism, however, he does this through a 
regional lens which examines how anti-confederates in the Maritimes argued high Canadian tariffs 
would cripple N.S. trade, and that Maritime property would need to be sold to pay high Canadian 
taxes. P.12 
3 These concepts will be explored more fully on page 4 



      EX(PRESSED) DEBATE. THE OTTAWA DAILYY UNION AND ANTI-

CONFEDERATE PHILOSOPHY IN CANADA WEST 

 

 6 

Assuming then, as Smith argues, that confederation was more of a debate of 

philosophy, and that the binary of homo Mercator and homo Politicus roughly correspond 

to the Tory and Reform parties respectively, the discourse of confederation will be 

analyzed through this lens. In order to challenge both the paradigms of pragmatism 

and materialism, this paper seeks to determine if anti-confederate philosophies were 

indeed present in pre-confederation West Canadian newspaper discourse and if so, 

whether or not that discourse conforms with the trans-Atlantic philosophy of homo 

Politicus? To answer these questions, the philosophies of homo Politicus and homo 

Mercator will be explored in greater detail; The Ottawa Union, a reformist daily 

newspaper located in Ottawa, will be discursively analyzed and the political views of 

its editor, Henry Friel, will be situated within his biographical history; and lastly, a 

history of the relationship between the pre-confederation press and politics will be 

explored to determine whether the preponderance of pro-confederation press in 

Canada West was politically and economically manipulated. The above discussion will 

enable this paper to conclude with a broader conversation looking at the extent to 

which the confederation debate was indeed philosophically-based, and whether or not 

the homo Politicus held legitimacy in Canada West. If the answer to this last question is 

yes, than confederation must not be conceived as mere pragmatism, but rather, as the 

victory of one philosophy over another, to form the foundation of a future Canadian 

state.  
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To argue this, the Union’s editorials on confederation will be organized into 

four broad themes that articulate the homo Politicus impulse, namely: confederation as 

unpatriotic, confederation as the product of scurrilous political expediency, 

confederation as a vehicle for corruption and ambition, and lastly, confederation as 

pre-emptive and unnatural.  

 

Confederation as Philosophy 

Before the alternative conception of confederation can be further explored, 

discussion must return to the dominant narratives upon which the Union imprints an 

alternative. Edwin Black writes "[c]onfederation was born in pragmatism without the 

attendance of a readily definable philosophic rationale," however, historians are 

increasingly calling views such as these into question (Black, p.4). The likes of P.J. 

Smith, Janet Ajzenstat, Paul Romney, Ian Gentles, and William D. Gairdner insist that 

the confederation debates reflect a trans-Atlantic, post-Enlightenment philosophical 

tension between a commercial ideology practiced by the Tories, emphasizing capitalist 

development on the one hand and on the other - one guiding Reformer thought - 

premised on civic virtue and classical citizenship, (A. Smith, p.3).  
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 The philosophical divide between support for Confederation, and opposition 

to it, belongs to a trans-Atlantic debate that traces its origins to questions about the 

relationship between the state and society during Enlightenment Britain and the 

United States. P.J. Smith, in his article “The Ideological Origins of Confederation,” 

explains that this debate was informed by a tension between those who sought a 

decentralized economy and government with primacy placed on civic virtue and 

classical citizenship (homo Politicus), and others who adhered to a more commercial 

ideology with power and authority concentrated in the Crown (homo Mercator), (P.J. 

Smith, p.4). In Britain, these ideas were represented by the Country Party and the 

Court Party, respectively. This paper will focus on the former ideological camp and 

situate Friel’s rhetoric within this philosophic framework. But first, it is instructive to 

examine how Canada West’s True Grits and Reformers fit into the homo Politicus 

conception of state and society. It is important to remember that while George Brown 

and many of his followers participated in the Macdonald-Cartier Grand Coalition, 

there was a small band of Reformers, led by John Sandfield Macdonald and A.A. 

Dorion, who opposed Confederation along homo Politicus lines. 

