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Chapter I 

Introduction 

Linda Colley‟s Britons: Forging the Nation, 1707-1837examines the development 

of British national consciousness during a prolonged period of conflict with France.  

Religious disputes, economic expansion, and colonial rivalry between France and English 

interests on the British Isles allowed for the extension of a British nationalism to overarch 

and subsume the distinct identities of English, Scottish, and Welsh populations in the 

creation of a much broader system that provided certain benefits not offered by those 

specific ethnic or geographical identities.  Forging the Nation outlines the features and 

characteristics that built into a British nationalism that borrowed from and inter-

connected the often-times competing notions of national identity found in the different 

regions of the British Isles.  These characteristics unified different ethnicities under a 

much larger but less defined “nation” based on certain politico-economic traditions and 

an expanding sense of colonial power. 

 In reading Forging the Nation, several questions pertaining to my interests in the 

dual spread of nationalist thought and imperial/colonial power structures kept coming to 

mind.  Although my focus rests more on imperial histories, and more specifically on the 

areas of dominion status, rather than on British nationalism, the transmittal of nationalist 

ideology spread out from the imperial center to the periphery around the world.  For my 

thesis, I study the identities expressed by the dominion of Canada to the rest of the 

empire through the great imperial exhibitions during the seventy five year period 

spanning from the Great Exhibition, through Confederation, the Colonial and Indian 
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Exhibition, and to the Wembley Exhibition after the First World War.  In focusing on this 

time period and on these specific exhibitions, I hope to convincingly trace the cultural 

transformation of the dominion of Canada from a colonial territory to a willing 

participant in Britain‟s imperial system while simultaneously developing and expressing 

a specific nationalist sentiment as other nationalist movements gained leverage within 

many regions across the empire.  In the Canadian example, the divisions between 

national and colonial identities and their political and cultural legacies were blurred to a 

point where the two cannot be adequately separated enough to discuss them as mutually 

exclusive entities. 

 For this thesis, my main focus will be on the popular expressions of imperial 

interest and participation mustered for the various exhibitions that highlighted the 

expression of Britain‟s imperial culture, particularly by Canadian officials and citizen-

subjects.  The popularity of the exhibitions around the empire and the willingness of the 

colonies to display their particular artifacts of colonial worth speak volumes on 

perceptions of colonial identity within the vast British Empire. The important ideological 

distinctions that separated the imperial “Self” from the colonial “Other” found visual 

representation through these exhibitions as they became the most potent means of 

articulating the popularity of imperialism from the middle of the Victorian era onwards. 

The intended audience of these exhibitions must also not be overlooked.  

Although the people of the empire were free to visit these exhibitions (if the travel costs 

could be afforded), placing them at or near the heart of the empire said as much about the 
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intentions of the organizers as the messages found in the colonial demonstrations on 

display in the exhibition.  These major exhibitions were intended first and foremost for 

the attendance and consumption of the populations in Britain itself.  These exhibitions 

created a set of cultural bonds that began to connect the empire to the working classes at 

home in meaningful ways.  By exposing the working classes to the various parts of the 

empire abroad, the exhibitions would give those populations access to some of the power 

of imperialism that had reordered the world and would continue to do so well into the 

twentieth century. 

Since the British working classes formed the target audience of the exhibitions, 

the potential political uses of such popularly attended events for the rapidly expanding 

power of the modern state must also be considered.  As much a tool used to order the 

outside colonial world, these exhibitions acted as instruments of social inclusion and 

control over those same working classes that were given limited entry into the imperial 

system.  Imperialism, largely understood as a set of systems that reorganized much of the 

non-European world, worked in conjunction with the internal spread of nationalism to 

dramatically transform British society through the introduction of newer systems of 

social control during the modern era.  The twin pillars of nationalism and imperialism 

and their contemporaneous development buttressed the construction and expansion of the 

modern, centralized European state that governed both national and colonial subject 

groups through similar structures.  These exhibitions provided the cultural bridges that 

connected nation and empire in both British and Canadian contexts studied here. 
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 By the fin-de-siècle, however, there were distinct changes within the empire, 

specifically in the inter-imperial relationships between metropole, dominion, and colony.  

Ultimately, as the Anglo-Boer War at the turn of the century and the Great War 

challenged Britain‟s self-perceptions as imperial authority, these events also provided 

colonial interests with significant degrees of control in seeking concessions from London 

in executing the wars in South Africa and on the continent.  I seek to study the shifting 

identities found in the Canadian context as one of the emergent nationalist movements 

around the empire that moves the focus beyond participation within the broader British 

Empire to the inclusion of the idea that Canada‟s chosen displays represented the 

expression of national sentiment. 

 Two important works form part of the intellectual foundations of this thesis.  

Ngugi wa Thiong‟o‟s Decolonising the Mind and Benedict Anderson‟s Imagined 

Communities introduce some important concepts concerning the privileges of imperial 

power, meaning having the ability to exercise and wield the powers of cultural creation, 

and dealing with the legacies of that same imperial power within the colonized societies 

around the world.  Decolonising the Mind discusses the cultural powers of European 

imperialism and the ability of those systems to unify a diverse set of colonial cultures 

under the overarching power of the imperial languages that acted as the languages of 

political, economic, and (acceptable) cultural life.
1
  The history of the post-colonial world 

continues to be defined largely by the colonial legacies of imperial domination that is 

perhaps most profoundly understood through the lingering use of the old imperial 

 
1
 wa Thiong‟o, Ngugi Decolonising the Mind.  Nairobi: East African Educational Publishers, Ltd., 1981. 
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languages in the decolonized world.  Wa Thiong‟o criticizes the fact that the new 

“nations” that emerged from rapid decolonization relied on those lingering structures of 

imperial power to legitimate their own rule over many of the same culturally diverse (and 

culturally dominated) societies conquered by Europe‟s empires. 

 Similarly, Anderson‟s discussion of Creole nationalism informs much of the 

hierarchical development of colonial society.
2
  Creoles, people of full European descent 

born in the Americas, constitute an interesting set of figures in the pages of imperial 

history.  Bound by common language and similar cultural sensibilities to the imperial 

centers that they sought to share power with (and many rebelled against), the European-

descended, but not fully viewed as European, leaders of the colonial territories in the 

New World found themselves in an particular set of circumstances that tended to 

destabilize the imperial order in many colonies.  Though the Creole leadership in the 

American colonies failed to gain the same position or political power vis-à-vis British (or 

other European) authorities in the imperial systems that were beginning to reach across 

the New World, I would argue that they were given a privileged status among other 

colonial subjects.  The Creole elites, while not “fully” European, viewed themselves as 

superior to the indigenous populations that they were given partial authority over.  The 

two poles of the colonial dichotomy, the “Self” and the “Other,” would be ever-so-

slightly separated by a thin third group made up of the Creole leaders that would, in time, 

seek to redress perceived colonial grievances, and, with the notable exception of 

 
2
 Hobsbawm, Eric Nations and Nationalism : Programme, Myth, Reality.  Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1990. 
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Canadian North America, remove European colonial authority from most of the New 

World. 

The power of imperial culture in Canada, communicated through the English 

language as discussed by wa Thiong‟o and wielded by Anderson‟s Creole pioneers, 

forms the backdrop of my investigation into the exhibitional display of Canadian identity.  

Although Anderson focuses on the Spanish empire in Latin America and in a time period 

before the age of modern imperialism, Creole nationalism in Canada resulted from the 

unique conquest of one European power (France) by another (Britain) in a colonial 

territory.  The historical legacies of the Seven Years‟ War in Canada forced the imperial 

administration to recognize a special set of relationships between the governors and 

governed.  English became the language of state across the Canadian provinces, while 

French (another language of empire) gained a privileged and protected status as a 

colonial culture in the province of Quebec.  Based on these developments, Canada 

claimed a distinction between themselves and other colonies, particularly those colonies 

in Africa and Asia.  The expanded power of the transplanted, and I would say imperial, 

elites in Canada allowed national sentiment to flourish as Canadians sought to find ways 

to demonstrate their self-perceived identities within the British Empire. 

That said, I must outline a few of the points that I must leave out and some of the 

questions I do not answer in this thesis.  Initially, I chose to include Australia, New 

Zealand, South Africa, and Ireland in my study in an investigation of white dominion 

status within the empire.  However, such an immense topic would not have been given 
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the attention it deserves in the scope of a Master‟s thesis and I have decided to place 

Canada at the center of my focus in order to study the competing imperial/national and 

British/American interests in the dominion and the lingering effects of trans-Atlantic 

systems on North America.  I must also point out the limitations in this thesis where 

French and Native identities remain absent beneath the overarching British imperial 

identities presented in the exhibitions.  These other identities figure largely in the internal 

formulations of Canadian identity, but for the purposes here, the “official” favor afforded 

to Anglo-Canadian identity in the act of displaying the dominion in the imperial 

exhibitions proves more effective in demonstrating the union of nation and empire in 

Canada during the period studied.  These limitations are the fault of the author. 

Finally, I must provide a brief outline of the following material.  In the second 

chapter, I provide a historiography of the development of political and cultural 

nationalism in Canada, outlining some of the trends in the academic record.  The 

discussion over the relations between nationalism and imperialism in Canada has swung 

dramatically between Canada acting in national self-interest or imperialism acting upon 

and within Canada as a broader colonial system.  I see Canadian nationalism working 

within the politics of dominion status in defining notions of self-identity that willing 

worked as a part of the global power of the British Empire.  In Chapter Three, I discuss 

the exhibitions as potent artifacts of cultural theory.  The theoretical powers demonstrated 

by the exhibitions and their imperial underpinnings supported the spread of imperial 

sentiment within British society through the Victorian period and after.  The exhibitions 

represented a multifaceted tool that solidified the imperial hierarchies that the displays 

Texas Tech University, Jonathan Strickland, May 2011



 

8 
 

depended on.  Additionally, the exhibitions exposed British working classes to the 

privileges of imperial rule by allowing them entry to the exhibitions as consumers of 

colonial culture (colonizers) rather than remaining subject to elite authority (colonized).  

In the final chapter, I argue that Canada used these exhibitions to display their emergent 

national identity.  The ability to “speak for themselves” as opposed to having their 

displays organized to fit the imperial agendas like the dependent colonies, gave Canada 

significant leeway in defining themselves and their self-perceived role within the British 

Empire.  Bringing it back full circle, the exhibitions allowed Canada to demonstrate 

culturally the nationalist political development following Confederation in 1867. 
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Chapter II 

A Historiography of Canadian Nationalism 

 In a reading of Linda Colley‟s Britons: Forging the Nation, 1707-1837 for a 

graduate class on British imperial history, the themes outlining the expansion of British 

national identities over the more localized English, Scottish, and Welsh identities through 

the episodic conflicts with France over economic and colonial events acted as catalysts 

for my interest in colonial identity in Canada following Confederation in 1867.  Canada, 

the great reward granted to British control following the British victory in the Seven-

Years‟ War in 1763 alongside the expulsion of France from India, faced an ironically 

similar set of circumstances as the imperial mother country, as outlined by Colley, over 

the next century after France‟s defeat.  Within twenty years of Britain‟s victory, Canada 

as a political entity within an impressively expanded British Empire faced a threat in the 

United States seeking economic, political, and military conquest of the northern reaches 

of the North American continent.  Twice, once in the American War for Independence 

and again in the War of 1812, the Americans tried but failed to wrest control of Canada 

away from their own former colonial masters.  Flooded by an influx of Loyalist 

populations, Canada acted as a bulwark against American expansion and protected the 

vast and largely untapped resources of a significant part of the continent for British 

interests. 

 Although the real threat of an invasion from the United States would never again 

rise to the level during the War of 1812, the new American nation continued to provide 
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colonial and local interests in Canada a useful foil in creating a uniquely Canadian 

identity.  The development and growth of the United States vis-à-vis that of Canada 

consistently frustrated British imperial interests as British and other European immigrants 

chose to migrate to the United States rather than areas under Britain‟s colonial control.  

Additionally, the environmental realities on the North American continent restricted 

widespread economic and colonial development to a swath of land between a harsh and 

barren landscape to the north and an undefined and open frontier with the northern 

reaches of American national claims to the south.  Although Canada remained Britain‟s 

oldest overseas colony, notwithstanding the long and troubled relationship with Ireland, 

these ecological realities, as well as the promise of difficult frontier life, attracted fewer 

immigrants than the more developed and urbanized eastern seaboard of the fledgling and 

growing United States. 

 Nonetheless, Canada continued to develop through a steady influx of investment 

capital pouring out of London.  Canada had long been a major source of furs for lucrative 

European markets, but by the early 19
th

 century, lumber surpassed furs as Canada‟s most 

profitable export to the imperial economy.  In Britain‟s rapid economic expansion, 

resources intended to support industrialization and the attendant construction and 

transportation trades formed the basis of colonial trade with the imperial center.  

Politically speaking, Britain embarked on a set of administrative policies that proved a 

clear departure from the earlier colonial strategies of indirect rule in governing the 

thirteen original American colonies, asserting more direct control over the different 

provinces in the vast but vaguely identified region of Canada.  Flush with the 
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immigration of English-speaking Loyalists from the United States, British authorities in 

Canada faced new problems in reconciling two population bases, one of which had until 

1763 been considered hostile, under the new government of Canada. 

 By the 1830s and 1840s, in the spirit of responsible government that swept over 

large areas of the British Empire including the home islands themselves, governing 

authorities in Canada recognized the need to allow the French-speaking population of 

Quebec a voice in the colony.  Thus, administrators split the territory of Quebec into 

Upper Canada, the English-speaking regions, and Lower Canada, those regions of 

predominantly French-speaking populations, and gave each a legislative body under the 

overarching colonial government of the Royal Governor.  Over the next two decades, 

with the inclusion of Rupert‟s Land in the north under the colonial government, elements 

in Canada and in Britain began the push toward Canadian autonomy in domestic affairs.  

In 1867, Britain recognized Canada as a self-governing Dominion and established a 

federal government over four reorganized provinces that spanned the eastern and 

northern regions of the empire‟s territorial claims in North America.  The Confederation 

of Canada, while still subject to British foreign policy, gained a free hand in developing 

economic and political systems as a part of the wider British Empire. 

Looking again at Colley‟s contributions in Britons, the conceptualization of 

nationalism as a useful structure whereby members of different religious or ethnic 

backgrounds could be unified under a broader “national” identity provides some 

interesting insight into the political development of the modern world, a world where 
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imperialism and colonialism played such a central role.  While viewing Canadian 

development through the period studied by Colley, which ended just as Canadians, both 

English and French speaking, gained voice in their own governance, as nationalist proves 

to be premature, a uniquely Canadian identity forged in the colonial conflicts between 

Britain and France in the eighteenth century and the rivalries between Mother Country 

and former colonies in the United States in the early nineteenth century embraced the 

emphasis on colonial wilderness and untapped natural wealth that had long defined 

empire in North America.  Canada‟s cultural ties connected the dominion not only back 

to Britain where colonial policies and capital investment flowed out to the empire but 

also across the continent to that great sibling rival in the United States where many of 

Canada‟s inhabitants continued to have familial and economic ties.  What resulted from 

Canada‟s position between the imperial power of Britain and the active and growing 

influence of America on the continent progressed into an identity unlike any other in the 

British Empire. 

 During the debates on confederation in the 1860s, elements within Canada 

promoting a more independent path for the dominion capitalized on anti-imperial 

sentiment within Britain that helped to foster the Home Rule movement in Ireland and 

other responsible government initiatives around the empire.  Although those pro-

Canadian interests made significant strides, the potent imperial systems of cultural, 

political, and economic commonality tempered the gains made by a Canadian “national” 

movement to self-governing in domestic matters.  In foreign matters, however, Canada 

remained wholly under British imperial foreign policy.  By and large, following 
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Confederation few foreign events necessitated Canadian attention until the turn of the 

century and continental development drew the majority of investment and effort. 

During the decade of confederation, the American Civil War drew significant 

attention from both Canadian and British officials as the old fears of American invasion 

resurfaced for the first time since the War of 1812.  Noting the troubled tripartite 

relationships between Britain, the United States, and Canada and the position that the 

colony maintained between the two more powerful nations, the impact that the American 

Civil War exerted on the push to confederation in the imperial dominion in the north 

continues to stir my curiosity in the Victorian empire.  However, as my efforts focus on 

the Wembley Exhibition at the end of the period of high imperialism, I must leave these 

questions unanswered as I seek to examine the cultural identity that Canada portrayed 

within and around the widest and most diverse empire in history rather than focus on the 

politico-economic relationships that connected Canada to the rest of the empire and 

across the North American continent to the other semi-imperial power in the United 

States.  These continental ties only grew in strength over the four decades following the 

American Civil War and Canadian Confederation.  As the United States rapidly expanded 

westward and connected the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans and the eastern states to 

California by laying out the trans-continental railroad over vast prairie and grassland, 

new agricultural regions fed into an equally impressive growth in America‟s industrial 

economy in the northern and eastern states.  In Canada, too, officials and economic 

interests used a trans-continental railway to tie together British and Canadian claims in 

the western reaches north of the United States to the more populous and well-established 
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provinces in the east.  While Canada lacked the massive population growth that would 

lead to the rapid industrialization and urbanization enjoyed by the US in the last few 

decades of the 19
th

-century, Canada‟s vast and fertile prairies served other extra-colonial 

purposes as the dominion became one of the British Empire‟s most important bread-

baskets and Canadian minerals and resources continued to feed British industrial needs 

around the world. 

