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National identity is often presented as a dialectical production 
of society and history, ignoring the importance of space in 
the social production of identities. Following the “spatial turn” 
literature of Edward Soja and the Los Angeles school of urban 
theory, my research resituates the study of identity in Canada and 
Québec into what Soja terms the “ontological trialectic” of society, 
history and space by examining the role of the built environment 
in forming and sustaining national identity in Québec during the 
Quiet Revolution. I call this process the spatialization of identity 
and further posit that it occurs both endogenously through the 
discursive process of shaping and being shaped by everyday 
experience of the city and exogenously through state control over 
spatial disciplines, especially urban planning and architecture. 
While the second category includes mega-projects like Expo 
’67, the first is shaped by individual actors and includes many 
smaller scale interventions and experiences. As such, Expo can 
be seen as a contested space, exhibiting top-down and bottom-
up expressions of both separatist-Québécois and federalist-
Canadian identities, serving as a celebration of Canadian unity in 
addition to proof of Québec’s preparedness to join the community 
of nations.
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“This is the decade to be in Montréal.”
(Desbarats June 26, 1964)

In a 1964 editorial for the Montreal Star entitled “This Decade 
Belongs to Montreal”, Peter Desbarats writes of the “rapid changes” 
occurring in the city. He writes of the “angry speeches, student 
demonstrations, isolated outbreaks of terrorism” but also of the 
emergent Québécois culture  “being fashioned into a new urban 
way of life” (Desbarats June 26, 1964). The 60s were a turning 
point, for both Montréal and Québec. The city “long repressed 
and depressed” was “dynamically re-imagined” (Lortie 2004: 15) 
while the French speaking population of the province “assert[ed] 
itself,” having a “new appreciation of [their] political and economic 
strength” (Desbarats June 26, 1964). This study examines the 
links between the development of a Québécois national identity 
and urban development in 1960s Montréal. 

 Though the study is situated, geographically, on the 
northeastern part of the North American continent, it began for me 
almost ten years ago and several thousand miles away.  At the 
time, I was living in Berlin, Germany, and, although I had grown 
up in a central city in the American Midwest, Berlin presented a 
completely different urban environment than I was used to. As my 
interest in urban studies increased, I began to become aware of 
the huge volume of literature surrounding the political meaning 
inherent or implied in Berlin’s urban space. Balfour (1990), Ladd 
(1997), Wise (1998), Till (2005) and Jordan (2006) are just some 
examples of academics who have investigated and interpreted 

Introduction



 6 Introduction

Berlin’s urban space in light of the political trends of the twentieth 
century.

 Upon returning to the United States to continue my 
studies, I was surprised that, outside of a few contexts, there was 
so little written about the national importance of the political and 
sociological meanings behind urban space.1  In my opinion, this 
lack of literature represents a blind spot in two different fields. 
On the one hand, it represents a failure of social scientists to 
consider space as an active participant in the formation of social 
relationships (Soja 1996); on the other, a failure of spatial scientists 
(architects, urban planners and geographers) to consider the 
importance of political and sociological debates on national 
identity in their interpretations of urban development. 

  My interest piqued, I began looking for a case study site. 
I had always been more interested in the metropolis, the cultural 
and economic center of a nation, than in the national capital. 
Additionally, I wanted to study a country where the metropolis 
and national capital were not the same city, which ruled out many 
places, especially former colonies, where political power and 
sites of economic extraction are so often centralized. 

 As I searched, I became increasingly interested in stateless 
nations, those people groups who are more or less institutionally 
complete, culturally or linguistically distinct and possess a self-
conscious knowledge of their national heritage, but, for one reason 
or another, do not have an “independent” state structure. Even 
more so, I was interested in stateless nations within developed 
democracies. This list includes Scotland, Wales, Catalonia, 
Euskadi (the Basque Country), Québec and Puerto Rico among 
many others. 

 Foremost in my decision to study a stateless nation in a 
democracy was the unique status that is provided to territory that 
the minority nation can control through democratic processes. In 
1  The literature on Berlin is among the richest. As is the case with 
Berlin, much of this sort of literature focuses on national capitals (Vale 2008). 
Other examples include work on Brasília (Holston 1989)  and Israel (Segal, 
Tartakover and Weizman 2003, Weizman 2007). 
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many cases, this may include a state or province, but in almost 
all it includes municipalities. As such, cities can be an important 
space of political empowerment for these people groups.

 In the end, my final decision to study Québec was as much 
about accessibility as anything else: it was close enough for me 
to visit often for a reasonable price. At the same time, a study of 
Montréal, and with it, Québec and Canada, proved to be fortuitous  
for a number of reasons. First, much more so than its neighbor to 
the south, Canada is an “urban nation” (Artibise 1988).  Therefore, 
“virtually all the fundamental issues of Canadian life are evident 
in the urban areas” (Artibise 1988: 239). Second, one of the main 
periods of the development of Québécois national identity also 
corresponded exactly a period of major urban restructuring in the 
province’s (and, at the time the country’s) largest city. 

 As such, Montréal became the perfect setting for this study, 
which examines the role of urban space in forming and sustaining 
Québécois national identity in the period of the Quiet Revolution, 
1960-1970.2  I approach this research through one main research 
question, followed by several others that stem from it. 

Most generally, what theoretical frameworks are needed 
to approach the question of identity in the built environment in 
Québec? Although there exists a significant literature regarding 
Québécois Identity and the built environment in Montréal, there is 
seldom an overlap between the two. How can the gap be bridged? 
These issues will be addressed in the first chapter through the 
work of Edward Soja and Henri Lefebvre.