 Smith notes that the ideological battle manifested itself most starkly in the 

debate over patronage. Reformers advocated for a government that was “simple, 

honest, independent, virtuous and close to the people,” (P.J. Smith, p.14).  
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In contrast, the Tories believed central governments needed more patronage power in 

order to temper democracy, drive economic development, and ensure greater stability 

by securing the allegiance of ambitious men, (P.J. Smith). Reformers, on the other 

hand, were more likely to believe in broad democratic rights for landowners and were 

extremely wary of the corruption that might follow strengthening the patronage 

power of the Crown. Rouges leader, A.A. Dorion, who sympathized with the 

Reformist political philosophy, criticized the constitutional arrangements proposed at 

the Quebec Conference arguing, 

They think the hands of the Crown should be strengthened and the 
influence of the people, if possible, diminished – and this Constitution 
is a specimen of their handiwork, with a Governor General appointed 
by the Crown; with local governors…appointed by the Crown, with 
[the] legislative council,…in the General Legislature…nominated by 
the Crown. (P.J. Smith, p. 27) 

In his comments, Dorion aptly articulates the way in which the Fathers of 

Confederation subscribed to the homo Mercator ideology and captures the basis 

for philosophical opposition to confederation within Canadian discourse. 

Reformers – those not co-opted by the Grand Coalition - held distinct, 

philosophically-informed and oppositional views of the relationship between 

politics and the state than those who supported Confederation. 
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Newspapers and the confederation debate 

 Facilitating this discourse was a myriad of newspapers that had a monopoly on 

mass communications during the period. The focus of the discourse they generated 

was very political because “[l]ike the Victorians themselves, the newspapers saw 

politics as the central focus of society. Politics was life itself, demanding loyalties, 

commanding convictions,” (Waite, 1962 p. 324). This discussion of pre-confederation 

newspapers will address the ubiquity, influence and corruption of the period’s presses 

and the crucial role they played in establishing a discourse of Confederation. By 1864, 

there were 325 periodicals published in Canada, with weeklies, semi-weeklies and tri-

weeklies numbering 269, in addition to 23 dailies, (Beattie, p.128). Newspapers carried 

out a conversation both with one another and with the political sphere, disseminating 

these to the masses and cultivating for the first time a “national imagined 

community.” Anti-confederation newspapers in Canada West, like the Union, would 

often reprint articles from Maritime newspapers that shared their political 

sensibilities.4  

                                                           
4 An example is the Dec. 15, 1865 edition of The Union, which republishes an article on 
confederation by the New Brunswick Acadian. 
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Likewise, newspapers would often attack the stance of their rival newspapers, a 

practice manifested in Ottawa by the constant bickering between the Citizen and the 

Union.5 

As the sole means by which to achieve the necessary discursive scale, newspapers 

enjoyed considerable influence. But, as a consequence, the line between journalism 

and politics was blurred, with many editors turning to politics and many politicians 

“finding it necessary to become proprietors or patrons of newspapers,” (Hill, p.44).  

However, while politicians were vulnerable to the venom of oppositional papers, 

financial precarity meant editors often had to depend on political patronage at the 

expense of their journalistic independence, (Hill, p.44).  

 Aside from direct ownership of presses, such as Brown’s The Globe, or Cartier’s 

La Minerve, many presses enjoyed government patronage through printing and 

stationary contracts. During the decades preceding Confederation, records 

demonstrate the importance that the government placed on buying positive publicity. 

Departmental expenditures on newspapers and advertising rose from $2,812 in 1852 

                                                           

5In an Oct. 27, 1865 article entitled, "A Curiosity," Friel criticizes “A city contemporary usually 
extremely reticent, dry and deep as a draw-well, came out yesterday with a column of gushing 
eloquence on the confederation question. Codfish and Carriboo, Esquimaux, and the icy regions, are 
jumbled up in refreshing style in this singular production…” 
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to $20,756 in 1862, and during the same period spending for printing and stationary 

rose from $15,639 to $91,428, (Hill, p.57). This marked increase in expenditure cannot 

be exclusively attributed to a growth in printing and advertising volumes, but rather, is 

evidence of the rampant corruption of the presses selected as the Queen’s Printers. 

Hill cites figures quoted by George Brown to the Legislative Assembly in 1860 to 

support a motion to abolish the Queen’s Printer. These show that presses consistently 

over-billed the government for example: charging $14.50 instead of $4.00 for the 

Consolidated Statutes, 50 cents for printing composition instead of 28 cents, and $1.25 

for press work instead of the normal rate of 15 cents, (Hill, p.48).  