During this process and continuing on well into the twentieth century, American 

economic preponderance challenged and surpassed even British economic influence in 

North America and in other parts of the world.  Although many scholars argue that 

Canada shifted from a colonial orbit around Britain to one rotating around an American 

economic center by the mid-1900s, the dominion continued to play the old imperial 

power off the new economic power and vice versa in formulating and reworking 

conceptions of Canadian identity while never fully embracing one power over the other.  

Therefore, the 1920s, effectively one of the pivotal mid-points between Confederation 

and the end of Britain‟s imperial dominance, figure largely in my efforts to outline some 

of the features of Canadian colonial and national identity, however it be mixed between 

those two ideological extremes.  The significance of the decade of the 1920s would be 

difficult to overstate.  The political and economic aftershocks of the First World War still 

affected Western Europe (including Britain for the first time of significance in the better 

part of a century) as the Allied powers sought to piece together the peace of Versailles 

and the United States emerged as the most potent economic power.  In addition, in 

imperial matters for Britain,  as national efforts began to focus on rebuilding and playing 
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a larger role in Europe nationalist movements around the empire gained the footing and 

necessary traction to begin to effectively challenge British imperial dominance.  The 

national movement in India under Ghandi utilized the intellectual and ideological tools 

used to justify empire against Britain‟s colonial policies.  Elsewhere, many in the settler 

colonies, especially in Australia and New Zealand, found their moment of “national 

awakening” in the Great War.  In the „20s, many of these nationalists pushed for greater 

degrees of independence from the mother country in recognition of colonial contributions 

to British war efforts in the recent war. 

Noting these developments, I find it unsurprising that British imperial officials 

chose to organize and fund the largest and most impressive of imperial spectacles in that 

decade of the 1920s where Britain ultimately lost the familiar feelings of unchallenged 

supremacy.  Although rival powers, like France, Germany, Russia, and the United States, 

had all posed a threat to many of  Britain‟s imperial holdings before the outbreak of war, 

the fractures in the imperial system became all the more real as the financial stresses of 

war strained the economic ties connecting the empire.  In this environment, the Great 

Empire Exhibition at Wembley played several important roles in propping up an empire 

that would remain for over two decades more, not ending until financial realities forced 

Britain to give up the empire and the geo-political realities of the Cold War split the 

world into rival camps between the United States and the Soviet Union.  Wembley, as 

will be analyzed further later, housed the largest, most epic, most impressive, and most 

expensive exhibition organized by British imperial interests, reflecting a lingering and 

somewhat resurgent pro-imperial sentiment among the British populations at home in the 
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1920s.  The empire and the exhibition advocating it provided a weakened British nation a 

means to reflect upon and remember the century-long period of global British supremacy 

between the Napoleonic Wars and the First World War as a point of national pride.  

Although the exhibition intended to promote Britain‟s imperial power over the economic 

unity of the colonies, the spectacle also gave those same colonies a potent venue where 

colonial/national identities and relationships among the imperial family could be 

reworked and refashioned in such a way that began to challenge Britain‟s assumed 

dominance over them.  Specifically for this study, Canada‟s willing and active 

participation, and not to mention significant financial contribution, to the Wembley 

Exhibition allowed the dominion to assert the importance of Canada to the empire.  As 

the largest contributor of the colonies and dominions, Canada wielded a two-prong 

instrument that, at once, declared many facets of self-identity while also retaining 

important ties to the empire in general and Britain in particular.  In short, Canada played 

upon its unique position between two potential rivals in formulating a nascent national 

identity while refusing to reject outright the political, economic, and colonial ties to the 

British Empire. 

So, this brief introduction leaves us with several questions pertaining to the 

shifting tides in political and cultural development in Canada.  As briefly presented 

earlier, the controversial concept of “nation” in the field of historical research has been 

applied to Canadian development through the 19
th

 century, though assertions of Canadian 

nationalism long before the last third of the century remain premature.  While I do not 

wish to provide an exhaustive study into Canadian political and cultural developments, I 
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will leave it to those previous historians who have very ably outlined this question.  The 

historiography that I trace over the following pages emerges mostly out of the schools of 

national theory and cultural theory that has dominated the field of history since the 1950s.  

I do not find it coincidental that these emerging trends, especially the rapid development 

of the “nation,” came during a geopolitical period of transformational change and 

European decolonization.  The political legacies of Britain‟s empire and its “voluntary” 

surrender from 1945 to 1970, in many ways imposed on budding national sentiment in 

parts of Africa and Asia, created a political system that failed to account for ethnic, racial, 

religious, or cultural realities within the arbitrary states that fell out of Britain‟s 

decolonization.  Until the late 1970s and early 1980s, historians and other social scientists 

attempted to graft the nationalism based on the Western model to the nations that 

populated the former colonial periphery, then the introduction of cultural theory as a new 

means of historical inquiry brought together new ways of understanding national identity, 

regardless of place or political inheritance.  These changing trends affected studies of 

Canada, too, as the dominion‟s unique position in the empire attracted further study over 

the second half of the twentieth century. 

A Historiography of Canadian Political and Cultural Nationalism 

 Long a creature of political history, studies of nationalism have in recent decades 

expanded to include cultural manifestations that may not have documented records left in 

traditional archives.  This shift toward cultural history, long contested in the field of 

history by skeptics and critics, provides interesting and useful material that extends our 
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understanding of power structures and the ways that they influence and manipulate 

politics and cultural systems.  The historiography of Canadian nationalism has followed 

these shifting interpretations of history as politics and culture have come to be understood 

as working together in hegemonic systems that influence past societies.  Historical 

attitudes and interpretations of Canadian nationalism have shifted sharply over the last 

fifty years.  The historiography reveals the tendency of Canadian historians themselves 

often becoming the most vocal nationalists promoting Canadian interests. 

 Historians have debated the issue of nationalism in a country like Canada for 

decades.  The long history of colonial life and imperial systems under the British Empire 

cloud the presence of nationalism in former colonies.  Canada, as the oldest of Britain‟s 

colonial territories, holds an important place in the history of Britain‟s imperial past.  

Granted Dominion status with Confederation in 1867, Canada gained a significant 

measure of self-rule as domestic issues in British North America fell under the authority 

of the federal government.  However, foreign issues and military matters remained under 

the purview of the imperial administration in London.  The expansion of autonomy 

within the Dominion of Canada allowed for the development of a Canadian identity 

independent from British identity but bound tightly culturally and politically to the 

mother country.  The rapid growth of American power over the second half of the 

nineteenth century challenged British power in North America and threatened to absorb 

Canada, wealthy in resources but thinly populated, into the United States.  Lingering anti-

American sentiments resulting from the American Revolution played themselves out in 

declarations of colonial affiliation to Britain and the rest of the British Empire.  Although 
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elites in Canada favored British rule over American absorption, proximity to the United 

States and distance from Britain created an environment where American cultural 

domination continued to threaten to creep slowly over the Dominion of Canada.  By the 

1950s, shifting global power weakened Britain in relation to the superpowers of the 

United States and the Soviet Union and drew Canada, among some of the other settler 

Dominions, further into America‟s orbit as the Empire disintegrated over the following 

two decades. 

 So what do historians say about the century-long transformation of Canada from 

settler colony to semi-autonomous Dominion to full independent status?  As introduced 

earlier, the idea of nationalism in Canada has undergone significant revisions over the last 

quarter century.  Douglas Cole asked several important questions pertaining to this issue 

in his article from 1971, titled “The Problem of „Nationalism‟ and „Imperialism‟ in 

British Settlement Colonies.”  Cole outlines the difficulties of studying colonial 

nationalism as based on linguistic complications.
3
  The vagueness and fluidity of the term 

“nation” complicates historical understandings of political and cultural development in 

the Dominions around the Empire.  The conflation of the terms “nation” and “state” has 

dominated interpretations on national movements, however, in Canada no nationalist 

movement successfully advocated a break from Britain and the establishment of an 

independent Canada.  According to Cole, by the early 1970s, no model of Dominion 

nationalism existed and limited the usefulness of contemporary understandings of 

 
3
 Cole, Douglas “The Problem of „Nationalism‟ and „Imperialism‟ in British Settlement Colonies.” In The 
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nationalism in analyzing Canadian development.  Although Cole argues that Canada 

developed a political national identity, Canada remained staunchly loyal to the Empire.
4
  

Canadian nationalists pushed for a constitutional development toward autonomy that 

resulted in a clash between local and imperial interests.  Through these clashes between 

imperial and national, Canadian identity solidified around the idea that membership in the 

Empire rested on the unifying status of being subject to British authority, regardless of 

location within the Empire. 

 Cole‟s studies locate Canadian identity rooted firmly within the Empire as pro-

Canadian interests sought to strengthen Canada as part of the empire.  The expansion of 

Canadian power across the North American continent and the development of Canadian 

imperialism rose not from Canadian nationalism, but from the growth of Britannic 

nationalism that spread from Britain to the settler colonies around the world populated by 

descendents and recent immigrants from the mother country.
5
  The questions that Cole 

asks in “The Problem of „Nationalism‟ and „Imperialism‟ in British Settlement Colonies” 

challenge instead of promote the ideas of Canadian nationalism.  Cole‟s arguments make 

the definition of Dominion nationalism disappear.
6
 

 Ramsay Cook takes a more nuanced stance toward Canadian nationalism than 

Cole in a contribution to the Fourth Lester B. Pearson Conference of the Canada-US 
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Relationship.  Cook argues that Canada nurtured a particular culture for a century.
7
  

Canadian culture developed between the dual powers of Europe and America as 

competing interests pushed and pulled Canadian nationalism in different directions.  

These competing interests allowed for the emergence of a variety of nationalist 

movements.
8
  An influential but unsuccessful anti-imperialist movement sought to foster 

closer ties to the United States, but Canada remained wary of America until the middle of 

the twentieth century.  Canadian imperialists instead sought to create a stronger Canada 

that would remain in the British Empire, an argument that echoes Douglas Cole‟s 

arguments from a few years prior.  According to Cook, strengthening the imperial ties 

back to Britain helped to deflect absorption by the processes of Americanization that 

developed from the 1860s up to the First World War. 

 Cook argues that the imperial ruptures that resulted from the Great War act as the 

watershed moments that would transform Canada from a British nation to an American 

nation.
9
  Over the ensuing thirty years, as Britain suffered catastrophic destruction in the 

Second World War and faced an Empire that gradually became more and more 

ungovernable and the United States surpassed Britain as the most powerful and potent 

Western nation.  Canada‟s ties to the United States grew at a cost to Britain.  The 

economic ties that had for so long bound Canada to Britain fell to the overwhelming 

preponderance of American economic power.  The explosion of American popular 
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culture overpowered the cultural affinities toward the mother country that Canadians had 

felt for decades.  Cook‟s contribution provided an important platform for later historians 

to further develop understandings of Canadian nationalism, interpretations that would 

shift away from the pro-nationalist assumptions from the earlier historiography. 

 During the 1980s, the cultural turn dramatically shifted historical interpretations 

to include cultural manifestation of the changing relationships between Britain and 

Canada.  Imperial Dreams and Colonial Realities by R. G. Moyles and Doug Owram 

begins to move beyond the tendencies found in the historiographical record that focused 

on the nationalistic developments in Canadian history.  Imperial Dreams and Colonial 

Realities views Canadian history as an episode of colonial rather than national history.  In 

the age of New Imperialism from the 1880s to the 1910s, imperial authorities sought to 

establish an imperial vision that would help bolster Britain‟s position in a world where its 

imperial position faced greater challenges from rival powers in Europe and America.
10

  

The imperial authorities created a system of propaganda and advertizing to promote 

Canada in the imperial system in a venture to strengthen the colony for imperial 

purposes.  However, despite the successfulness of the promotion of Canada as a favorable 

location in the British Empire, the vast body of literature promoting Canada failed to 

accurately portray the realities of life in the colonies, even life in the oldest and proudest 

of Britain‟s Dominions.  Moyles and Owram, in Imperial Dreams and Colonial Realities, 

discuss the dichotomy between that imperial literature and colonial life and address a 
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series of nine stereotypes used in the promotion of Canada as a land of settlement.
11

  The 

focus on these stereotypes allows Moyles and Owram to investigate the power structures 

that solidified imperial hierarchies and systems that organized the economic and political 

histories of Canada as settler colony.  Through the wider perspectives studied by Moyles 

and Owram, the impact that imperial structures had on gender, class, and racial identities 

within Canada are viewed as the legacy of imperial control over a colony rather than as 

the society and culture of an emergent national development. 

 By the 1990s, the historiographical debates between imperial and national 

interpretations swung back to the middle with David Omissi and Andrew S. Thompson‟s 

The Impact of the South African War.  These authors resist the interpretation that 

Canadian participation in the controversial Anglo-Boer War at the fin de siècle rose out 

of widespread imperialist jingoism that drove war interest around the Empire as one 

unable to withstand much scrutiny.
12

  Omissi and Thompson also criticize as too 

simplistic the interpretations that Canada actively participated in the war as a means to 

evoke British protection from the rising power of the United States.  Instead of arguing 

that Canada‟s participation in the war resulted from some sense of Canadian nationalism, 

a decision that would have gained the nation of Canada nothing but had high economic 

costs, or that the Dominion‟s involvement in South Africa resulted from compulsion by 

an overpowering colonial administration, circumstances that would have failed to have 

garnered as much popular support as had been granted, The Impact of the South African 
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War argues that Canada recognized an opportunity where national, or better Dominion, 

aspirations could be met by contributing to an imperial endeavor.  Omissi and Thompson 

reject a fallacious dichotomy of competing interests within Canada between imperial and 

national motivations.
13

 

 The impact of the South African War on Canada had a rather different effect on 

the Dominion than that argued by earlier nationalist histories.  Although anti-war and 

anti-imperialist groups existed and agitated within Canada and in Great Britain, only a 

few succeeded in maintaining sustained opposition to the war.
14

  Few Protestant, anti-

capitalist, or Irish-Canadian groups sustained opposition in the face of widespread 

popular support for the imperial war.  Only the French-speaking Canadians maintained 

their opposition due in large part to their marginalized status in British North America 

despite the legislative guarantees that protected their distinctiveness.  Instead of 

weakening the imperial ties between Canada and Britain, the war generated a pro-

imperial sentiment across Canada that would not be shaken even by the revelation of the 

tactics used by the British military against civilian populations.
15

  Omissi and Thompson 

argue that the South African War, occurring at the height of imperialism in Europe, gave 

Canadian nationalism an opportunity to find fulfillment within the Empire, an argument 

that echoes back to but reforms the assumptions made by Douglas Cole in his “The 

Problem of „Nationalism‟ and „Imperialism‟ in British Settler Colonies.”  Canada, as a 
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member of Britain‟s Dominion Empire, asserted its importance to the Empire rather than 

its strengths as an independent nation. 

 An outline of the historiography of Canadian nationalism reveals the shifting 

interpretations on Canadian history as earlier interpretations of Canadian nationalist 

development gave way to criticisms of British colonial authority around the Empire.  

Finally, more recent work places Canadian national development within the broader 

implications of Britannic nationalism that bound the British settler colonies to Britain at 

the apex of Britain‟s imperial power.  Canadian national identity developed between the 

power of the British Empire that would potentially keep Canada perpetually subordinate 

as a colonial territory and the rising influence of the United States whose cultural and 

economic power threatened to upset Canada‟s special relationship with the mother 

country.  Canadian identity hinged on the dual development of political structures that 

would try to keep the Dominion firmly affiliated with Britain and a set of cultural 

systems that pit Canadian nationalism between American interests and British imperial 

interests.  A look at the political manifestations of Canadian nationalism forms the focus 

of my next section. 

Political Developments in Canadian Nationalism 

 Political implications have dominated the historiography of Canadian national 

consciousness since the 1950s.  Canada after Confederation remained staunchly British 

North America in sentiment and affiliation if not by recognized title through the half 

century following the granting of Dominion status.  The ruptured ties to the United States 
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during and immediately after the 1860s from the complications of the American Civil 

War and the Fenian threat exacerbated the often-contentious relationship between the two 

North American countries.  Canadian-American relations, rocky from the American 

Revolution, precariously balanced Britain‟s imperial agenda and America‟s rapidly 

growing national and economic interests across the breadth of the North American 

continent.  The relatively thinly-populated Canada actively contested America‟s 

economic and cultural power by forging close political ties back to the mother country 

that would successfully deflect Canadian-American cooperation while Britain remained 

the active and powerful center of a global empire.  However, by the 1920s, the United 

States would surpass Great Britain as the strategically most powerful global player and 

would slowly draw Canada closer in rapprochement and away from the imperial center of 

London.  By the end of the Second World War, colonial/Commonwealth policies and 

imperial affinities no longer held enough influence to offset America‟s economic and 

cultural might. 

 David M. L. Farr‟s The Colonial Office and Canada, 1867-1887 provides our first 

glimpse into the historiography of Canada‟s relationship to colonial policies following 

the granting of Dominion status with the establishment of the Confederation of Canada.  

