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ABSTRACT

This thesis examines the federal election of 1896 in Manitoba. It is prompted by the

question of why, during a brief period of six months, Manitoba voters retracted their support

from the anti-Remedial and anti-coercionist Liberals in the Provincial election of January 1896

to elect the pro-Remedial and coercionist federal Conservatives in the federal election of 1896.

The thesis investigates the ways Manitoba candidates and parties developed their positions and

priorities on campaign issues and public policy during the federal campaign. It examines

candidates' reliance upon both political management and their stance on controversial election

issues. The thesis will show that the Manitoba campaign was not the referendum on education

that almost all historians have assumed or concluded.
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Ftgure I - Provincial Electoral Divisions in the Provincial Election of 1896

Source: Surveys and Mapping Branch, Province of Manitoba, 1986.
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CHAPTER I: Revisiting Political History

Most of the literature on the federal election of 1896 in Manitoba examines the

ramifications of the 1890 Manitoba School Act. These studies have been limited to issue politics

that have narrowed the analysis to the debates among political leaders, the prominent, and

newspaper editors. By and large, the activities of backbenchers and local activists, let alone the

concerns and responses of the voters, have yet to be thoroughly examined in a serious manner.

This chapter clears apath for the three primary targets of this thesis in two areas.

This chapteï canvases the literature on the Canadian federal election of 1896 in Manitoba,

as well as major works that explain the value of political and electoral histories. It comments on

the existing body of literature that examines campaign management and party politics as they

relate to the Manitoba campaign during a time when the party system in the province was

relatively new and somewhat unstable.

The thesis will then turn to examine three related problems. First, the thesis identifies

how and why the Conservatives defeated the Liberals and Patrons of Industry in Manitoba,

despite the Conservatives' unpopular policy on the schools question. Second, it considers

whether campaign management or election issues were more important to the outcome of the

contest in Manitoba. Third, it questions whether education was the most significant campaign

issue during the Manitoba campaign. In general, the thesis examines both campaign

management and election issues to assess their importance to the outcome of the contest and to

show how each factor contributed, or not, to the firming up of party lines in Manitoba.
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In The Decline of Politics: The Conservatives and the Party System, 190I-1920, Joln

English described the 1896 general election as "one of those rare political events which deserves

to be called a 'turning point."'l He explains that in the election, "Sir 'Wilfrid Laurier led a

phalanx of Liberal premiers in the overthrow of the long-besieged Macdonald Conservatives."2

The Canadian federal election of 1896 has been studied at length with great emphasis on the

policy debates among the party leaders and in the press. Most of this work on the 1890s was

done several decades ago and very little has been written on the period in the last twenty-five

years.3 For the most part, these studies have chronicled the party leaders' campaigns. A few of

them have tried to analyse the connection between politics, religion, and party management in

Ontario and Québec.a

Tuming to the federal election in Manitoba, historical writing has concentrated almost

exclusively on the consequences of the Federal Remedial bill of 1896 on Manitoba. Election

I John English, The Decline of Politics: The Conservatives and the Party System, 1901-1920 (Toronto:

University ofToronto Press, 1977), 11.

' Ibid., ll.
3 Key works that have researched or commented on the federal election of 1896 include the following:

Lovell C. Clark, "A History of Conservative Administrations, 1891-1896," Ph. D. Dissertation (University of
Toronto, 1968),487-549; Ramsay Cook, Provincial Autonomy, Minority Rights, and the Compact Theory, 1867-

I92I (Ottawa: Studies of the Royal Commission on Bilingualism and Biculturalism, 1969),44; R. C. Brown and

Ramsay Cook,l Nation Transþrmed: Canada, 1896-1921(Toronto: McClelland and Stewart Limited, 1974),7;

Paul Crunican, Priests and Politiciqns: Manitoba Schools and the Election of 1896 (Toronto: University of
Toronto Press, 1974); Elizabeth Eayrs, "The Election of 1896 in Western Ontario," M.A. Thesis (University of
Western Ontario, 1951); Kenneth Mclaughlin, "Race, Religion, and Politics: The Federal Election of 1896 in
Caîada," Ph. D. Dissertation (University of Toronto, 1974); and Peter Waite, Arduous Destiny: Canada, 1874-1896

(Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 197 l), 272;
o Stodies conducted that examine Canadian politics and elections, see the following: Murray Beck,

Pendulum of Power: Canada's Federal Election (Scarborough: Prentice-Hall of Canada, 1968),72-86; Donald

Blake,"l3g6andAllThat: CriticalElectionsinCanada," CanadianJournalofPoliticalScienceXll:2(1979),
John English, Decline of Politics: The Conservqtives and the Party System, 1901-20 (Toronto: Universþ of
Toronto Press, 1977), 6; Gerald Friesen, The Canadian Prairies: A History (Toronto: The Universþ of Toronto

Press, 1987), 211-218;259-279; S. J. R. Noel, Patrons, Clients, and Brokers: Ontario Society and Politics, I79l-
1896 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1990), 307-309; H.B. Neatþ, Laurier and a Liberal Quebec: A Study

in Politicql Manqgement (Toronto: McClelland & Stewart, 1973); A.I. Silver, The French-Canadian ldea of
Confederation, 1864-1900, 2nd edition (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1997), 216;Paul D. Stevens, "Laurier

and the Liberal Party in Ontario, l8S4-l9l1," Ph.D. Dissertation (University of Toronto, 1966), 85-191; and Garth

Stevenson, Ex Uno Plures: Federql Provincial Relations in Cqnada, 1867-1896 (Montreal and Kingston: McGill-

Queen's University Press, 1993), 126.
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studies have not, however, adequately explained the following question. Why did Manitobans

vote for an anti-Remedial, anti-coercionist, and provincial rights Liberal provincial parfy in

January 1896, yet six months later, vote for a pro-Remedial, interventionist, centralist, federal

Conservative party in June 1896?s The existing literature, all of which is now decades old, too

readily assumes that the Manitoba School Question and the Remedial bill were the major

political issues that mattered in the 1896 federal election in Manitoba. None, not even W'L.

Morton's definitive history, have given a clear explanation as to whether the Remedial bill or

fatigue about the issue, or other factors altogether, explain why the Manitoba Conservatives

defeated the Manitoba Liberals in 1896. There has not been a thorough account of why the

electorate of Manitoba did not side with Liberal principles and priorities in June of 1896 when

they had done so in the January provincial election six months earlier. Briefly, the vast array of

work on the federal election of 1896 in Manitoba examined the national political issues and

political problems raised by the Manitoba School Question, rather than exploring Manitoba's

political behaviour by trying to understand provincial political issues and practices.

The presuppositions and goals of research on Manitoba politics are epitomized in Paul

Crunican's important study of the national impact of the Manitoba School Question, published

more than thirty y"*, ago.6 Canadian historians like Crunican amplified the significance of

National Schools as a major campaign issue during the federal election of 1896 because it related

5 
See for example: J. M. S. Careless and R. C. Brown, The Canadians, 1867-1967 (New York: St'

Martin's Press, 1967), 125-126;Lovell Clark, The Manitoba School Question: Minority Rights and the Compact

Theory, I896-l92t (Toronto: Copp Clark, 1968), 184; R. C. Brown and Ramsay Cook, Canada, 1896-1921: A

NationTransþrmed(Toronto: McClelland and Stewart Limited, 1974),7; Paul Crunican, Priests and Politicians:

ManitobqsihootsandtheElectionof 1,896(Toronto:UniversityofTorontoPress, 1974),293;GeraldFtiesen,The

Canadiqn Prairies: A History (Toronto: The University of Toronto Press, 1987), 211-218; David Hall, Clifþrd
Sifton, Vol. t, The Young Napoleon, 1861-1900 (Vancouver: University of British Columbia, 1981), 115; and

V¿.L. Morton , Manitoba: A History (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1967), 270-271; Peter Waite, Arduous

D estiny : Cønada, I 87 4- I 89 6 (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 197 I), 272;- 
6 Paul Crunican. Priests and Politicians: Manitoba Schools and the Election of 1896 (Toronto: University

of Toronto Press, 1974).