This paper argues that it is because of government patronage that a 

preponderance of Canada West Papers supported Confederation. In his volume on 

the colonial press and confederation, Waite notes that most anti-confederate presses 

in Canada West were actually Conservative papers who mistrusted federalism and 

thought the drastic constitutional changes warranted an appeal to the people through 

an election (Waite, 1962, p. 121). Nevertheless, while Waite contends most Reformers 

were enthusiastic about Confederation, his research neglects to consider that the true 

Reform Party apparatus had been subsumed with that of the Tories during the Grand 

Coalition, and would not have had nearly the same access to patronage to subsidize 

their oppositional publicity.  
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Therefore, Waite’s research mistakes Reformist acquiescence to Confederation 

for what was really financial strong-arming of a vital political communications 

medium, with the effect of silencing, to a large extent, dissenting voices.6 

One journal, however, was able to continue publicizing a different vision of a 

future Canadian state; one informed by the homo Politicus, or civic virtue-based idea of 

society. Henry Friel published the Ottawa Daily Union until January 18667, and 

maintained it as an independent Reformist newspaper during the most acrimonious 

and volatile period of the confederation negotiations. Its location in Ottawa gives the 

Union a unique perspective in that neither regionalism nor materialism dominated his 

commentary. Instead, a reading of Friel’s opposition to confederation conforms neatly 

with P.J. Smith’s description of the homo Politicus philosophy and discusses 

Confederation, most often, from a national, as opposed to local, perspective.  

 

                                                           
6 In P.B. Waite’s abridged edition of the Confederation Debates, a 1,032 page, verbatim account of 
Canada Province’s three-week debate on the Quebec Conference Scheme, a speech made by the 
Hon. James Cox laments this very problem – though it is neglected by scholarship. He says: “It 
would have been better if [confederation] were proposed as a party scheme…You scarcely see a 
newspaper from one end of the country to the other that is not full of laudations of the scheme. 
And why? Because the leading public men of the country have thought proper to make a fusion; the 
leading daily journals on both sides applaud the step and the scheme that followed, and the small 
papers throughout the province, as in duty bound, follow in their wake.” P. 8 
7 Friel sold the Union to his rival the Ottawa Times, presumably so he could move on to focus on his 
municipal political career.  
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Moreover, the Union, was one of only ten per cent of Reform papers to have 

come out against confederation, joined most forcefully by the Perth Courier and the St. 

Thomas Dispatch, (Waite, 1962, p.130). But before examining the Union’s anti-

confederate discourse, it is first important to better understand the man who wielded 

its broadsheets as weapons in his ideological battle against confederation as proposed 

by the Coalition government. 

Friel was a political and civic-minded man who began his journalistic career as 

an apprentice at the Bytown Gazette in 1846, (Mullington, p.27). In 1849, his radical 

streak reared its head when he was arrested for allegedly trying to supply arms to the 

Reform side of the Stony Monday Riots in Bytown, sparked by the passage of the 

Rebellion Losses Bill – legislation that the Tories fiercely opposed because it 

compensated those who had taken part in the 1837 rebellions, as long as they were 

not convicted of treason. The two sides were about to confront each other with 

cannons, musket fire and pistols on the city streets until the military intervened at the 

last minute (Martin, 1962, p.22). Friel’s radical activity, however, did not stop him 

from being elected mayor of Bytown in 1854 and later of Ottawa in 1863 and 1868-9 

(Mullington, p.27).  
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These political victories, along with the fact Friel independently published one 

of only 23 daily newspapers in the province, call into question the empirical notion 

that anti-confederate views were of little influence in Canada West, and support an 

understanding of Friel’s influence and the legitimacy of his public views during the 

years leading up to confederation. 

The following discussion will now turn its attention to situating the Union’s 

discursive opposition to confederation within the homo Politicus philosophical 

framework by highlighting four general themes that capture Friel’s resistance to the 

Coalition’s conception of political union. These are critiques of confederation’s 

challenge to British patriotism; political expediency for the Coalition; colonial 

indifference to the project and lastly, the immature, irrational, and unnatural fit of 

political union given the development of the colonies during the mid-1860s. To begin, 

one editorial excerpt holistically captures the Union’s general antipathy to the entire 

confederation project. 