Farr argues that Canadian political development after Confederation fell within two 

crucial decades of anti-imperial sentiment in Britain.  The anti-imperialist atmosphere at 

the imperial center facilitated a dramatically changing colonial system by the 1860s.
16

  

Domestic issues in Britain and colonial agitation for reform coincided with a series of 
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important economic and political debates that would fundamentally alter imperial 

governance as resistance and opposition to the costs of the Empire rose in Britain.  

Britain could no longer pay for the increasingly expensive Empire controlled from 

London without the colonial territories footing parts of the bill. The controversial victory 

of free trade posed a potent challenge to the Empire as an economic unit.  The end of the 

mercantilist system that had long benefited the colony of Canada allowed individuals and 

businesses to begin trading with parties other than in Britain, including the encroaching 

economic power of the United States, that critics opposed as damaging to the Empire.  

The victory of free trade proponents overlapped with the successful push by colonial 

reformers to allow certain measures of colonial autonomy in domestic issues and the 

recognition in London that the colonies should assist the imperial government in matters 

of colonial defense.  These reforms opened the way for the imperial administration to 

grant the concession of responsible government to Canada, whose internal governance 

continued to require larger and larger sums of money from the mother country.  However, 

despite the threats posed by the dramatic economic and political shifts enacted within the 

imperial system, the Empire remained unified and continued to strengthen over the next 

several decades. 

The idea of responsible government benefited both Canada and Britain as the 

Empire maintained its unity while Canada assumed a significant measure of autonomy.  

The growing emphasis on “Little England” within Britain during this period of imperial 
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reform reflected the anti-imperial opinion in the mother country.
17

  Farr‟s analysis of 

imperial attitudes argues that Britain‟s colonial administration remained at best ignorant, 

or at worst doubtful, of Canada‟s loyalty to the Empire despite the growing need for 

imperial reform.  The Empire‟s inflexible policies before the reforms lumped the 

settlement colonies together with the dependent colonies, actions that drew the 

consternation of colonial elites in the favored settlement colonies, who viewed 

themselves apart from African and Asian colonial subjects.
18

  Farr argues that the gradual 

shift toward responsible government and the idea of imperial unity that would help to 

strengthen imperial bonds in effect manipulated the emergent notions of colonial 

nationalism within Canada.  This argument, tinged with the nationalistic interpretation 

outlined before, attempts to cast Canada as a distinct entity slowly separating itself from 

the Empire rather than acting as a fundamental part of Britain‟s imperial system.  Farr‟s 

conclusions in The Colonial Office and Canada, 1867-1887 portray the colonial office as 

dealing with Canada more like a foreign country rather than as a semi-autonomous 

Dominion of the British Empire.  The shift to the Dominion status of Confederation with 

a responsible government and a healthy appreciation of imperial unity served to balance 

Canadian “national” demands with the requirements of an increasingly expensive 

imperial administration.
19

 

Norman Penlington‟s Canada and Imperialism, 1896-1899 delves deeper into this 

idea of imperial unity, but more strongly asserts the uses of imperial unity as a tool of 
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Canadian nationalism than does Farr.  To Penlington, the growing notion of imperial 

unity from the 1880s provided Canada a means to express its own national realization.
20

  

The imperial malaise brought on by the “Little England” anti-imperial attitudes in Britain 

forced Canada to choose between continued imperial rule from an indifferent mother 

country or domination by a powerful neighbor, the United States.  Penlington argues that 

Canada willingly participated in the South African War as a means to secure British 

support, an argument strongly refuted by later historians.  Penlington‟s nationalistic bent 

criticizes Canadian dependency on British support as detrimental to Canada‟s emergent 

sense of national identity.
21

  The nation of Canada, though lacking political consistency 

during the second half of the nineteenth century, existed in the minds of Canada‟s 

historians well into the second half of the twentieth century. 

Mildred Schwartz, however, begins to question the existence of a Canadian 

“nation” in Public Opinion and Canadian Identity.  Though still pegged to the political 

manifestations of Canadian development, Schwartz outlines some of the difficulties and 

problems facing the concept of a Canadian national identity.  Problems from without and 

within Canada complicate the national histories that had dominated the historiography up 

to the mid-1960s.  Canadian interests seeking to maintain a sense of independence 

between Britain and the United States faced the daunting challenges of asserting and 

manipulating economic, political, and military ties in a period of shifting global power.  

British North America slowly gravitated towards an American identity as the Empire lost 
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ground to rival powers.  In addition to the balance of diplomatic power in North America, 

Canada dealt with a series of internal cleavages based on abundant natural resources but 

thin population distribution as well as regional differences that embraced sometimes 

conflicting agendas that complicated internal governance.  The exercise of political 

power and the political symbols of Canada reflected British interests as much as they did 

local interests, challenging the formation of a coherent national identity.  These problems 

poked and prodded Canadian political identity into something that belonged to neither 

British nor American traditions, but reflected a Canadian hybridity that resisted 

domination from either end of the spectrum. 

By the mid-1980s, Phillip Buckner began to call for a reinterpretation of Canadian 

history apart from the nationalist histories that dominated the earlier historiography.  The 

Transition to Responsible Government: British Policy in British North America, 1815-

1850 begins to re-insert Canada back into the broader world of imperial history.  The 

“Little England” attitudes discussed earlier, according to Buckner, emerged as a response 

to a series of international crises in the late 1840s and early 1850s.  The critical year of 

1848 becomes a crucial year in imperial politics.
22

  The social revolutions sweeping 

Europe, the domestic threat of the Chartists in Britain, and the fears of Irish agitation in 

the United States and Canada force the imperial reforms discussed in David Farr‟s The 

Colonial Office and Canada, 1867-1887.  The resulting push towards responsible 

government in Canada acted as a concession to derail more drastic measures of the more 

hard line nationalists and reformers.  Buckner views responsible government as a panacea 
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for several colonial ills, where Britain would maintain the imperial ties to Canada on the 

cheap while extricating colonial authority out of local politics.
23

  Although Canada would 

gain a large measure of autonomy through responsible government and eventually 

through Confederation, the colony and Dominion would remain an integral component of 

Britain‟s imperial system and would allow British North America to act as a model to be 

replicated around the imperial globe. 

R. T. Naylor‟s Canada in the European Age, 1453-1919 takes Buckner‟s call to 

expand the history of Canada beyond the national and return it to the imperial and almost 

removes any notion of Canadian nationalist development from the record.  Naylor argues 

that Canada had little impact on imperial development while the Empire dominated 

Canadian history.
24

  Naylor‟s assumption that imperial events dictated reforms in Canada 

denies nationalism a role in the development and internal improvement of the Dominion.  

These improvements and the expansion of Canadian control across North America, 

secured and financed by British investment, as Naylor argues, held more global 

implications than just the taming of the vast Canadian wilderness.  Establishing a strong 

British presence in the Northern Pacific and the opening of Canadian resources and 

markets with a transcontinental Canadian railroad would help to secure Britain‟s Asian 

colonies from rival powers in the region.  Naylor concludes that the imperial emphasis on 

the Asian territories of the Empire indicated a serious underestimation of Canada‟s role in 
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the expanding British Empire.
25

  Naylor‟s conclusions remove any sense of Canadian 

nationalism in favor of a reformed and increasingly aggressive imperialism emanating 

from London around the Empire, yet by the 2000s, these strongly imperialist 

interpretations had given way to a more hybridized conception of Canadian history as 

evidenced in Commissions High: Canada in London, 1870-1971 by Roy MacLaren.  

Though thorough and well researched, MacLaren‟s work focuses more on the men and 

politicians working in the imperial seat and provides limited use in analyzing Anglo-

Canadian relationships.  Importantly, MacLaren reconstructs the imperial structure and 

recognizes the unique position of Canada in the Empire.
26

  The Canadian High 

Commission represented a self-governing part of the Empire, and in echoing Buckner‟s 

conclusion in The Transition to Responsible Government, provided a useful model for 

later settlement colonies when granted Dominion status. 

Interpretations of Canada‟s position in the British Empire, long debated by 

arbiters of political power and by historians alike, has shifted as much as the 

interpretations of Canada‟s colonial nationalism has.  The historiography, long dominated 

by Canadian national interests, argued that Canadian political development influenced 

British colonial authority on a deterministic path towards national realization.  More 

recent trends have resisted such nationalistic interpretations and reconstituted Canada 

within the systems and structures of the British Empire with Dominion and imperial 

interests both influencing political developments in British North America. 
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Culture in Canadian Nationalism 

 While political development gives national movements some coherency and 

organization, those movements recognize, utilize, and manipulate the various facets of 

cultural identity that the surrounding society exhibits and defines itself through.  As 

discussed earlier, Douglas Cole‟s assertion in his article, “The Problem of „Nationalism‟ 

and „Imperialism‟ in British Settler Colonies,” states that Canada‟s national development 

flowed from political means rather than as a manifestation of cultural identity.  Although 

in the strictest sense, Cole‟s conclusions do continue to hold merit as Canadian identity 

following Confederation in 1867 sought to carve out a special relationship with Britain as 

the oldest and one of the most valuable and important colonies in the British Empire 

rather than push for independence.  However, Cole‟s analysis of the settler colonies tends 

to lump all of the white settlement colonies together regardless of their cultural nuances.  

Canada, Australia, and New Zealand all shared a common status as British subjects, but 

that commonality overlooks the cultural differences that distinguished one Dominion 

from another.  Although linked together as British subjects, Canadians were not 

Australians, New Zealanders, or even Britons, and vice versa. 

 Canadian cultural identity, however, faced a problem unique among Britain‟s 

settler colonies.  Canada‟s imperial ties back to Britain faced the danger of cultural 

absorption from the massive expansion of American culture along the southern border.  

The economic and cultural proximity to the United States threatened to destabilize 

Canada‟s imperial relationship to Britain as the two nations interacted on an ever 
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widening scope between Confederation and the First World War.  Canada‟s position 

between the United States and Great Britain complicated Canada‟s cultural development 

from settler colony to self-governing Dominion as interests seeking to develop a more 

pronounced autonomous, if not national, identity contested with those seeking to 

strengthen the common cultural ties between Britain and Canada.  The imperial 

exhibitions gave Canadian officials several venues to display and manipulate the hybrid 

identities forged with Canada‟s unique position in the Empire. 

 Since the 1980s, Phillip Buckner has to a large degree directed the historiography 

of Canada‟s cultural development.  As discussed above, The Transition to Responsible 

Government, sought to pull Canada out of the nationalist histories that saw Canada‟s 

development as directed toward autonomy from colonial authority.  In recent years, 

Buckner edited several volumes concerning Canada and the wider British world, volumes 

that have gone a long way in reinterpreting Canada‟s roles in Britain‟s imperial history.  

In Canada and the British World: Culture, Migration, and Identity, edited by Buckner 

and R. Douglas Francis, Christopher Tait examines Canadian cultural identity as viewed 

through the British Empire Exhibition at Wembley in 1924-1925.  Instead of allowing the 

expression of cultural nationalism, the Wembley exhibition allowed the expression of 

loyalty to the Empire nuanced by a distinctive Canadian identity.
27

  The Canadian 

exhibits reflected the political complications and the provincial rivalries back in Canada 

as several of the provinces refused to financially support the Canadian contribution to the 
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exhibition.  Other competing interests imposed a hybrid mixture of national identity and 

imperial affinity as organizers debated as to what message should be portrayed through 

the exhibits.
28

 

 Though Canada embraced the spectacle of the exhibition, Canada participated in 

the expensive venture for the potential economic gain that could result from the imperial 

advertisement.  The exhibitions, as originally intended, showcased the produce and 

natural resource wealth of the Dominion.  In an atmosphere of colonial transformation, as 

the Dominions began to push for more autonomy from Britain and imperial sentiment 

had been shaken but not broken by the First World War, the colonial territories engaged 

in acts of exhibitional competition in attempts to curry favor from British officials as well 

as gain bragging rights among the Empire.
29

  The competitive exhibition allowed the 

Dominions to debunk colonial stereotypes as the Dominions displayed symbols of 

imperial unity and chose to exhibit their familiarity with the mother country rather than 

symbols of self-expression.  The constructed images pieced together by Canada embraced 

the colonial ties with Britain and blurred the differences between the provinces and 

portrayed Canada as a unified entity.  In reality, the provinces competed with each other 

economically and politically.  Through the exhibitions, Canada created an image of unity, 

but not of national independence, one of Canadian identity, but with imperial ties intact. 

 The Inglorious Arts of Peace, by E. A. Heamon, takes a more in-depth look at 

exhibitions and Canadian society.  Beginning with the 1888 Colonial and Indian 
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Exhibition, imperial officials used the exhibition as a means to promote the idea of 

imperial unity that has emerged in several instances of this brief historiography.  Britain 

sought to promote immigration to Canada as a means to secure British North America 

against the threat of American dominance.  The exhibitions became sites of rivalry on 

several different levels as the provincial, colonial (between the Dominions), and national 

(between Canada and the United States and other nations) rivalries help influence the 

definitions of Canadian identity.
30

  Ultimately, these rivalries would evolve from the 

peaceful cooperation and competition of the exhibitions to more aggressive political 

rivalries and militarization by the early years of the 20
th

 century.  By the turn of the 

century, war had become the new theory of politics as rival powers challenged Britain‟s 

position at the height of imperial power. 

 Canada and the British Empire, another of Buckner‟s edited volumes, continues 

to resist the interpretations declaring that nationalism dominated Canadian development.  

Buckner sees Canada‟s participation in the Empire as a natural manifestation of the 

political and cultural affiliation felt by Canadians to the British Empire.  Britain‟s 

imperialism and Canada‟s nationalism, however vaguely defined, fed off of each other in 

the transcontinental extension of Canadian control over the last forty years of the 19
th

 

century.
31

  Many Canadians recognized the necessity of a strong central government to 

guide the economic development of British North America‟s wealth of natural resources 

 
30

 Heaman, E.A. The Inglorious Arts of Peace: Exhibitions in Canadian Society During the Nineteenth 

Century.  Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1999.  Pg. 214 
31

 Buckner, Phillip “The Creation of the Dominion of Canada, 1860-1901.” In Buckner, Phillip ed. Canada 

and the British Empire.  Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008.  Pg. 67 

Texas Tech University, Jonathan Strickland, May 2011



 

37 
 

and thinly dispersed population.  Continued and strengthened ties to the British Empire 

and the creation of the Confederation of Canada provided the most favorable means to 

achieve these goals.  Canada‟s strong pro-British sentiment resulted from a resistance to 

American expansion as the United States economic and cultural power rapidly increased 

in the decades after the American Civil War.  Buckner argues that Confederation 

occurred because British North Americans wanted to resist American encroachment.  

Confederation gave the Canadian government more power over domestic issues, 

including internal improvements and the ability to expand authority over new territories 

in the western reaches of the continent while foreign issues and matters of colonial 

defense remained under the purview of the British Empire.
32

  The relative free hand 

granted to Canadian authorities allowed for many to develop a pronounced sense of 

nationalism through the power of the imperial administration. 

 Buckner‟s use of Said‟s notions of consent of the colonized allows for these 

imperial reforms in British North America.  In the hierarchies of the Empire, imperial 

authorities viewed Canada and the other would-be-Dominion settler colonies as on a 

different level than the colonies of color.
33

  Imperial authorities cast the settler colonies in 

terms of modernity and technological advancement rather than as resources to be 

gathered and manipulated by the empire.  As the Confederation developed and took on 

more powers through expansion, Canada engaged in a limited emulation of Britain and 

began to assume a unique relationship within the Empire.  Extension of Canadian control 
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across the continent evoked Britain‟s imperial power and, with the transcontinental 

railroad, took interest in the wider Empire.
34

  Continental expansion and the taming of 

wilderness formed central themes in representations of Canadian identity.  Robert Wright 

argues that the imperial exhibitions reflected in these themes with the inclusion of the 

controversial selection of art, known as the Group of Seven.  These paintings spoke of the 

optimism of the modern age.
35

  The centers of Canadian political and economic power 

became the minor metropole to the wilderness hinterland of the untamed west.  By 

extending the Confederation to the Pacific, Canada met several needs.  Playing up the 

Britishness of Canada by strengthening the cultural ties within the Empire, authorities 

could also begin to address the threat of American cultural domination.  Through 

Confederation, Canadian cultural identity gained a wide stage for expression, even as the 

political authority of British North America gained more power and eventual Dominion 

status. 

 Finally, another of Buckner‟s edited volumes, Canada and the End of Empire 

concludes that Canada‟s imperial history has been largely forgotten for the sake of the 

nationalist interpretations that Buckner has strongly resisted.  Buckner‟s rejection of the 

nationalist critique that returning Canada to the colonial histories would weaken the 

Canadian nation rests on the popular expressions of identity.
36

  Canadians identified 

themselves as having a unique position within the British Empire rather than having a 
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sense of national independence from the mother country.  John Darwin‟s chapter in 

Canada and the End of Empire argues that this imperial affiliation between Canada and 

Great Britain faded quickly between the end of the First World War and the beginning of 

the Second.  By the 1940s, the United States, long a threat to Canadian imperial identity, 

surpassed Britain as the most powerful strategic guardian of the Commonwealth nations.  