 Writing on Jan. 16, 1866, in what would be his final editorial on confederation, 

Friel blasts the Coalition government for ignoring pressing legislatorial needs (for 

example: enlarging canals, opening up a highway to settle the West and raising an 

effective militia) in order “to obtain that which was neither needed, nor wished for, 

except as a means to retaining office.”  
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He goes on to chastise the government for “try[ing] to stimulate and hurry up 

nature to the production of abnormal growths…to produce a stall-fed ox from the 

calf of yesterday as by mere resolution of a legislative body, to transform a poor 

colony at once into a great empire,” (Jan. 16, 1866). Friel did not object to a political 

union, but he felt at the time that the colonies were neither ready nor in need of 

confederation, and that the project merely represented a corrupt alliance designed to 

hold onto power. 

The first theme to be addressed is that of Canadian patriotism and concern that 

confederation could mean a break with the British connection. Friel warns that 

though utilitarianism may reduce “everything to a mere money standard,” the greatest 

empires of the world “first travelled towards ruin by abandoning their outer 

possessions and strongholds,” (Dec. 20, 1865). Moreover, he worried that 

confederation would develop in Canada an annexation sentiment, arguing “those who 

stand firmly by the old flag, and who value British connection sincerely, denounced 

confederation because of its danger” (Nov. 6, 1865). Yet again, Friel invokes 

patriotism in an editorial complaining that Cartier and Macdonald were threatening 

Canada’s tie to Britain for their own selfish ends: “The goal they aim at is 

independence – a new nationality.  
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The connection between Great Britain and this colony is irksome to the 

ambitious men who now govern this country…[T]hey aspire to the distinctions a new 

nation may confer free from imperial tutelage” (Sept. 2, 1865). This critique runs in 

the current of the Reform philosophy which P.J. Smith notes is distrustful of 

ambitious men, preferring that true power resides with the farmer yeoman to best 

reflect the dominant stratum of society (P.J. Smith, p.14). 

As alluded to in the previous quotation, the second of Friel’s critiques of the 

Coalition’s confederation scheme is its political expediency for government members, 

and represents the very corruption that so troubled Reformists and homo Politicus 

thought more generally. He compared the political alliance between Reformers and 

Tories to “temporary bridges [that] are thrown across dangerous ravines over which 

an immediate passage is desired” (Dec. 14, 1865). This imagery makes clear the 

dangerous spectre Friel believes confederation to be. Responding to a Halifax Morning 

Chronicle editorial, which cast confederation as a Canadian necessity, Friel wrote in the 

Union that “It may be and probably is true that the necessities of the Canadian Cabinet 

require the completion of the Quebec Scheme of Confederation, but neither the 

necessities of the Province or people desire any such issue” (Dec. 8, 1865). 

Friel also expresses suspicion about the federal arrangement reached by 

representatives at the Quebec Conference.  
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His fears of big government and worries that federalism will simply enlarge the 

political class he so mistrusts, rise to the fore in another editorial where Friel writes, 

“the people ought to know that confederation will not add a man to their strength, 

nor give them a gun more, but on the contrary, by adding the expense of half a dozen 

governments to our present over-taxed burthens will weaken the means at our 

disposal, even for defence” (Oct. 10, 1865). 

After failing to secure confederation within one legislative session following the 

Quebec Conference as promised, Friel accused the government of failing to listen to 

the people, accusing the Coalition of “running its head against all obstructions in its 

path…the ministry cannot carry on the confederation farce any longer. The federation 

scheme will of course be hooted out of hearing at once.”  He continues, blaming 

government patronage for the strong support confederation has received by the large 

section of the Canadian press writing, “a Coalition Government, of all others makes it 

a first aim to corrupt the press, and poison the political atmosphere” (Dec. 9, 1865).  

It is clear then that part of what Friel finds so repellent about confederation is 

not the principle of a colonial union, but rather the collusive way in which it was 

pursued – through unprincipled coalitions and outright bribery. This political instinct 

is consistent with the homo Politicus fear of corruption, un-checked power and big 

government. 
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The third theme of the Union’s opposition to confederation is rooted in the 

indifference with which, it argues, colonists received the confederation scheme. Friel 

reprinted an article published in an English paper – The Pall Mall Gazette - which made 

the comment that “this embryo capital takes the matter very quietly, it is not at all 

surprised, not at all offended, and it may be said, does not appear to be at all 

concerned. If Confederation be adjourned sine die, well and good. If Confederation be 

pushed, well and good,” (Oct. 11, 1865). In response, Friel published a series of 

articles entitled “Indifferentism,” which took up the motif with gusto. Relating the 

term to confederation, Friel explains, “[i]ndifferentism is the condition of all classes of 

the Canadian population, outside of the charmed circle of ministers” (Oct. 10, 1865). 

Friel devotes the pages of his paper to discrediting politicians’ claims of confederation 

representing a popular movement, stating that “[o]ne would imagine…that 

Confederation had taken a very strong hold of the affections, and had enlisted the 

enthusiasm of a great body of the people. We believe this is a mistake. If they would 

cease talking about it, the people would cease troubling themselves about it” (Nov. 6, 

1865). By publicizing confederation as an elite-driven scheme, Friel is channelling his 

Reformist populism to discredit what he evidently believes to be a flawed project.  
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For him, Canadians’ internationally recognized indifference to confederation 

makes it an illegitimate political project. This is in keeping with classical civic thought, 

which maintains government must be close to the people it represents.  

The fourth and last theme – that of Confederation as premature – is where 

Friel argues against Confederation most persuasively. Indeed, he casts confederation 

as a premature, unnatural and irrational endeavour, unfit for the reality of the British 

North American colonies. While Friel agrees with pro-Confederationists that a union 

of the provinces would someday be desirable, he cautions that day would not arrive 

until:  

the lower Provinces shall have direct and speedy access to Canada, 
and Canada by the same means may have access to winter ports on 
the Atlantic – when Canada shall have opened up a route to the Great 
West through the interior of her own territory – when the North West 
territory shall be opened to Canadian trade, and become sufficiently 
peopled to assume prominence; in that day we think the materials for 
a young nation will await the modelling hand of clever statesmen (Jan. 
9, 1866). 

Whenever British North America was indeed mature enough for union, Friel argued it 

would not be a confederation, what he calls a “rope of sand,” but rather a legislative 

union (Jan. 9, 1866). Through the Union, Friel compares the birth of a confederated 

nation to that of a mythic beast.  
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He writes that, 

seeing its hydrahead, we fear the malformation of the creature. Head 
on the Pacific; heels on the Atlantic, with its left arm grasping the 
north pole and its right looking to Washington, we fail to be 
convinced of the strength of its ligaments that are expected to hold its 
ghestship’s carcass together. (Sept. 7, 1865) 

Friel proceeds to explain that financing the maintenance of a confederated British 

North America, what he derides as an unwieldy creature, would bankrupt the nation’s 

coffers, while at the same time, siphon resources away from the projects necessary to 

make ready rational provincial union. In this editorial8 penned Nov. 3, 1865, Friel 

synthesizes the Reformist current of opinion into a series of images and arguments 

that soundly articulate anti-confederate opinion from a Canada West perspective: 

 
Confederations of the British North American Provinces! magnificent 
myth! gigantic bubble! What is its aim- what would be its results? 
Coherence, unity and amalgamations, we are told. In plain words for 
plain men, the scheme is neither more nor less than a gross delusion. 
And further, even if carried out, it would affect nothing, it would give 
us nothing that we do not already possess…We are already united 
under our allegiance to and as integral portions of the British empire: 
for attack or defence we are and have been homogenous. Her 
Majesty's representative in Canada is Governor-General of every rood 
of British soil on this side of the American continent, and can dispose 
of the forces of the whole for the advantage of all. Confederation 
might injure, it could not improve this arrangement.  

                                                           
8 The last example of Friel’s confederation consternation is arguably his finest piece and thus merits 
the considerable space it consumes. 