Following decolonization, with Britain‟s turn to the European Economic Community and 

the Empire/Commonwealth becoming too expensive to maintain, Canada turned to the 

United States for several important matters.  With the end of empire but the rapid 

globalization of economic and cultural systems, Canadian identity, to borrow Ian Angus‟ 

sociological nationhood, has begun to lose its distinctiveness in a world of blurring 

cultural identities.
37
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Chapter III  

Cultural Theory and the Power of Imperial Display 

Culture, by definition, covers a wide range of intellectual and material ideas.
38

  

The definition ranges from “ the quality in a person or society that arises from a concern 

for what is regarded as excellent in arts, letters, manners, scholarly pursuits, etc.” to a set 

of “behaviors and beliefs characteristic of a particular social, ethnic, or age group.”  In an 

historical attempt to conceptualize or define mass/popular culture as it relates to a wider 

field of historical study, these definitions themselves make quite powerful statements 

about the nature of “culture” as it may (or may not) exist in the real world.  In the first 

case, culture may be defined by an influential interest or otherwise powerful entity within 

the surrounding society, suggesting the idea that culture is a commodity that can be 

created.  At the other end, culture can be seen to encompass an ideological “whole” social 

environment where different segments of society interact with one another and with 

artifacts subsumed within the overarching cultural identities attached to them.
39

 

In looking at these definitions, culture seems to cover two, sometimes competing, 

sometimes cooperating ideas.  The value-laden emphasis in the first definition seems to 

run at odds with the environmental nature of the second where other aspects of culture 

that may not be deemed excellent may still exist.  The dissimilarities within the definition 
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of culture, however, reveal a rift that is fundamental to the understanding of culture and 

its location within society.  This rift, gap, or space becomes the site where “culture” is 

negotiated between productive and consumptive elements within society and these 

elements underlie the basic foundations of mass and popular culture.  Homi K. Bhabha, 

in his introduction to The Location of Culture, postulates that these „in-between spaces,‟ 

or interstitial spaces, are the locations where the culturally defining processes of identity 

play themselves out in creating wider notions of society.
40

  In essence, these sites provide 

the intersections where different subjects meet, interact, and are ultimately reworked into 

acceptable and accepted forms of cultural expression. 

 Relationally, mass and popular culture represent the opposite sides of the same 

coin.  As such, a look at the definitions of each concept reveals useful insight into their 

differences as well as their interconnectedness with each other and with the idea of 

“culture.”  Mass culture is disseminated via mass media.
41

  The role of mass media in 

mass culture closely resembles the association of excellence, merit, or worth within the 

first definition of culture mentioned above in that the regarding power uses mass media to 

propagate cultural ideals to other areas in the surrounding society.  Popular culture‟s 

existence as “contemporary lifestyle and items that are well known and generally 

accepted” or as “cultural patterns widespread within a population” plays a significant 

(maybe subordinate but not less important) role.
42

  Popular culture becomes those other 
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areas in the surrounding society influenced by the introduction of mass culture through 

mass media.  Yet, the question begs to be asked.  How does the relationship between 

mass culture and popular culture influence perceptions of „culture‟ in general? 

 From the onset, mass/popular culture, as it is currently understood or studied, 

proves to be a phenomenon of the modern world.  The rise of the market economy 

(capitalism), the expansion of „national‟ thought, the progress of the Enlightenment, and 

the introduction of mass media (newspapers, radio, television, etc.) combined to create 

the social environment where cultural expression first began to be studied in an academic 

way.
43

  This is not to say that the concepts of mass or popular culture cannot be applied to 

previous historical epochs, but the growth of communication during the modern period 

allowed contemporary powers to contest, utilize, and define cultures from further afield 

from the originating center than what would easily have been achievable in previous 

periods.  Also, during this period, the presence of class consciousness begins to influence 

cultural expression and participation. 

Superficially, the mass/popular culture question can be boiled down in its most 

basic form in Marxist thought as a politically contested notion.  This is not to say that the 

question of culture and the interest of governance are inextricably linked (though at some 

extent they may be), but to say that different elements within society compete with one 

another in the formation of a cultural existence.  Strictly in Marxist terms, culture is 
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developed and imposed by the ruling classes in order to secure its rule.
44

  In this sense, 

popular culture is transmitted through mass media outlets by the elites and ideologically 

controls the subordinate segments of society.  However, economic considerations 

dominate Marxist ideology in that society and culture, social institutions and relationships 

rest on the economically derived mode of production in Marx‟s base-superstructure 

model.
45

  This shortcoming leaves a very limited and simplistic understanding of the 

concept of mass-popular culture, but Antonio Gramsci provides a more complete picture 

of the development of mass/popular culture and its relationship to society. 

The concept of hegemony as proposed by Gramsci relies heavily on Marx‟s 

conceptions of political economy and its basic influences as it relates to the power 

structures within society.
46

  The hegemonic power moves beyond a strictly economic 

interest to that of an economic/political/intellectual power in becoming the productive 

center of culture.  Under this process, cycles of coercion, concession, and acceptance 

come to create expressions of popular culture.
47

  This cycle allows for the power of 

political agency, where different cultural ideas may be added to the dominant system, in 

the final production of cultural artifacts.  The hegemonic relationship between the elites 

and the ruled mirrors the relationship between mass culture and popular culture.
48

  Mass 
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culture, promoted by elite interests, becomes those manifestations of cultural expression 

disputed, challenged, reworked, and finally accepted as authentic representations of 

popular culture.  This understanding, also, alludes to a semi-Marxist idea of a cultural 

market.
49

  Similar to capitalism‟s focus on material production and consumption, 

mass/popular culture develops through a process of production intended to be consumed 

for a cultural profit. 

So, if different elements within society contest one another in promoting cultural 

norms, and these cultural norms are themselves challenged and reformed into actively 

consumed manifestations of popular culture, what does this mean for the importance of 

culture within its specific society?  In looking to find an answer to this question, another 

question comes to mind, that of origination.  Which came first, society or culture?  Does 

society create culture in an attempt to hegemonically influence different orders within 

itself or does culture manifest itself in such a way where society develops out of 

commonalities and traditions that find institutional expression through social, political, 

and other relational apparatuses?  Perhaps both methods are true.  Without this being the 

case, cultural nuances such as entertainment, access to the means of political power, 

systems of government, counter-hegemonic identities, and methods of social inclusion 

would be difficult to locate within the highly specific snapshots of society at any given 

point in time.  All of these issues, and many more like them, constantly undergo 

challenges, transformation, and reinterpretation, making each society or each “culture” 

 
popularity of imperial culture during this period reveals the popular consent and ready complicity that will 

be studied in more detail. 
49

 Dominic Strinati, An Introduction to Theories of Popular Culture 2
nd

 Ed.. pg. 11 

Texas Tech University, Jonathan Strickland, May 2011



 

45 
 

historio-specific.  Society reflects its culture but its culture also utilizes evolutionary 

developments formed as a result of human influence and conflict.
50

 

Imperialism, with its attendant questions on class, race, and power, lies situated 

within these sites of conflict and negotiation and would come to impose a significant 

influence on expressions of culture in Britain.
51

  At the height of imperial thought in 

Britain from the 1850s to the 1920s, imperial elites used various methods and tools to 

expand British control around the world.
52

  The technological and economic advances of 

the Industrial Revolution gave Britain the ability expand its imperial interests on the 

cheap while defending those interests from native resistance and international rivals most 

effectively with the Royal Navy.  While Britain forged an empire of unprecedented size, 

scope, and power around the globe, imperial sentiment within the national borders of 

England remained confined to the upper reaches of society, sporadically reaching down 

into the masses that produced the economic wares of empire but rarely consumed the 

products of empire in any significant manner.  The imperial exhibitions that I examine in 

this thesis provide the most useful examples of those instances where the empire and 

national interests mixed within British culture. 
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The process of internal colonization, the method of promoting an imperial spirit 

within the national boundaries at home, mirrored the process whereby Britain was able to 

extend its imperial presence overseas.  The masses of the working classes provided 

Britain with its most important location for internal colonization and imperial 

solidification.
53

  The power structures within Britain created an overarching and very 

powerful notion of hierarchy as those at the top of the socio-political and economic 

ladders sought to retain their positions.  In imperial terms, these hierarchies dominated 

the attitudes and mores of the colonizing British as the empire covered more and more 

regions around the world.  For the most part, the imperial periphery assumed grossly 

exaggerated forms of these hierarchies.
54

  Notable, but rare, exceptions were the nawabs, 

rajas, and other colonial princes the British used to secure imperial control over large 

parts of the empire.  Regardless, the social hierarchies present in Britain came to 

dominate attitudes and perceptions of empire and imperial subjects in a patchwork pattern 

of imperial domination.  In essentializing control of such vast and disparate regions, those 

broadly defined hierarchies within the British Empire organized the heterogeneity of the 

diverse empire into positive (civilized, modern, West) and negative (primitive, 

backwards, East) connotations.
55

 

 
53

 Stone, John “Internal Colonialism” in Hutchinson, John and Smith, Anthony D. eds. Ethnicity.  Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 1996. Pg. 278-281.  Here Stone views the process of internal colonization in the 

British Empire along ethnic lines (i.e. English and Irish).  While I agree with Stone‟s conclusions, I do not 

think they go far enough.  The empire was as much an economic entity as an ethnic entity, and the 

economic conditions between classes at home should also be viewed in the process of internal colonization. 
54

 David Cannadine, Ornamentalism. Oxford. 2001. pg. 128 
55

 Ibid. pg. 85 

Texas Tech University, Jonathan Strickland, May 2011



 

47 
 

Beginning in the 1850s, imperialists began a concerted effort to bring this rigidly 

defined empire home to the lower orders in a more personal and powerful manner than by 

the economics of trade that left little imperial impact on those that could not afford the 

luxuries and exotic goods provided.  Beginning with the Great Exhibition of 1851, 

exhibitions showcased the material prestige of nation and empire to every segment of 

British society.  Elites utilize the popularity of these shows in developing an imperial 

consensus at home that allows for the rapid expansion of empire from the age of new 

imperialism in the 1880s to the glut of the mandate system following the First World 

War.  Ruth Ben-Ghiat, in Fascist Modernities, introduces the importance of exhibitions 

in the creation of national identities formed by the hegemonic influences of national 

elites.  In instances such as the great exhibitions, mass culture becomes a tool of the 

regime rather than the expression of the popular classes.
56

  Although exhibitions centered 

on the imposition of national and imperial identities on the working classes, the 

popularity in which they were received proves the successes of creating an imperialized 

working class.  Furthermore, these exhibitions allowed the working classes at least the 

perception of imperial inclusion.  At a time of serious fears of social revolution by 

Chartists in the mid-19
th

 century, the exhibitions provided a space where working classes 

moved up in imperial status but one where they participated in the protection of the 

traditional status that was so threatened by social revolution.
57

  This participation gave 
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the working classes a firm position in the empire, even if it was one of observer and 

consumer.
58

 

There were elements within the empire that feared the inclusion of the masses in 

the aim of these shows, a fear that centered on the uncontrollable and unruly nature of the 

mob.  Even The Times, voiced this concern with, 

 “When King Mob, with a good diner at an early hour to back his 

obstinacy at a cost of one shilling, takes possession of the interior, we fear 

that the suggestive sounds of gong and bell will be used in vain to make 

him quit a spectacle which he has paid for, and which there is still light to 

see.”
59

   

Nonetheless, despite this concern, exhibition organizers actively sought out the masses to 

witness and participate in these exhibitions, a move that ran contrary to contemporary 

efforts directed toward working class leisure.  For many years, this “King Mob” had 

dominated social perceptions of working class leisure which had long been focused 

heavily on drink, public socializing, and the traditional spontaneously originated fairs that 

had dotted London‟s socio-cultural history.  These older fairs proved to be unpalatable to 

authorities by the beginning of Victoria‟s reign as large unruly mobs oftentimes spilled 

out of them and caused policing and safety concerns for the surrounding communities.
60
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As unappealing as these working class fairs may have been, the popular demand for 

leisure and the threat of the mob made outright banning of the fairs an impossibility.
61

 

Instead of shutting down popular fairs, authorities came up with new ways of 

controlling working class leisure.
62

  The Metropolitan Police Act of 1822 started a new 

and vast effort by authorities to tame the excesses of the urban fairs by using a standing 

police force to break up spontaneous fairs.
63

  In addition to this, local authorities began to 

allow chartered fairs in an effort to regulate mass leisure outlets and control the latent 

public disorder prevalent in the previous history of the fairs.
64

  By licensing and 

chartering the fairs, authorities were able to bring the various forms of working class 

leisure into their political orbit by ordering the holidays into sanctioned and controlled 

forms, bringing the working classes into and placing them within the ordered society 

sought by hegemonic authorities.  By extension, the role that the great exhibitions that 

took place periodically between the Great Exhibition in 1851 and the Festival of Britain 

in the early 1950s played a very important part in the development of the imperial 

identity in Britain itself.  They served two simultaneous purposes.  First, by marketing the 

colonial exhibitions to the workers of Britain, the organizers and commissioners provided 

a venue for the workers to participate in an act of leisure that was created and legitimized 

by national and imperial elites, becoming an acceptable leisurely outlet.  Secondly, the 
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exhibitions, by intent and character, presented their displays in a distinctly political light 

and by doing so, promoted the development of national and imperial identities within 

segments of society that had hitherto lacked an active political identity. 

The exhibitions brought together two schools of thought from previous 

incarnations of cultural manufactures.  Societies such as the Royal Society of Arts 

engaged the aristocratic and middle classes with the developments of the Industrial 

Revolution, showcasing technologies, educating the middle classes, and promoting 

trade.
65

  Various Mechanics Institutes fostered working class consciousness and helped to 

create an industrial culture for the lower orders of society.
66

  As such, the exhibitions 

proved to be huge successes in bringing imperial elites together with imperial subjects.  

The imperial elites wedded their interests for imperial and economic matters with 

national and social structures in the attempt to legitimize the empire to both the politically 

powerful and politically weak classes within Britain.
67

  The commissioners who 

organized the exhibitions sought out royal support in the effort to achieve these aims.  

The power of the purse strings and royal patronage supplemented the vast sums of money 

required to put together an exhibitions while the presence of royal power and ceremony 

attracted a high level of popularity among the working classes.  The power of royal 

ceremony in the imperial metropole during exhibitions linked nation and empire in royal-

cum-imperial displays.
68

  In doing so, the exhibitions promoted a nascent national 
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identity as well as creating an imperial sentiment among the classes of people who had 

been isolated from the centers of national political power.  This is not to say that the 

working classes assumed the position of an imperial power-figure, but rather that they 

were brought into the imperial framework as it existed, becoming part of the economic 

engine that spread British imperial interests around the globe.  Imperialists did not want 

the working classes to become active participants in imperial power circles, but rather, 

they wanted public acquiescence of the classes to the power of the empire. 

The growing focus on “culture” and cultural theory as a form of historical 

analysis over the last forty years continues to reshape our understandings of past events.  

Since the publication, in 1963, of E. P. Thompson‟s important work, The Making of the 

English Working Class, the “cultural turn” provides new insights and opens new 

perspectives of historical inquiry.
69

  New methodologies and discourses expose older 

understandings of historical events to different interpretations that themselves face 

eventual challenges from an evolving theoretical framework at the basis of history as a 

field of study.  Traditional political history and even classic Marxist interpretations of 

history face fundamental questions from unexplored and unknown corners of the past 

opened by the development of cultural theory.  Cultural theory, it seems, threatens the 

long-held assumption that the past can be fully known. 
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 Although cultural theory plays an undeniable impact on the study of history, 

especially since the 1970s, many historians continue to question the validity of many of 

the alternative interpretations that have emerged from the critiques of cultural theory.  

Without delving too deeply into each new theoretical school and the resulting critiques 

from opponents and successors alike, Ziauddin Sardar and Borin Van Loon‟s Introducing 

Cultural Studies  provides an entertaining and understandable, if cursory, glance into the 

topic of cultural theory since the 1950s.
70

  Invariably, the perspective of the historian‟s 

approach contains inherent limits that leave various segments of society out of the record.  

The ideologies and attitudes of the different schools of thought promote certain facets or 

characteristics of the subject, such as race, class, or gender, at the expense of others, 

while other approaches intentionally ignore some historical aspects, structures, or 

relationships in order to focus in detail on theoretical constructions that may or may not 

exist tangibly in the available evidence.  The exercise of power, the subtle influence of 

hegemony, the creation and reinforcement of gender, class, or racial identity all rely on 

particular systems that leave little hard evidence in the historical record.
71

  Noting the 

limits and fluidity of the field, cultural studies remains a highly contested approach to the 

study of history. 
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 Compounding the limitations and ambitions of cultural studies with the 

ambiguities of the term “culture” itself, cultural historians attempt to come to grips with 

subject matter deemed dubious by skeptical and reluctant traditional historians.  The 

origins and evolution of the concept of culture follow the transformations of just who in 

society had access to power and who could or could not participate in the public sphere.  

From the “high” culture of the aristocracy and wealthy in the early 19
th

 century to the 

expansion of popular culture with the emergence of the masses through the later 19
th

 and 

early 20
th

 centuries, the changing notions of culture allow historians broader and wider 

objects of study.
72

  The concepts introduced before, power, hegemony, identity, among 

others, all open up diverse avenues by which the historian may uncover the past as it 

comes available under the overarching rubric of “culture.” 

 During the modern period, imperialism imposed perhaps the most powerful and 

invasive system or set of systems that sought to order the world along specific ideological 

lines.
73

  Following that theme, arguably, Great Britain wielded the most potent and 

impressive empire in history.  My main focus rests on the cultural expression found in 
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Britain‟s imperial exhibitions, locations where the imperial elite showcased the colonial 

“Other” to the non-imperial, non-elite masses at home, thereby bringing those groups 

within the imperial system that divided the world in specific racialized, gendered, and 

socio-economic terms.  This emphasis transformed and empowered, however limited, the 

lower classes by connecting the empire to the popular culture in Britain, combining 

empire and nation in the British national imagination. 

 More specifically, instead of looking at the colonial produce put on display at 

these exhibitions as a showcase of the greatness of the British Empire, I focus on the 

displays provided by Canada for those exhibitions, meaning how the colony of Canada 

sought to portray itself back to the imperial center.
74

  In analyzing Canadian exhibition 

displays, I take a measure of liberty with Peter Burke‟s discussion of the use of images in 

historical work found in Eyewitnessing.  Burke warns the historian to recognize and 

balance the satirical overtones found in images with the idealization at the heart of the 

motivation for the creation of the image.
75

  Burke discusses paintings and photography in 

his work, however, for my purposes, Canadian colonial displays play a similar role in that 

colonial authorities actively portrayed constructed images of Canadian culture.  Particular 

messages expressed through Canadian displays inverted the colonial “gaze” by 

emphasizing distinctions between the colonies and creating a measure of distance 
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between the familiar and exotic colonies.
76

  By placing the idea of Canada in the imperial 

hierarchy between Britain and the Asian and African colonies, Canadian authorities 

courted with nationalist sentiments that would in time seek greater and greater measures 

of self-rule.
77

 

 In a look at Benedict Anderson‟s Imagined Communities, although imperial 

control of the “white” colonies rested more benignly than that of the colonies in Asia and 

Africa, the subjects in the colonies remained subject to colonial elites sent from Britain.
78

  

While imperial authority transmitted the ideology and systems of colonization, the ideas 

and systems of the nation and nationalism followed colonial control.  In the white 

colonies, including Canada specifically for my purposes, the ideologies of nationalism 

reflected the development of the nation of the imperial center.  In History and Cultural 

Theory, Simon Gunn introduces Mikhail Bakhtin‟s insistence of language as a social 

negotiation.
79

  To be effective, language requires both a speaker and a hearer, a 

relationship that holds tremendous significance for the renegotiation and understanding of 

power structures.  By placing language as social, Bakhtin asserts his opposition to 

Saussure‟s distinctions between language and speech as well as Derrida‟s emphasis on 

textual analysis.  As it relates to the spread of nationalism, Bakhtin‟s use of language 

allows for the inter-communication of colonial/national ideology between Britain and the 
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colonies, communication that at times transmitted in non-verbal, cultural modes as well 

as official correspondence.  The mirroring colonial/national relationship required context 

beyond the text found in the official, governing imperial decrees. 

Canada: Nation, Empire and Environment in the Development of Identity 

Benedict Anderson‟s seminal Imagined Communities acts as the launching point 

for this study.  Anderson‟s conceptualization of the “nation” lays the groundwork for my 

exploration of Canada‟s colonial nationalism.  While I have neither the space nor the time 

to provide a full account of the evolution of the historical understanding of nationalism 

first postulated by Imagined Communities, I leave it to the historiographical debates that 

emerged since the early 1990s and transformed our understanding of that particular 

creature of the modern world.  While many more recent studies of the concept of the 

nation reflect the internationalist flair of the Marxist critique of the systems of European 

imperialism that helped to usher in the Age of Nationalism, to borrow the phrase from 

Eric Hobsbawm, Anderson‟s importance comes from his assertion that “nationality, or, as 

one might prefer to put it in view of that word‟s multiple significations, nation-ness, as 

well as nationalism, are cultural artefacts of a particular kind.”
80

 

The concept of the “nation” contains a certain flexibility that makes any attempt 

to define it in particular terms that fit across many manifestations extremely difficult.  

Instead, nationalism includes a collection of historical forces that become “modular” and 

are transplantable within a variety of different circumstances in different degrees and 
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combinations.  Rather than trying to place the particular brand of Canadian nationalism 

within those historiographical debates over the last two decades, I will take the snapshots 

(the term being used intentionally) of Canadian identity in the early 20
th

 century as 

evidence of the ways that  nationalists used different forms of cultural expression to 

create the tapestry of the Canadian nation. 

As the first among Britain‟s national daughters, Canada played an interesting part 

in the evolution of the British Empire.  Many of the components of imperialism worked 

off of ideas of racial, gendered, and cultural superiority, but those systems fell heaviest 

over the “dependent” regions and colonies of the empire.  Yet, Canada, like the other 

self-governing regions of the empire, avoided the direct rule imposed on much of the 

empire through the assumption of racial and cultural commonality with Britain (or at 

least with European civilization).
81

  The Anglo and French wings of Canada‟s “bifocal” 

identity, separated by cultural (and national) differences but connected by a common 

history culminating in the Seven-Years War, worked and contested with one another in 

trying to create a Canadian national consensus.
82

  Governing a population of European 
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origin (not discounting the native populations of North America) within an evolving 

imperial system during the nineteenth century, with the attendant attitudes on race and 

culture, Canada quickly developed a set of political, economic, and cultural institutions 

that reworked the imperial relationships between colony (then Dominion) and mother 

country.  Canada‟s relationship with nature would prove to be one of the more interesting 

ways that Canada sought to portray itself within the empire. 

Nature and the environment played one of the more important influences on 

Canadian national identity, from the colonial period and through the period studied here.  

British (and French) imperialists consistently portrayed colonial possessions in North 

America as primitive regions open for civilizing conquest, a trend that would dictate 

imperial and other external views of Canada through the remainder of the colonial and 

dominion periods.  However, by the early nineteenth century, perceptions of Canadian 

identity within “Canada” began to exhibit nuanced differences from those views that 

dominated the imperial relationship between mother country and colony.
83

  As the idea of 

Canada developed and the relationship between Britain and its colony evolved, nature 

began to play different roles within the different levels in the imperial hierarchy. 

The emergence of Canadian nationalism within this relationship relied 

significantly on the important roles that nature and environment played in imperial and 
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colonial society.  Expressions of “nationalism” often evoke a fundamental relationship to 

a familiarized territory that gives the geographic boundaries of the nation.
84

  In the 

majority of nationalisms that emerged in Europe, this trend resulted in the glorification of 

the pastoral agricultural landscapes that characterized much of “civilized” Europe.  This 

pastoral relationship to the environment framed the Anglo-French model of nationalism 

and would come to play an integral component in the creation of the colonial/wilderness 

ideals that so influenced much of the imperial discourse.  However, a Swiss-Scandinavian 

model immigrated with settlers to the Canadian periphery and manipulated Canada‟s 

sense of self-identity based on a relationship with the wilderness rather than dominion 

over the environmental landscape.
85

  The particular aesthetics of identity cultivated in 

Canada drew heavily on the Swiss-Scandinavian model and other romantic ideals that 

viewed wilderness more positively in the creation of national identity as opposed to the 

Anglo-French focus on landscape organized under human control (i.e. agricultural use). 

This transition to naturalistic nationalism came to prominence in the imperial 

mindset through the nineteenth century.  Under the rise of naturalistic nationalism, where 

an untamed wilderness could revitalize a modern and urban European civilization, the 

imperial periphery played a significant role to a decaying, as many imperialists late in the 

century viewed it, society in Europe‟s urban cities.  Canada and the other settler 

dominions came of age in this environment, so to speak.
86

  The colonial periphery, in the 

case of Canada and the other settler colonies, became a safe outlet for excess populations 
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at home seeking better lives than could be gained in Britain yet still provide some 

economic benefit for the Empire.  The other “non-white” regions of the empire gave 

Britain the conquests and prestige that helped to define national and imperial power in the 

modern world.  The imperial focus on the revitalizing potential of colonial wilderness 

placed Canada, already Britain‟s oldest and arguably most successful colony, in a unique 

position within the empire.
87

 

Proponents of Canadian identity throughout the nineteenth century embraced this 

imperial view of Canadian wilderness and reworked that view in a framework that set 

that wilderness as a defining agent in the formation of identity.  The evolution of national 

identity in the other parts of North America, similarly, worked largely in relation to the 

presence of an untamed wilderness beyond the frontier edges of national territory.
88

  In 

Canada, wilderness beyond the national frontiers acted in a similar manner as Frederick J 

Turner‟s frontier thesis in the United States.
89

  The Laurentian Thesis represents a 

Canadian variant of Turner‟s frontier thesis, placing Canadian identity firmly in relation 

to the colonial/national/economic importance of the natural environment. 
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One of the best examples of this focus on Canada‟s northern wilderness comes in 

the artistic expressions found in Canada‟s “Group of Seven,” a group of painters that 

gained notoriety in the British Empire Exhibition at Wembley in 1924-1925 that will be 

explored in further detail later.  J. E. H. MacDonald‟s Young Canada (Figure 1) 

particularly evokes the idealism of Canada‟s northern landscape and the young nation‟s 

self-perceived identity within that landscape.
90

  The painting focuses on a young tree 

growing and thriving in a harsh, unkempt, and wild forest, representing a fledgling 

Canadian identity coming to maturity in an environment that would be seen by 

imperialists in stark, uncivilized terms.  As the Dominion period passed, Canada began to 

define itself in the terms of its wild landscapes rather than in opposition to it. 

Throughout the period studied here, the position and influence of Canada‟s wealth 

of natural resources should not be understated as the British Empire continued to rely on 

colonial resources in maintaining and expanding Britain‟s economic preponderance 

during the century.  At the same time, the Laurentian Thesis postulated by Harold Innis 

held tremendous influence on discussions of Canadian identity throughout the twentieth 

century, even beyond the end of the formal empire in the decades following the Second 

World War.
91

  There lies in this debate the great contradiction of Canadian identity in 

relation to the environment.  Much of the full historiographical record on British 

imperialism analyzes the methods used by imperialists in casting the world between the 
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imperial metropole and the colonial periphery.
92

  However, Canada, as one of the 

holdovers from Britain‟s first empire that ended in the last decades of the eighteenth 

century, fit into a unique position somewhere between metropole and periphery in the 

imperial dichotomy.
93

   

The importance of nature in general and the northern environment specifically 

that dominates the majority of Canadian territory reflected the fundamental departure of 

Canadian identity away from the national influences of Britain‟s environmental ideals 

presented in the imperial system over the dominion.  Ultimately, Canada used Britain‟s 

view of the colonial wilderness and came to promote it in the definition of Canadian 

identity.  By this, I mean to say that, despite the fact that the Dominion came to produce 

vast quantities of agricultural produce as well as a diverse array of manufactures by the 

first quarter of the twentieth century and never fit fully into any ideal representation of 

resource-producing colony (Other) or emergent nation in the modern sense (Self), Canada 

still identified itself largely on the presence of untamed wilderness across much of the 

continent.  Like the extraction of natural resources from the land within Canada‟s 

borders, Canadian identity gained much benefit from the wilderness that held so much 

influence over its development through the colonial and dominion periods.  Later, in 

Chapter Three, I will outline some of the methods used during the British Empire 

Exhibition to represent Canada specifically within the imperial framework. 
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The Power and Panopticism of the Imperial Exhibitions 

Benedict Anderson‟s conception of the nation as an “imagined political 

community” relies on the creation of a “nation” of finite and defined boundaries, 

governed by secular authority, and supported by a positive sense of comradeship.
94

  The 

third component outlined here holds the most significance for the creation of the nation.  

The nation must foster a sense of belonging to those within the nation so as to justify 

extension of national authority over the population and society at large.
95

  Going back to 

Gunn‟s History and Cultural Theory, Bakhtin‟s study of the Carnival effectively ties 

together language with the forms and sites of popular culture in its proper social 

context.
96

  Conflating the Carnival of the pre-modern era with the colonial exhibitions of 

the 19
th

 and early 20
th

 centuries, one may see similar connections between the lower and 

the aristocratic groups in the Carnival and the non-imperial non-elites and the imperialists 

in the modern era.  While the colonial authorities held more power in constructing the 

colonial exhibitions than did the aristocratic groups with the seemingly untethered 

Carnival, both allowed for the temporary suspension and inversion of normal 

hierarchies.
97

  Exhibitions brought the empire home in order that the disenfranchised 

could participate in the imperial experience through the power of spectacle.  By doing 
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this, the audience, those that held little power over colonial matters, became primary 

actors in the imperial system. 

Yet, the participation of the non-elite in colonial spectacle and the allowances 

provided by the imperial authorities belies issues of control as well as those of 

empowerment.  The Foucauldian “eye of power” exercised through the exhibitionary 

complex speaks directly to these valid questions concerning the power of the state.
98

  

Although the exhibition opened to the public a very visible ensemble of power and 

knowledge, that power moved in a bi-directional way.  The exhibition constructed the 

empire in a highly ordered manner for the viewing benefit of the audience and created a 

sense of spatial separation but allowed the formation of degrees of proximity between the 

viewer and the viewed display.  However, the very ordering of the audience within the 

public spaces of the exhibition promoted the identification of the audience on the side of 

progress, becoming more national by association. 

While Foucault spoke directly about the transformation of the prison in the 

exercise of power in the modern period in Discipline and Punish, the changing forms and 

shifting focus of social discipline in other aspects during the same period reinforce his 

conclusions.  For the purposes of this study, the exercise and effectiveness of the imperial 

exhibitions echo the power of Foucault‟s panopticon in ordering the social objects subject 

to its influence, namely those members of the lower ranks of British society that flocked 
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to the exhibitions and filled the pavilions and by-ways of the imperial spectacles.
99

  As 

one of the more popularly powerful instruments of imperialism, the exhibitions provided 

perhaps the ideal schema for the promotion and expansion of power in and around the 

center of British imperial authority, thereby becoming an effective theoretical expression 

of Foucault‟s Panopticon.  As Foucault asserted, “The Panopticon is a marvelous 

machine which, whatever use one may wish to put it to, produces homogenous effects of 

power.”
100

  Those homogenous effects of power, the organization of British society in 

imperial terms, the dichotomous split separating national subordinates from their colonial 

counterparts, all present in the exhibition impulse, developed into some of the most 

pronounced hallmarks of the modern era. 

A further exploration into the exhibition-as-Panopticon system follows as the 

transformation of the systems of social discipline and punishment outlined by Foucault in 

the development of the modern prison found a decidedly non-overtly oppressive venue 

surrounding the exhibitions.  While the Empire continued to expand during the roughly 

two-century long development of British colonialism abroad, internal national and 

economic divisions threatened British identity at home.  Concurrently, the evolution of 

British society witnessed the decline of royal prerogative in relation to Parliamentary 

authority as the emergence of the middle class as a force to be reckoned with 

fundamentally changed the power structure of Britain‟s political elite.  The growth of the 
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electorate, in particular, and the presence of greater numbers of those seeking the 

privileges of power, in general, forced those political (and often-times economic) elites 

into developing newer and more novel methods of control in order to maintain their own 

precarious positions.  The recognition and disciplining of the “individual” resulted from 

these changes as, “the crowd, a compact mass, a locus of multiple exchanges, 

individualities merging together, a collective effect, is abolished and replaced by a 

collection of separated individualities.”
101

  In essence, the disciplining authority of 

society imposed a sense of difference and distance upon the once uniform and polyglot 

masses, recognizing and identifying them at the same time as severely circumscribing 

their autonomy within society.
102

  These impositions served to divide the colonial 

populations at both ends of the colonial gaze (working class spectators and colonial 

spectacles) along economic and racial lines. 

The exhibitions served the imperial agenda as well as reinforced Foucault‟s 

panoptic schemata by placing those instruments of social control over the individual 

within the colonial system.  The extension of social control served to further the 

dissociation among the subaltern classes in British and imperial society mentioned above.  

This was achieved by the act, or repetitive series of acts, aiming at the individuation of 

the spectators seeking access to the vestiges of imperial culture and authority presented 

by the exhibitions.  As the active manifestation of social control, discipline „makes‟ 
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individuals.  As Foucault asserts, “it (discipline) is the specific technique of a power that 

regards individuals both as objects and as instruments of its exercise.”
103

  In a self-

perpetuating system where imperialism granted severely prescribed access to the lower 

classes, the popularity of the imperial exhibitions revealed the willingness of the national 

working classes to participate in the imperial system in some manner or other.
104

  The 

disciplining impulse organizing imperial Britain‟s social control rested heavily on the 

presence of propaganda, propriety and the police, all fundamental social constructions of 

the modern or Victorian periods.
105

  The opening of the political regime in Britain 

mirrored the developments in the mechanisms of social control.
106

 

This control sought to reorganize mass culture and identity into manageable 

forms, a goal largely achieved.  As the apex of the conjunction of popular and imperial 

culture, the great exhibitions served as loci of popular leisure while also acting as centers 

of imperial education and expressions of social discipline within the working classes that 

flocked to them.  Once again, we return to the Panoptic power of the imperial exhibition 

and the individualizing agenda imposing social order on working class participants.
107

  

Through the modern period, authorities fundamentally transformed popular identity away 
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from the unified and potentially destabilizing mass to a focus on the individual.  Under 

the panoptic schema, “the crowd, a compact mass, a locus of multiple exchanges, 

individualities merging together, a collective effect, is abolished and replaced by a 

collection of separated individualities.”
108

  Furthermore, Foucault asserts that the 

panoptic authority “must neutralize the effects of counter-power that spring from them 

(crowds) and which for a resistance to the power that wishes to dominate it: agitations, 

revolts, spontaneous organizations, coalitions – anything that may establish horizontal 

conjunctions.”
109

  One of the more important consequences of the abolition of the once-

feared crowd and the inclusion of the individual members of the working classes into 

imperial culture through the exhibitions resulted in an impressive rise in popular 

sentiment through the Victorian and Edwardian periods. 