      EX(PRESSED) DEBATE. THE OTTAWA DAILYY UNION AND ANTI-

CONFEDERATE PHILOSOPHY IN CANADA WEST 

 

 22 

- It would not give us uniformity, for we sow independent legislatures 
broadcast over the whole territory, and he must be sanguined indeed 
who would dream of uniformity there. It is much more certain that 
their squabbles would necessitate the establishment of a legislatorial 
police to preserve the legislatorial peace. If confederation, as 
proposed, gave us commercial freedom, or a uniform tariff we would 
credit it with the boon; but it does not, for the very agreement, arising 
out of the Quebec conference, on which the project is based, provides 
for differential duties. …Last and least, appears Canadian Federation. 
This, at all events, cannot come before us with the plea of unity. 
Unquestionably, Canadian Federation implies disruption, not union. It 
would restore to us that very enviable state of things that existed 
before the amalgamation of the provinces and really might favour us 
by bringing in its train another rebellion…Canada will not embark 
with her Doctor9 on an uncertain sea of troubles, toils, uncertainty, 
expedients and ruin. The good ship is yet sound and fears not the gale, 
but the helm must be placed in other hands, and as for the Doctor, he 
must not be permitted even to touch a filler rope again. We have 
gone, cursorily, through the Doctor's remedies: there is not one that 
will bear analysis. As might be expected from compounds, resulting 
from vanity and ambition, they are all opposed to the steady growth 
and quiet and peaceable development of a contented and prosperous 
population (Nov. 3, 1865). 

 

So while not opposed to colonial union in principle, Friel argues the 

irrationality of Confederation along ideological lines. For him, Confederation does not 

take into account the physical reality of British North America’s situation, would 

impose an enormous cost on a relatively poor economy, and could breed disunity, all 

without fundamentally changing the day-to-day realities of its populace.  

                                                           
9 Refers to George Brown. 
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Imagining confederation as a mythic bubble and Canadian society as a ship 

embarking on stormy waters, it should be clear that the question of confederation was 

anything but settled for Friel and his philosophical contemporaries. What seems to be 

of chief importance to Friel was to challenge the trinity of reason “coherence, unity 

and amalgamations” upon which confederation was justified by its adherents. 

The notion of irrationality explored above, combined with the concerns for 

patriotic feeling, the political motivations of ambitious politicians and his anxiety of 

elite-driven state craft, clearly speak to Friel’s homo Politcus sensibility. What is so 

interesting about Friel’s succinctly argued attack on confederation are the questions it 

raises: how representative are the historical views of Canada West? How influential 

was Friel among those who might have voted on the scheme had they been given a 

chance? And ultimately, what would Canada look like today had its history and 

politics been shaped by homo Politicus philosophies as opposed to the homo Mercator 

vision of Macdonald and Cartier’s Grand Coalition? It is hard to know whether or not 

Friel’s views of confederation would have been publicized more widely had the 

Coalition not grossly increased spending on newspaper patronage, thereby effectively 

outright buying popular support for confederation.  
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Moreover, further research needs to mine Friel’s records for the period in 

question to determine whether his views of confederation changed once it was 

adopted and put into practice. But these questions are beyond the scope of the 

present undertaking. 

The preceding discursive analysis is valuable in that it reinforces scholarship on 

the ideological nature of the confederation debates, and situates the rare journalistic 

independence of Henry Friel within a clear philosophical framework that stood in 

clear opposition to the perceived hegemony of Canadian opinion of confederation. 

Friel’s writing also enlivens memory of confederation, from one of bureaucratic 

pragmatism, towards a more exciting pitched battle fought between ideological 

phalanxes on the pages of British North America’s embryonic communications 

medium. Despite the preponderance of pro-confederation newspapers publishing in 

Canada West, Friel’s – and the Union’s – relative stature would suggest his views were 

not altogether rare in the Province and that, moreover, the absence of anti-

confederate views, as expressed by the press, could be attributed to the political and 

economic influence of pro-confederation forces.  One last implication of Friel’s 

commentary on Confederation is perhaps the most surprising – in his bid to oppose 

union, he may just have played a part in cultivating national unity. In the Union, Friel 

regularly weighed in on the politics of the Lower Provinces and often expressed 

affinity with and praise for the anti-confederates in those regions.  
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Moreover, his newspaper often reprinted articles from the pages of journals in 

New Brunswick and Nova Scotia, fostering for the first time a pan-British North 

American conversation and consciousness. It may be then that the confederation 

debate itself, as an inked battle of philosophy, did more to sculpt a future Canadian 

society than the ideologies of either contender for the constitutional formulative 

control of the Canadian state.  
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