The exhibitions provided imperial authorities an effective venue for the reworking 

of working class identity by conflating the expressions of popular culture found in the 

funfair atmosphere at the exhibitions with the hierarchies and ideologies of race, gender, 

and class found in the imperial system.  While the working class as a whole did not 

emerge from the exhibitions as ardent imperialists, the increasing importance of the 

empire to British identity across all socio-economic lines should not be ignored.  

Foucault‟s Panopticon, and by extension the exhibitions, played a consequential role in 

achieving those ends.
110

  Panopticism, as a system of social discipline, worked on the 
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disciplining influence of supervision by society as a whole.  The visibility of sovereignty 

at the center of medieval and early modern society gave way, by the end of the 19
th

 

century, to the invisible power of social discipline.  The “relations of discipline,” as 

Foucault asserts, form the basis of Panopticism as the influence of power diffused across 

wider sections of society, thereby increasing the effectiveness of that power.
111

   

As the twin imperial systems of colonialism beyond and education and 

propaganda within slowly but undeniably transformed and reordered all the groups that 

they touched, the popular participation by the internal colonists at home indicated the 

Foucauldian notion “that the inmates should be caught up in a power structure of which 

they are themselves the bearers.”
112

  The panoptic extension of the empire within the 

British nation rested on the structured and restructuring control of reciprocity.
113

  The 

very participation of working class individuals in „taking in the exhibition‟ exposed those 

attendees to the dissociating duality and power of seeing the empire but being seen by 

disciplining authorities, resulting in the contested identities that placed the national 

working class between the colonial populations abroad and the imperial authorities above 

both of them.  The social agents introduced above and other “authorities exercising 

individual control function according to a double mode; that of binary division and 

branding (mad/sane, dangerous/harmless, normal/abnormal); and that of coercive 

 
and sovereign authority shifted during the modern period from a focus on the ruler to the organization of 

the ruled. 
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assignment, of differential distribution”
114

 thereby perpetuating the attitudes forming the 

core of imperialism.  

The creation of the “Other” that dominated Europe‟s imperial expansion rested 

heavily on the set of systems that comprise Orientalism.  Edward Said‟s seminal 

investigation of Orientalism argues that these processes of “Othering” acted as a 

corporate institution for dealing specifically with the Orient.
115

  Orientalism‟s reliance on 

the importance of binary identity split the world into two camps, the Occident of Western 

nations and Europe, and the Orient of Asian exotic cultures.
116

  “Othering” the colonial 

cultures imposed an anonymous collectivity that facilitated imperial expansion as 

European perceptions glossed over the cultural distinctions that existed in the non-

Western world.
117

  The binary “us-them” identity at the heart of Orientalism gave 

European imperialists the ability to contain the colonial “Other” in a powerful military, 

economic, and cultural grasp.  The power of imperialism split the world into an imperial 

metropole/colonial hinterland dichotomy where the center limited access to, gathered 

knowledge from, and power flowed out to the periphery.  Said‟s understanding of the 

significance of Orientalist authenticity to imperial control gave Europeans the perception 

that Europe had the authority to dominate and restructure the Orient.
118

  The issue of 
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access proves an important characteristic as the middle classes in Europe‟s imperial 

nations became the empire‟s civil servants and political administrators, as well as its most 

numerous sight-seers.  The expansion of tourism by the end of the 19
th

 century helped to 

solidify colonial authority by granting limited access to the colonies by those traveling 

members of the middle classes who represented the emerging political and economic 

power of the modern world. 

The issue of tourism became important for those internal colonies nationalized by 

the imperial exhibitions, as well.  The working classes, unable to travel to the colonies as 

the middle class and wealthy tourists could, flocked to the immensely popular imperial 

exhibitions.  If the working classes could not go to the empire, then the empire would 

bring the colonies home to the lower classes.  Although the exhibitions granted the 

masses access to the exotic and interesting provided by the colonies, they also gave the 

settler colonies an opportunity to display their worth and their positions within the 

imperial system.  The settler colonies‟ and Dominion exhibits, rather than evoking the 

exoticism of the colonies of color, displayed their cultural and economic ties to the 

mother country.  The settlement colonies, having taken strong exception to the 

“Othering” processes of imperialism, chose instead to induce a sense of familiarity 

between the mother country and their descendents that had emigrated to the empire in the 

past.  These efforts by the settlement colonies reflect Bhabhaian notions of identity as the 

colonies began to assert alternative interpretations of identity at the boundaries of 
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imperialism and challenged the imperial hierarchies ordering the colonial system.
119

  The 

exhibitions provided the new emergent identities the interstitial spaces where colonial 

identity could be interrogated and renegotiated. 

The interstitial intimacy provided by the imperial spectacles calls into question 

the binary divisions and oppositions that organized the exhibitional displays along 

colonial and racial lines and the audiences that viewed them on national and economic 

ones.
120

  The in-between spaces of the pavilions and spectacles helped to create the 

hybrid identities formulated by the Dominions that were neither explicitly independent 

nor colonially subaltern in relation to the imperial power within Britain.
121

  The 

exhibitions acted as social and cultural lenses that brought into practical focus the wider 

imperial intentions and manifestations of modern culture at the center of Bhabha‟s work.  

The insistence of the colonial stereotype in modern British imperialism found its fullest 

cultural expression, as well as its fullest contradiction, through these shows.  The 

stereotype, as Bhabha asserts, “is a complex and ambivalent contradictory mode of 

representation, as anxious as it is assertive, and demands that not only that we extend our 

critical and political objectives but that we change the object of analysis itself.”
122

 The 

colonial exhibitions allowed imperialists to achieve the first of these goals by imposing 

the realization of the second. 
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The display of the colonial stereotype within the great exhibitions reinforced the 

ideologies of imperial justification and solidified the popular perceptions of the 

intellectual systems of Britain‟s empire.  These ideologies, “which construct 

national/cultural differences in their deployment of the semes of „foreignness, mixedness, 

impurity, as transgressive and corrupting‟,” 
123

 segregated the world into a system of 

competitive relationships, with Europe at the apex of imperial primacy, various regions of 

Africa and Asia subordinated to the colonial periphery, and regions of European 

settlement around the world, often with decimated native populations, situated in the 

intermediate levels of the imperial hierarchy.
124

  The exhibitional space mirrored those 

divisions on the imperial stage, splitting the “imperial observer” from the colonial object 

at the heart of the display, the very subject of the imperial interrogation present in the 

exhibition impulse.  Reflective of the colonial discourse that exerted such powerful 

influences over European modernity during the period of high imperialism, the 

exhibitions acted as component pieces of the apparatus that turned on the recognition and 

disavowal of racial/cultural/historical differences between racial groups in the 

justification of the imperial system.
125

  The ideological architecture of the exhibition 

space facilitated the conceptualization, however controlled by authorities, of the 

corruptible influence of the colonial “Other.”  They opened a space for „subject peoples‟ 

within the intellectual framework through the production of a series of knowledges 
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defined by the exercise of surveillance and the inciting of a complex form of 

pleasure/unpleasure.  The strategic production of these knowledges authorize the creation 

of the binary and antithetical stereotype that construes the colonized in the terms of 

degeneracy in order to justify colonial conquest and the systems of administration and 

instruction imposed by the colonizer.  The overall effect of the colonial discourse that 

found such potent partner in the colonial exhibitions produced the “colonial” figure as a 

social reality at once an “Other” yet also entirely knowable and visible.  After all, 

education and empire powered the exhibition impulse. 

Although the exhibitions strengthened the surveillance of colonial authority 

through the power of the gaze, the ability of the masses to see the empire while the 

Dominions could be seen by those in the mother country, the relationships between the 

politically disempowered masses and the imperially disempowered settlement colonies 

allowed both groups to challenge the hierarchies organizing the modern world.  Colonial 

imitation working with imperial and national mimicry within the exhibitions gave the 

masses and the Dominions access to identities withheld from them by imperialism.  

These imitations reveal the inner compatibility of empire and nation. 

Through the exhibitions, the settlement colonies participated in the power 

structures and imperial ideologies that dominated colonial relationships, promoting pride 

in the colonial ties to Britain but also creating a uniquely Dominion identity that mirrored 

British nationalist development.  The audiences that attended these imperial spectacles 

also faced similar transformative effects as exposure to the empire by bringing the 
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colonies home to the imperial center gave the masses a measure of national and imperial 

sentiment.  The imperial exhibitions, although tools used by elites to solidify their rule, 

gave colony and spectator the means to reinterpret their roles in those systems and 

structures of imperialism.  To a more in-depth investigation of the great exhibitions, I 

now turn. 
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Figure 2 J.E.H. MacDonald “Young Canada” 
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Chapter IV  

The Imperial Exhibitions and Assertions of Canadian Identity 

The great exhibitions of imperial Britain dominated imperial popular culture 

within London and around the empire in the century after 1850.  The display of colonial 

products and peoples served certain political and racial agendas by introducing the non-

imperial masses within England to the material culture of the imperial periphery.  This 

allowed the working classes a degree of inclusion within the imperial power structure and 

a venue where the masses participated in social organization and consumed the biased 

visions that cemented empire in the minds of the masses, thereby imperializing the 

observing laborers.  Ultimately the exhibitions acted as agents in the internal colonization 

efforts directed at the non-imperial, national working classes upon which the empire 

rested so heavily. 

The expanding power of the press and newspapers contributed significantly to the 

growth and popularity of the imperial exhibitions from the Great Exhibition in 1851 to 

the Wembley Empire Exhibition in 1924.
126

  Advertizing and well-read stories attracted 

the attention of a population entering an age of consumer culture where leisure and 

entertainment came to take up more and more time during the day.  In a study on the 

Illustrated London News itself, rather than the material covered in its pages, Peter W. 

Sinnema analyzes the agendas representing the nation through that paper.  Dynamics of 
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the Pictured Page: Representing the Nation in the Illustrated London News discusses the 

revolutionary power that the addition of pictures to text held over popular fascination.
127

  

Sinnema argues that the Illustrated London News mixed text and image in the effort to 

show and tell particular messages.  These mixtures reveal certain nationalistic impulses 

while the power of the media helped in the production of knowledge that reflected 

“truths” that the racial, political, and economic ideologies used to justify the imperial 

system validated European colonial expansion over the same period.
128

  The growth of 

newspapers responded to the expanding middle classes interest in asserting their position 

between the elites and the lower classes that were themselves undergoing transformation 

at the dawn of the modern age.  The power of the picture in the Age of Empire reflected 

itself in the print media of newspapers like the Illustrated London News.
129

  Pictures hold 

an innate ability to “speak” and form attitudes and create concepts of imperial power.  

The image captures an “objective” picture of a highly “subjective” nature/material.  

Newspapers and advertisements worked hand in hand with imperial elites in creating a 

groundswell of interest for the colonies in the working classes that could not realistically 

participate in the imperial endeavor by placing the imperial exhibitions in the 

imaginations and homes of readers. 

So what happened at the exhibitions that would enable the strengthening of the 

imperial and social hierarchies that dominated the imperial experience?  The 
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extravaganzas succeeded in combining entertainment, education, and trade fair that 

appealed to all segments of society.
130

  In the exhibitions, the upper classes saw the 

glories of national culture and power, the middle classes witnessed the fruits of growth of 

their own power and prestige in the industrialized and imperial world, while the lower 

classes were able to observe and be subsumed within the imperialized spaces provided by 

the buildings and pavilions on the grounds of the exhibition itself.
131

  The various 

imperial exhibitions provided a site for rational recreation, one that proved to be safe for 

the status quo while giving vent to the frustrations faced by the working classes in the 

imperial industrial world.  These impressive efforts at inclusion reflect a changing 

attitude in Victorian society towards the fair and working class leisure.
132

  The 

exhibitions came to take the place of the urban fairs for workers while the authorities 

could remove the patronizing hand of social control surrounding these events.  Further, 

the appeal that these shows generated provided the means whereby authorities could 

order working class society and include those groups to the broader ideologies of nation 

and empire that had so potently defined Britain‟s experience in the nineteenth century.
133

   

The masses were brought into the national and imperial framework through the 

educational and political intentions utilized in the exhibitions. 
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Taken on the whole, the exhibition experience in Britain revealed a very powerful 

political, economic, and social tendency toward imperialism.  The first of the major 

exhibitions, the Great Exhibition of 1851, lacked the overtly imperial connotations that 

the latter versions would come to effectively demonstrate.  The Royal Commission, led 

by Prince Albert and Henry Cole, designed the exhibition to glorify England‟s national 

industrial prowess.
134

  Charles Babbage, the main organizer of this the first major 

international exhibition, organized it in such a way as to promote trade among the nations 

of the world while also giving publicity for expanding knowledge and science during the 

Industrial Revolution, an age where Britain held undoubted superiority.
135

  The British 

Empire covered half of the exhibits displayed at the Crystal Palace.  On the day of its 

opening, May 1
st
 1851, The Times provided a veritable tour guided trip through the 

engineering marvel, highlighting several of the displays of interest.
136

  Although the 

Great Exhibition focused on the industrial nations of the world, the place of empire rested 

just below the surface. 

In Victorian Prism: Refractions of the Crystal Palace, a collection edited by 

James Buzard, Joseph W. Childers, and Eileen Gillooly, scholars analyze the impact of 

the Great Exhibition on the popular imagination at the dawn of the modern era and the 

role that the architectural wonder of the Crystal Palace played for the minds and the 

masses of the industrial world.  As previously stated, organizers portrayed the Great 
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Exhibition in 1851 not as a display of imperialism.  Instead, the exhibition became a 

representation of global progress.
137

  Through the willing participation of the 

international community and the immense popularity to the audiences, the Great 

Exhibition began an unofficial discussion on modernity that would evolve over the next 

seventy years or so into intensely popular but also highly constructed representations of 

imperialism.  The exhibition and the Crystal Palace that housed the fete encompassed 

multiple centers as the capital city of Britain transformed into the heart of modernity, 

industry, and empire.  However, the fundamental thread that formed the core of 

exhibitionists‟ intentions remained the attraction of the popular masses in attending the 

various exhibitions.  The ordinary citizen, isolated from most imperial considerations, 

could enter a space of consumption as the diverse products of industry and empire lay 

displayed before them, a space of perceived colonial participation as the people, cultures, 

and environment of the colonized world traveled back to London for the pleasure of the 

spectator, and a site of comparison that fostered a patriotic pride in nation and empire.
138

  

To the masses that made the industrial and imperial exhibitions profitable, the pavilions, 

buildings, and temporary palaces of the exhibitions allowed the empire to symbolically 

enter a real location within the metropole for all to see. 

Later exhibitions dropped the air of international cooperation and assumed 

imperial personalities more directly and overtly.  By 1886, the British Empire had grown 

significantly and accordingly the Colonial and Indian Exhibition reflected the growing 
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importance of empire to British identity.
139

  Again, in 1924, the Wembley Exhibition, the 

largest of the British exhibitions and the exhibition discussed in focus later, displayed the 

new found imperial gains in the Middle East granted to Britain as a result of the mandate 

system at the end of the First World War.  Finally, in 1951, the Festival of Britain 

evidenced the changing nature of Britain and the world; empire all but ceased to exist.  

These dates reveal important things about the development of British imperial rule.  In 

1851, Britain held the most extensive of imperial holdings, being the undisputedly most 

powerful nation on earth.  In 1886, an imperially resurgent France, a powerful German 

nation, and growing American commercial interests challenged British dominance.  By 

1924, although the British Empire held on to its most extensive holdings yet, England had 

been severely weakened by World War I and several of the colonies and dominions 

exercised significant degrees of autonomy in relation to the mother country.  Imperial 

fault lines became visible.  Ultimately, by 1951, the potent system of imperial control fell 

away, leaving only the Commonwealth and a fragile sense of goodwill holding the once 

vast empire together. 

The exhibitions between1850 and 1950 reflected the heightened imperial attitudes 

felt by the British nation.  The exhibitions themselves became sites promoting and 

justifying empire.
140

  Exhibitions brought the empire to the working classes in such a way 

as to introduce the masses, who had largely been defined by themselves and by other 

segments of society along class-based lines, with the growing economic importance of 
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the empire as the 19
th

 century progressed.  The spectacles intended to cast the empire, 

with its diverse cultural and ethnic make-up, as a single, unified economic unit.
141

  If the 

masses knew very little of British imperialism, the importance of the economy and the 

ready availability of resources feeding the industrial centers of Britain proved to be of 

immense influence in bringing imperial and class identities together within British 

working classes.  However, the exhibitions sought to do more than link the working class 

boroughs of London and the other major urban cities in Britain with the raw resources of 

Jamaica, Australia, or India economically.  If economic concerns dominated the 

intentions of the imperial spectacles, the exoticism and displays of “primitive art” would 

prove superfluous.  Rather, the great exhibitions of the period served imperial and 

political purposes, promoting the ideals of Western civilization and European power 

during the age of nationalism.
142

  The social hierarchies and taxonomies developed 

throughout the modern age found voice and form through these exhibitions, whose 

imperial artifacts and displays gloried in the ascendancy of Western civilization and 

celebrated the presence and power of the white man around the world.
143

 

Ultimately, the exhibitions succeeded most effectively in maintaining the 

spectatorial division between the British “Self” and the colonial “Other.”(Figure2)  The 

use of the tableau-vivant display, those of the native village or native artisans and 

vendors, pioneered by the French in the Paris Exposition of 1867 kept the colonial 
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“Other” within the gaze of the imperial metropolis throughout the period.
144

  The 

presence of the empire within the accessible but ordered spaces of imperial exhibitions 

provided an Orientalist escape for those unable to witness the empire itself on their own.  

The living displays that proved to be so popular reinforced the hierarchies and attitudes 

formulated by imperialists, providing “civilized” observers, even if they be members of 

the working classes, the chance to see the “wild and savage” participants and actors 

provided from the remotest reaches of the British Empire.
145

 

While the expositions exhibited the empire in spectacular display, the act of 

attending or visiting the shows and the appeal generated by them revealed the changing 

attitudes of imperial elites toward mass culture.  The imperial showcases intended to 

bring together the different segments of the imperial framework in an act of imperial 

participation (consumption).  The temptation of the working class, rural, foreign, and 

colonial visitors reflected the cosmopolitan nature of the English nation at the height of 

the imperial expansion.
146

  The variety of visitors that attended validated imperial rule in 

the eyes of the organizers of exhibition and empire.  The policies that moved from 

imperial center to periphery resulted in an empire that found reflection in the spectacle 

and display provided by the exhibitions that brought the furthest reaches of Britain‟s 

reach to the shores and city streets of England itself.  The Crystal Palace, the architectural 

and engineering masterpiece that housed the Great Exhibition in 1851, formed the 

centerpiece of the consumer culture surrounding the first of the major exhibitions.  Peter 
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Gurney‟s contribution to Victorian Prism, “A Palace of the People? The Crystal Palace 

and Consumer Culture in Victorian England,” discusses the expansion of working class 

consumption.  The growing popularity of spectacle gave elites the opportunity to 

celebrate formation of national identity through national and racial prestige but distance 

the working classes from proletarian revolution at the same time.
147

 

 If the great exhibitions can be seen as engines of internal colonization, then they 

achieved many successes.  Primarily the working classes, by and large, accepted the 

imperial vision presented through the colonial displays.  Over six million visitors 

attended the Great Exhibition while its doors were open.
148

  By 1924, that number rose to 

over 20 million visitors for the Wembley Exhibition (Figure 3).  The popularity of these 

imperial displays reveals the success that these expositions achieved at bringing the 

masses into a productive/consumptive participatory relationship with national and 

imperial culture.
149

  Even if the engagement remained cursory, showcasing the empire to 

the working classes through a funfair lens help to foster internal pride, to be read as 

national sentiment, and elevated international prestige, justifying empire at home and 

abroad.
150

  This, in turn, unified a disparate set of working classes into a coherent national 

group through leisure.
151

  The leisurely unification of the working classes through the 

experience of the exhibitions allowed the urban masses, many of whom labored to create 
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the industrial power exercised by Britain during the 19
th

 century, to witness the fruits of 

their labor as testament to the power and prestige of the British Empire. 

 With the Wembley Empire Exhibition in 1924, organizers intentionally courted 

mass appeal in the hopes that the exhibition would turn a profit.
152

  It failed to do this in 

its first year and organizers reopened the spectacle again in 1925.  The construction of a 

new stadium, intended for use during soccer matches, gave the Wembley Exhibition a 

stage for processions and ceremonies before huge crowds of the working classes, thereby 

introducing the masses to the spectacle of imperial display in a comfortable space of 

popular culture (Figures 4 and 5).  The inclusion of the stadium and an amusement park 

drew the masses into the imperial exhibition experience in an attempt to gloss over the 

major problems facing the empire following the First World War. 

The costs of empire strained the national purse already reeling from the massive 

costs of the recent war while many segments of British society, notably the lower classes, 

grew indifferent over their nation‟s imperial position.  Additionally, the empire itself 

began exhibiting fractures that grew deeper as several colonies developed anti-colonial 

national movements pushing for greater degrees of independence from Britain.  The 

settler dominions of Canada, Australia, and New Zealand all developed systems of self-

governance and began to desire more control over their foreign policies.  India, the 

Crown Jewel of the empire, organized around Mahatma Gandhi‟s non-violent campaign 

directed toward self-rule.  The Wembley Exhibition attempted to address these problems 
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facing the empire by portraying a sense of imperial unity and drawing the largest 

spectatorial crowds of all the imperial exhibitions organized by Britain.  Although the 

public seized upon the opportunity to engage in leisure by attending the Wembley 

Exhibition in record numbers, the imperial showcase succeeded to generate sufficient 

appeal in the mass public for imperial matters for another two decades.
153

  The issues and 

shifting realities of the 20
th

 century would prove too much for the British Empire to 

maintain the position it held for virtually the entire 19
th

 century.  Fundamentally, the 

Wembley Exhibition lacked the revolutionary character of the Great Exhibition in 

appealing to national or imperial sentiments but rekindled popular interest in world fairs 

in general.  In a period where American power and anti-colonial nationalist movement 

began to eclipse Europe‟s imperial status, a resurgence in the interest of world fairs 

allowed the exhibitions to reflect concerns for the future and deflect the criticisms of the 

social and imperial order of the day. 

The changing attitudes towards mass participation in imperial culture introduced 

earlier reflected the developments of the industrializing world.  Britain‟s status as the 

world‟s industrial leader faced new and stiff challenge as the century wore on.  As a 

result, imperial power and productive output required an engaged and enthusiastic work 

force producing the industrial goods that kept Britain in preeminence.  The Times, 

however, reveals the nature and intent of the powerful in including the laboring classes in 

the exhibitional displays:  

 
153

 Ibid.  Pg. 67 

Texas Tech University, Jonathan Strickland, May 2011



 

88 
 

By those untiring slaves to our will we are enabled to send 

back in a manufactured state, and with profit to ourselves, 

materials which we have collected from the most distant 

portions of the globe.  By their help we sustain the 

swarming populations of Lancashire and the West Riding, 

and in their right we take the lead among all the nations of 

the globe as the vanguard in that mechanical development 

with which, for good purposes or for evil, the tendencies of 

this age are so strongly impressed.
154

 

 

The industrial might of the British Empire came not from the laboring classes, but from 

the technological prowess and mechanical development of Britain‟s industrial sectors.  

Although the working classes were allowed to share in the imperial national space with 

the higher groups in society, admission to the imperial spectacle served a political 

purpose.  Only by permission of the powerful, granted through lowered admission prices 

and price schemes on the railroads, were the masses allowed entry into the British 

imperial “club.”  Inclusion into the imperial framework validated social order and 

imperial hierarchy by ceding national membership to the masses and appeasing class 

agitation. 

 The nationalization of the working classes brought a sense of imperial belonging 

to the masses by proximity and interaction.  The exhibitions did this by glorifying empire 

and domesticating the exotic of the colonial relationship.
155

  Imperial glory, as 

transmitted through public spectacle, attracted the favor of an otherwise ambivalent 
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working class attitude towards the expensive and very distant experience of empire 

(Figure 6).  Beginning with the Colonial and Indian Exhibition in 1886, the exoticism of 

empire took on a new form.  In addition to the manufactures, wares, and trinkets 

produced in the colonies, human showcases and native displays put imperial relationships 

into very tangible and visible terms.  The character of the colonial villages that were 

central features of the later imperial exhibitions (which were originated in French 

imperial expositions) displayed the colonizer/colonized or conqueror/conquered 

relationships in the imperial metropole as effectively as the actual political domination 

the British practiced in the colonial periphery itself.
156

  Western imperial culture took on 

a very visible role as a civilizing force around the world, embodying progress for both 

colonial subjects and imperial citizens in the metropole.  Exhibitions, with their union of 

modernity and imperialism, tied the empire to political, economic, and social 

advancement.
157

 

The exhibitions also made the different regions of a seemingly distant empire 

more familiar to a class of people who lacked a day to day exposure to imperial matters.  

By bringing the products and more importantly the native inhabitants and villages of the 

empire to London, the exhibitions offered the masses an opportunity to interact with 

imperial material on a personal basis. The displays offered the quaint, the savage, and the 

exotic elements of Britain‟s colonial empire to consumption by the populations at 

 
156

 Mackenzie, Propaganda and Empire. Pg. 113 
157

 Cannadine, Ornamentalism. Pg. 149 

Texas Tech University, Jonathan Strickland, May 2011



 

90 
 

home.
158

  This feature contextualized the vast and complex reality of an empire that 

ranged from the plantation colonies in the Caribbean to the economic and political 

markets of India to the settler dominions of Australia and Canada into a coherent and, if 

possible, understandable vision of imperial unity.  Also, the visitors, many of whom came 

from the distant reaches of the empire and various nations around the world, themselves 

built into the imperial spectacle as much as the displays showcased within the 

exhibitions.
159

  This, too, brought the empire together as subjects from various regions in 

the empire sought to witness other far-flung aspects of an unfamiliar empire.  Both 

viewing and displaying empire brought different people and cultures together, physically 

and psychologically, within the colonizing space of the exhibition.
160

  The exhibitions 

collapsed space and time within their highly biased and imperial spaces.
161

  The 

spectacles belied a sense of a timeless imperial experience and depicted the imperial 

coexistence of the past with the present and the primitive with the modern, essentially 

showing the union of East with the West under the banner of Western imperial 

domination (Figures 7 and 8). 

Northern Exposures:  Canada at the British Empire Exhibition 1924-1925 

“Today the Grand Tour is within reach of all, and the actual cost of it is just 

eighteenpence!”
162

  This statement opens the official visitor‟s guide for the Empire 
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Exhibition at Wembley and carries with it meaning concerning the themes I have outlined 

so far.  The opening of the empire for popular consumption at Wembley allowed for the 

conflation of the social and economic forces discussed throughout this thesis.  In the 

1920s, following the dramatic upheavals during the First World War, proponents of 

empire sought to normalize economic and other imperial relations.  The British Empire 

Exhibition, although first postulated before the war, gave the empire an impressive venue 

to re-establish the status quo antebellum.
163

  However, the geo-political shifts that 

emerged within the empire with the war forced a fundamental change in many of the 

systems used to justify the continuation of the empire.  Although the racial underpinnings 

of modern imperialism remained in effect for the Empire Exhibition (especially in the 

case of the “dependent” colonies), much of that system became muted in lieu of 

promoting the favor of a “commonwealth of British nations” that represented a 

significant shift in imperial policy. 

Until this point, I have discussed the imperial exhibitions in general terms and as 

periodic expressions of the modern ideologies that drove Britain‟s imperial expansion.  

Since, the British Empire Exhibition occurred during such a watershed period in imperial 

history, it carried important implications for the wider imperial system that it was to 

support.  The purpose of the exhibition, ”to stimulate trade, to strengthen the bonds that 

bind the Mother Country to her Sister States and Daughter Nations,”
164

 belies the 

recognition that changing global economics after the war ushered in significant change 
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for the unity of empire.  The Prince of Wales, himself instrumental in the organization of 

the Wembley exhibition, voiced this sentiment in the months preceding the spectacle.
165

  

With flowery rhetoric, an opening day article in The Times marked the beginning to the 

exhibition by evoking an “Imperial patriotism” by connecting the exertions of the recent 

war with the impressive efforts to organize such a massive imperial spectacle: 

”The spirit which responded with a magnificent generosity, 

unsurpassed in all the splendid pages of their story, to the 

dread summons of war (Great War) has in it that which, 

rightly touched, should make it answer with emulation as 

noble to the not less imperious demands of peace.”
166

 

 

Essentially, the British Empire Exhibition acted as a focal point, not necessarily unlike 

the threats to Great Britain posed by the war, for the solidification and unification of the 

various parts of the British Empire.  In the empire that emerged from the First World 

War, cooperation acted as much as colonial coercion in the continuation of the “unity” of 

the imperial system.
167

  The exhibition promoted that unity, framed however it may have 

been by imperial ideology, by courting that imperial patriotism and appealing “to those 

who seek to understand the measure of responsibility underlying their citizenship – in 

order that they may do what in them lies to advance the proper interests of the 

Motherland.”
168
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 While the concerns over economic unity provided the most overt reasons 

for organizing the exhibition, there were other motivations that played important and 

active parts in the spectacle.  A corollary to those concerns began to dominate the social 

and economic atmosphere within Britain.  Population saturation and unemployment in the 

mother country required immediate attention and an imperial solution.
169

  Inter-imperial 

immigration from Britain out to the empire could help to address the multifaceted issues 

facing the British Empire.
170

  With national movements emerging across the empire, 

Anglicization and imperial unity became the focus after war and inter-imperial 

immigration dealt with the two interlocking problems of colonies spinning away from the 

empire and reconstituting and strengthening the economic bonds of empire. In an 

interesting article covering “Canada Day” at Wembley on July 24, 1924, The Times 

provides some insight into Canadian social life and desires for Anglicization.
171

  British 

norms remained a significant influence over Canadian social life.  At Wembley, 

advocates of imperial settlement found a great recruiting tool to promote inter-imperial 

immigration.
172

  Additionally, an opening day advertisement in The Times promoted the 

opportunities for British migrants in Canadian agricultural and domestic work, as well as 

for British business and industry, which has been discussed previously.
173

  The Canadian 
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example bridges both problems outlined above, and thus provides an important 

perspective from which empire and nation, as well as economic relations and political 

allegiance, may be analyzed through the British Empire Exhibition.  

By the 1920s, the development of national identity in the Canadian case may also 

be added to this mix and Canada‟s role in the Wembley exhibition should not be 

understated.  The expenditure spent for the Canadian contribution alone amounted to 

$1,000,000 (Canadian).
174

 That amount paired with the size of the pavilion and scope of 

the displays evidences Canada‟s willing participation in the imperial spectacle.  

Participation would not be enough, however.
175

  The Canadian Parliament voted to 

officially sanction the dominion‟s contribution at the British Empire Exhibition, meaning 

that the representations of Canada at Wembley were those that Canada and Canadians 

chose to present to the empire.  Wembley gave Canadian interests an open stage to 

demonstrate their position, as they viewed it, within the broader British Empire. 

  Canada actively sought to solidify those imperial ties that connected the colonies 

to the mother country.  Sixty years after gaining self-governing dominion status and 

following significant “national” contributions in two wars (the Great War and the Boer 

War), Canada could have spun away from Britain‟s imperial orbit, especially noting the 

expansion of America‟s influence in Canada.
176

  As previously discussed, although any 
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major efforts toward the political annexation of Canada by the United States ended in the 

decades following confederation, America‟s exploding economic influence over the late 

19
th

 century continued to expand into the dominion and tie the daughter nations of empire 

together economically.  Free-trade, it would seem, served a three-fold purpose.
177

  First, 

the United States and Great Britain, the rivals-who-would-turn-partners, began to draw 

closer in strategic terms while simultaneously solidifying Britain‟s economic power 

through economic policy.  More importantly for Canadian development, the impact of 

Britain‟s recognition of America‟s growing power and expanded influence in Canada 

allowed Canada to develop a more autonomous path between the two other nations.  Yet, 

by the 1920s, Canada remained an active participant in the imperial endeavor and 

relinquished outright and total independence in favor of rebuilding a commonwealth of 

nations within a transformed empire. 

The expressions of Canadian identity, and ultimately allegiance, displayed in the 

British Empire Exhibition at Wembley articulated the position that Canada had 

formulated in the decades between confederation and the beginning of the exhibition in 

April, 1924.
178

  ”Canada has wrought marvelously at Wembley; no country had 
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approached the Exhibition with greater determination to express a message with the 

maximum of emphasis and coherence,” a message in unequivocal terms declared that 

Canada would continue to remain in the imperial union.
179

  These sentiments echoed 

earlier statements made by G. M. Wrong concerning Canada and the British Empire.
180

  

Declaring autonomy for Canada, even before the Great War, “Canadian Nationalism and 

the Imperial Tie” outlines some of the reasons why Canada remained part of the empire 

at a time when the nation could have moved away from Britain.  Recognizing some of the 

shifting trends and relations within the imperial structure, Wrong asserts a position that 

the continued Anglo-Canadian bond in the empire emerged from the idea that: 

“why should not peoples of the same origin, with similar 

modes of political thought, with institutions closely related, 

remain linked together for the benefit of all? They would 

certainly never war on each other. Peaceful intercourse 

would be their ideal, they could aid in promoting each 

other's trade, and their weight in the councils of the world 

would be a unit. This is the present theory of the British 

empire-a league of free states acting together for their 

common interest.”
181

 

 

At least as far as the Dominions, including Canada, were concerned, the British Empire 

was turning to an association of strategic interests based on economic considerations and 

some of those lingering racial ideas that influenced earlier imperial systems. 

 
characterized b the majority of the historiography of the last thirty years.  I must agree with these 

conclusions. 
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 Additionally, there were grander motivations felt by Canadian advocates than 

national autonomy within the empire.  These designs moved beyond mere nationalism 

and embraced a more or less imperialistic ideology.  Remaining in the empire, it was 

hoped, would lead to “Canada‟s bearing her share of Britain‟s burdens.”  These thoughts 

were followed by more explicit evocations of a Canadian role in the governing of the 

empire as: 

“I (G.M. Wrong) hope that the tie with Britian (sic) may 

lead Canada to share this burden, and that we shall before 

long have highly trained young Canadians employed in the 

great task of governing India. I know not what indiscretion 

I may be guilty of when I say that I have always been glad 

that the United States assumed the task of governing an 

oriental people. To me it seems the highest type of 

missionary work that a great free state should try to educate 

another people in its own modes of thought. I am proud to 

think that my own country may some day have its share in 

such tasks.”
182

 

 

Even in the colonies, it would seem, imperial racism continued to influence ideas of 

colonial governance, at least as far as the control over the “dependent” regions of the 

empire were concerned. 

So far, I have discussed how Canadians viewed themselves within the empire 

during the end of the long 19
th

 and early 20
th

 centuries, and now I turn to look at the ways 

that Canada sought to portray itself back to the empire through the lens of the British 
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Empire Exhibition.  The artwork presented by Canadian artists, especially the 

contributions of the Group of Seven artists, provides one of the more interesting 

expressions of Canadian identity made during the exhibition.
183

  Much of the impression 

made by the Group of Seven landscapes reconnects the early-20
th

 century reality in 

Canada to the colonial “ideal” wilderness, discussed in Chapter Two, on an ephemeral 

level, and untamed Canadian landscapes continued to figure large in self-conceptions of 

many advocates of Canadian identity. 

The sentiment expressed through Canada‟s displays suggested an allegiance to the 

empire and underscored the connections between the imperial center and the overseas 

dominion, where the “‟Lion‟s whelps‟ in this portion of our far-flung Dominion over the 

sea have not forgotten the Motherland, with all its glorious traditions, from which they 

have sprung.”
184

  Canada‟s contributions to the exhibition reflected this allegiance within 

the empire in many ways.  The Canadian pavilion showcased the roles that the Dominion 

played within the empire based on material resources.  Like the other dominions and 

dependencies, the natural wealth of Canada figured largely in the central section of the 

pavilion.
185

  Canadian resources served an important role to an empire that sought to 

redefine itself along the economic lines that connected the material wealth of the colonies 

and dominions to the engines of British industry that had built the empire in the first 
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place.  Canada‟s stores of grain fed the empire‟s hungry while vast lumber and mineral 

resources helped to contribute to imperial industry as well as local manufactures.  

Therefore, the development of Canada not only benefited the dominion but also opened 

up new markets for British and other imperial economic interests, and the marketing of 

Canada through the Empire Exhibition provided an interesting opportunity to promote the 

dominion to a wide imperial audience. 

The Canadian exhibition also included displays of Canadian industrial 

manufacturing, illuminating some striking transformations within the colonial 

relationship between Great Britain and her daughter nation.  The discussion of Canada‟s 

economic and industrial development continuously recognized the presence of the three-

way economic relationship between the United States and Britain within Canada.
186

  The 

display of Canadian industry evidenced the tendencies present in some of the imperial 

(economic) agendas promoting the development of colonial markets.  Although British 

investment went largely to the white dominions while the empire continued to extract the 

material wealth from the non-white dependent colonies, much of the rhetoric of the 

Wembley exhibition sought to portray the empire as an economic benefit to all regions 

under colonial authority.
187

  The demonstrations of Canadian identity and produce at the 
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Empire Exhibition proved, at least in the imperial view, that the empire provided 

beneficial effects for those colonies overseas. 

Since the exhibitions, as has been discussed, conflated modernity, progress, and 

development through the empire, the contributions of dominions and dependencies alike 

must be view through that lens as well.  Canada‟s pavilion, perhaps more so than any 

other dominion, sought to claim a position in the vanguard of imperial progress.
188

  

Railway, that long-time character in imperial history that helped to usher in modernity to 

the vast and primitive reaches of the empire, figured largely in the expansion of Canadian 

authority in North America.  The railroad blazed the path of development across the vast 

distances of Canada‟s prairies, mountains, and wilderness, and mirrored the extension of 

imperial control around the globe.  The centrality of Canadian wilderness in the 

formulation of Canadian identity played no insignificant role in this debate between 

primitive and progress, wilderness and agricultural landscape, and colony and nation. 

In conclusion, set during a period of uncertainty in the history of the British 

Empire, the Empire Exhibition at Wembley portrayed a complex face to the wider world.  

Of the many messages coming from the exhibition, the relaxation of imperial authority 

and recognition of dominion autonomy prove to be some of the most interesting.  The 

British Empire, glutted with new territories gained in the mandates of the post-World 

War I “peace” agreements, stood at the apex of its global power and sought to 

demonstrate its position and prestige through the largest of the British exhibitions in the 
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history of the empire.  However, the exportation of British cultural and political norms to 

much of the empire through the exercise of imperial power, notably to Canada and the 

other dominions, equipped those regions that were allowed to develop with the political, 

economic, and nationally ideological tools of self-rule.  Perhaps Ferguson‟s musings in 

his introduction to Empire and the evolution of the empire in the twentieth century 

deserve renewed academic focus.  However, I must leave that to later students and 

scholarship. 
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Figure 2 Native representation at the Wembley Empire Exhibition, Illustrated London 

News (24 May, 1924): 934 

 

 

Figure 3 Record attendance at Wembley, Illustrated London News (14 June, 1924): 1124 
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Figure 4 Royal arrival at Wembley, Illustrated London News (26 April, 1924): 751 

 

Figure 5 Soccer match at Wembley, note the barriers preventing spectators from entering 

the pitch, Illustrated London News 
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Figure 6 Imperial shipping routes in the Eastern Hemisphere, Illustrated London News 

(24 May, 1924): 939 

 

Figure 7 Canadian Pavilion at Wembley, Illustrated London News (24 May, 1924): 970 
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Figure 8 Indian pavilion at Wembley, Illustrated London News (24 May, 1924): 970 
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Chapter V 

Conclusion 

The spaces within the exhibition grounds reflected the imperial agendas outlining 

the relationships between Britain and the colonies around the world.  Although many of 

the pavilions and displays showcased exquisitely designed detail, the exhibitions had a 

simple message.  The empire contributed to Britain‟s self-perceived prestige as much as it 

reflected to the rest of the world Britain‟s colonial power.  Those that had settled the 

colonies of Canada, Australia, and New Zealand contributed as much, if not as exotically, 

as the colonies in India, Asia, and Africa.  Although the expositions sought to familiarize 

the British with the exotic facets of empire, observer and observed remained relationally 

distant.  Paul Greenhalgh, in his impressive work on the international exhibitions 

following the Great Exhibition, Ephemeral Vistas, succinctly describes the effect that the 

spectacles had on the imperial populations witnessing the displays: “Lodged peculiarly 

between high and popular culture, displays of colonial peoples legitimized imperial 

conquest across a remarkably broad spectrum, justifying European expansion without 

troubling the minds of the spectators with economic or military factors.”
189

  The display 

of colonial subjects served to distance imperial British populations from the colonized 

tribal and primitive subject matter observed.  The juxtaposition of colonial cultures and 

nature cemented imperial attitudes regarding the ability, or rather disability, of natives to 
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self-governance.
190

  However, the act of colonization and the colonial mask presented in 

the exhibitions differed in tone.  The exploitative nature of imperial control conveniently 

found no representation in the display of colonial prestige.
191

  

The exhibitions provided a sense of normalcy, casting the empire as a natural 

outgrowth of the British experience.  The very character of the exhibitions intended to 

conflate nation with empire and middle class participation with massive popular 

appeal.
192

  By tying the imperial endeavor to the long history of the English nation 

visibly, the economic, social, and moral justifications of empire could be more easily 

accepted.
193

  British society transformed into a decidedly imperial form during the latter 

part of the 19
th

 century as imperial culture manifested itself more prominently and 

powerfully through the development of the exhibitions.  Culturally speaking, the 

exhibitions played very pivotal roles in introducing the invisible or distant presence of 

empire to the segments of society beneath the imperial elites.
194

  As powerful 

imperializing entities, the exhibitions succeeded in providing collective fantasy to 

visitors.  The pseudo-compromise embedded in the act of consuming colonial display 

weaned the masses away from organized class agitation and demands for greater degrees 
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of imperial participation.
195

  The organizational power orchestrated by “taking in the 

exhibition,” (lowered admission prices, railway price schemes, social understanding of 

proper behavior, and most importantly, the presence of the police) disciplined the 

behaviors of the working class spectator by the sheer scope of group identity and by 

spectacle.  The displays came off in such a way as to serve the dual purpose of claiming 

middle class respectability while appealing to working class notions of popular 

entertainment.
196

 

Elements of Ben-Ghiat‟s analysis of Fascist culture in Mussolini‟s Italy find 

precedent in the cultural manifestations of imperial Britain‟s exhibitions of the latter half 

of the 19
th

 century.  Culture, when utilized by hegemonic elites, becomes a political tool 

that can shape the identities and allegiances of attendant consumers.
197

  The imperial 

exhibitions used the power of culture to transform British working class culture and 

identities as well as to represent the empire to the working classes that came to witness 

the spectacles.  There were elements within the nation that opposed British imperial 

efforts.  Middle class intellectuals disliked the largely conservative basis that so heavily 

influenced the empire‟s economic policies, racial categorization, and social hierarchies.
198

  

However, the economic and political hegemonic elites marginalized the intellectual 

opponents of empire as evidenced by the expansion of imperial thought and holdings 

throughout the 1800s.  The power of the exhibitions bridged the divide presented by 
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intellectual criticism and garnered the widespread support of mass popularity.
199

  As 

such, the great imperial spectacles from the Great Exhibition at least to the Wembley 

Exhibition proved to be one of the great engines of popular imperialism, reflecting the 

empire to Britain‟s internal colonies in the working classes. 

Exhibitions provided pro-imperial forces a venue not only where empire could be 

displayed, but also a site well-suited to instruct visitors on imperial thought.  The 

educative prospects of the great colonial exhibitions allowed the imperialized visitors the 

opportunity to do more than just see the empire.  The use of tour guidebooks, pamphlets, 

display placards, and other sources of written material allowed spectators to learn of the 

empire in an act of consumptive leisure.  Power groups within Great Britain recognized 

the value and merits of providing an imperial education to the largely non-imperial 

masses at home due to the naturalizing effects it had on the presence of empire in Britain 

and on imperial identity.
200

  Imperial hierarchies and visible manifestations of the 

“Other” dominated the colonial displays with specific moral and cultural messages.  The 

messages informed the observing masses on the constructions of identities that formed 

the justification of imperial expansion.  Exhibition of the colonial “Other” helped to 

create and order an idea of difference within the non-imperial segments of the 

metropolis.
201

  The creation of the primitive colonial perception within the metropolis 

established the set of racial and social status markers that organized the natural and 

imperial world during the last few decades of the 19
th

 century. 
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More practically, exhibitions presented imperial education on a less ethereal level 

as well.  Learning about the empire through the spectacle and mock realism of the 

displays proved to be one of many features that attracted the attention of the masses that 

frequented the expositions.  The Times, heralding the diversity and spectacular of the 

Great Exhibition on May 2, 1851, the day following the opening ceremonies, admonished 

all to attend and to not miss the opportunity afforded by the exhibition, stating “All ages 

therefore will find it to their advantage to go to school for the season in Hyde Park.”
202

  

The emphasis on academic-styled education in the exhibitions reflected the gradual 

change in industrial Britain concerning education.  The advances of the Industrial 

Revolution required a pool of laborers with a certain degree of education to keep Britain 

the most productive nation in the world.  The educative elements found in imperial 

display reflected the growing importance of education in Western societies.
203

  

Education, through the popular experience of the exhibitions, opened the door for 

propaganda to solidify the attitudes promoted by the imperialized spaces within the 

exhibitional boundaries. 

Guidebooks introduced visitors to funfair and exhibition since the invention of the 

printing press, but agendas concerning the defense of imperial expansion and 

representation utilized the widespread expansion of printed materials after 1850 to drive 

home imperial opinions through exhibitions.  These showcases brought together official 
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and commercial interests to promote empire through propaganda.
204

   Powerful imperial 

and profit motives coalesced into large scale production of imperial guidebooks, 

postcards bearing colonial detritus, photographs of colonial monuments, and knick-

knacks and trinkets emulating imperial products.  Beginning with the Colonial and Indian 

Exhibition of 1886, the widespread use of advertisements attracted the attendance of 

many visitors.
205

  Within the exhibition space, the displays, as discussed, justified and 

propagandistically defended empire.
206

  The constructed nature of the displays 

intentionally portrayed the colonial as something to be controlled and dominated, as 

constitutionally unable to lead and represent itself. 

As venues that attracted both middle and upper class support and mass appeal, the 

exhibitions showcasing empire during the second half of the 19
th

 century served as one of 

the preeminent methods justifying British imperialism used by imperial forces within 

Britain.  By characterizing the empire in both familiar and exotic terms, exhibitions 

generated a sense of understanding and perceived familiarity with the imperial periphery 

while maintaining the power of the spectacle in making empire a popular idea in the 

hearts and minds of the masses that lacked any real access to the political levers of the 

empire.  The working classes gained access to highly rigid and hierarchical systems by 

participating with and actively consuming imperial attitudes within the imperialized 

spaces found at the exhibitions.  The act of consumption brought the masses into the 

imperial hierarchy, placed somewhere between the imperial colonizer and the colonized 
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periphery, but separate from both.  In effect, the exhibitions provided imperial power 

access to internal (English) colonies that required alternative methods of national 

colonization than that found in the imperial periphery.  Domestic colonization worked by 

bringing the masses into the power relationships and structural framework of an imperial 

agenda aimed at securing an empire upon which the sun never set.  The conflation of 

national and imperial matters with venues of popular leisure through the extension of 

economic systems worked quite effectively through the exhibitions as organizers were 

able to influence a variety of population groupings with a broad array of economic, 

social, and cultural machinations. 

As we have seen, the exhibitions, especially the Wembley exhibition, allowed 

certain groups within the empire like Canada a measure of independence to define 

themselves in the imperial hierarchy. Advocates of Canadian identity utilized the 

opportunities presented in these exhibitions to endorse their particular brands of Anglo-

Canadian nationalism within the imperial showcases.  Much of the power of imperialism 

rested on the presence of colonial difference, and the cultural difference between 

metropole and colony in the case of Canada was slight.  Noting the tendency in the 

British Empire to ease restrictions in colonies that developed those institutions that 

mirrored British models, the political and cultural proximity between Britain and Canada 

allowed Canadian national identity to develop relatively unimpeded.  I would argue that 

the development of dominion nationalism such as in the case of Canada created a third, 

less discussed entity between the “Self-Other” dichotomy imposed by imperialism that I 

would call “Other Self.”  Although they remained a subaltern group beneath imperial 
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administrators sent around the world from Britain, Canadians and other Creole colonial 

elites around the empire enjoyed a privileged status among Britain‟s colonial subjects and 

were recognized as acceptable substitutes in their colonies and dominions of origin.  The 

imperial exhibitions allowed Canadians the venue to display their “in-between” status, 

the notion very much intended as Bhabha asserted in his discussions on interstitial 

cultural spaces in The Location of Culture.  Therefore, these exhibitions acted as a series 

of looking glasses that focused and distorted the realities present in the imperial systems 

that were displayed in their pavilions, and were used by organizers to advance particular 

imperial and national agendas when the opportunities arose. 

Looking forward, I aim to expand this topic into a study on the national-imperial 

duality present in both North American daughters of the British Empire.  The expansion 

of American and Canadian influence across the continent, including relations with native 

populations, reflected Britain‟s imperial advances around the world.  While Canada‟s 

expansion also extended Britain‟s nominal influence in North America, the subtle 

influences of national sentiment must not be ignored under the wider scope of imperial 

relations across the continent.  Both American and Canadian cases, where both entities 

shared many political and cultural commonalities with each other as well as with Britain, 

demonstrate the inner compatibility of nation and empire, and while the history of the late 

eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries reveals the many tensions between these 

neighbors, the two would ultimately engage in a relationship based on competitive 

cooperation until the United States emerged in the middle of the twentieth century as the 

most influential power on the global stage.  My next project will pick up where this thesis 
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leaves off, analyzing the Canadian contributions to the British exhibitions but also 

looking at their American counterparts in such important instances as Chicago in 1893.  

Not only will the ideologies present in the expositions be reviewed, but I will begin 

taking the exhibitions themselves apart in an analysis of the act of organizing the 

messages, images, displays, and pavilions.  It will be, to borrow the phrase, a journey 

through the looking glass. 
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