Each of the following chapters will take up a series of issues that 
stems from that of the first. In the second chapter, I examine how 
the federal and provincial governments view their citizen/subjects 
and what sort of identity did those various levels of government 
hope to produce spatially. I hypothesize that the state sought 
2 Although there seems to be little consensus on the exact period of 
the Quiet Revolution, it is defined here as the period from the election of 
Jean Lesage to the Premiership in June of 1960 to the October Crisis, during 
which the Front de liberation du Québec kidnapped several government of-
ficials leading to the suspension of civil rights in Québec, in October of 1970.
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to produce idealized subjects through spatial discourses and 
interventions. Since Québec and Canada, as two differentiated 
state structures, will have differing views of who constitutes an 
ideal subject, spatial interventions are likely to play confusing and 
contested roles. 

In the third chapter, I examine how the experience of urban 
space shapes identity. I posit that the experience of urban space 
was the major force in creating a radical post-colonial discourse in 
Québec which led to a desire to “reconquer” the urban spaces of 
Montréal which, in turn, influenced the development of the 1960s 
megaprojects in the city and were instrumental in creating a self-
confident Québécois people who were recognized internationally 
and in re-branding Montréal as Francophone space. 

In the final chapter, I examine the role of modernism and 
megaprojects in 1960s Québécois identity. I hypothesize that 
the architecture of 1960s Montréal and especially of Expo ’67 
was deliberately Avant Garde modernist as a style in order to 
encourage “modernism” as a social practice among the Québécois 
and to promote Québec abroad. 

It is my intention that these questions will serve as a relevant 
framework for better understanding urban development in 
the 1960s in Montréal and, by extension, into the beginning of 
the 21st century, as Montréal once again experiences a major 
renaissance (Burke 2008: 18).   



Introduction
Part One



 “We are a nation because we have a culture.”
(Handler and Linnekin 1984: 277)

“… (the) history-society link has too often been conceptualized in 
the form of an all-inclusive ontological and epistemological dyad… 
Spatiality in nearly all its forms is unproblematically silenced, 
pushed to the periphery, to the margins of critical intellectual 

inquiry.” 
(Soja 1996: 72) 

Urban space plays a significant role in structuring social 
relations as both a mirror of society and a tool that forms it. Yet, 
outside of simplistic one to one relationships between symbolic 
representations and the urban fabric,1  we have yet to understand 
more fully the role that the built environment plays in forming 
and sustaining the complexities of national identities, especially 
outside of national capitals.2  

Although there exists a substantial literature on the social 
and historical production of national identity, much less attention 
has been paid to the role that space plays in the construction of 
identity. As the quote at the beginning of this chapter points out, 
the social sciences have tended to privilege history and society 
while space is “peripheralized into the background as reflection, 
container, stage, environment or external constraint upon human 
behavior and social action” (Soja 1996: 71). 

In this chapter, I will examine the relevant literature on the 
1  A glass wall symbolizing democracy, for example.
2  For a discussion of national capitals, see Vale 2008.

Space, History and Society in Québec Iden-
Chapter One
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social/historical construction of national identity next to that of the 
emerging literature on the social production of space. While a 
significant portion of this chapter will be in the form of a theoretical 
discussion, I will attempt to ground my arguments in the specific 
context of Québec identity throughout.  The chapter will also 
be structured around Edward Soja’s concept of an “ontological 
trialectic.”  

Soja builds the concept of the trialectic off of the belief of Henri 
Lefebvre that dialectical, bifurcated thought is not enough, rather, 
“Il y a toujours l’Autre” (Soja 1996: 7).3 It is “a statement of what 
the world must be like in order for us to have knowledge of it” 
(Soja 1996: 70). In the ontological trialectic - Sociality, Historicality 
and Spatiality - or their lower-case equivalents society, history 
and space, combine to present a representation of existence. As 
mentioned above, the social sciences have often used a Historicality/
Sociality dialectic, while ignoring or dismissing Spatiality, while the 
spatial disciplines: architecture, urban planning and geography, 
have often failed to engage meaningfully with social and historical 
processes (Soja 1996: 70-73). Soja argues instead that the three 
“moments” of the trialectic “cannot successfully be understood 
in isolation or epistemologically privileged separately… (Soja 
1996: 72). At the heart of this argument is the idea that each of 
the three concepts has an ability to act on each other in either 
direction. In other words, one must not only accept that society 
and history produces space but also that space has the ability to 
produce society and history in a way that is not environmentally 
deterministic. Indeed, once one accepts that social relations, 
history and space are all socially constructed, environmental 
determinism becomes a conceptual impossibility. What remains 
is the ability of the social construction of space to shape society. 
My argument is not that urban space has shaped national identity 
or vice versa, but that both are produced socially in a reciprocal 
relationship to each other. 

3  “There is always the Other.” Translations (and any mistakes), unless 
noted, are mine, and will appear in the footnotes.
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As is suggested above, many, if not most, scholars tend to work 
in only one of the three “moments” of the ontological trialectic. 
The remainder of this chapter will be structured around each 
of these “moments” and will examine, in detail, the theoretical 
framework of each in relation to Québec identity, beginning with 
culture/society, moving on to history and finally settling in space. 
Throughout, connections will be drawn to each of the others. 

Sociality

Unlike Canadian political scientist Will Kymlicka, who holds that 
“a culture” and “a nation” can be used synonymously, I do not use 
the terms interchangeably (Kymlicka 1995: 18). A culture, in my 
formulation, is a set of social relationships, held intergenerationally 
or by choice, by any group, whether religious, ethnic or simply 
through shared lifestyle or musical taste. My definition of a Nation, 
on the other hand, is extremely close to Kymlicka’s definition of a 
culture/nation/people as “an intergenerational community, more 
or less institutionally complete, occupying a given territory or 
homeland, sharing a distinct language and history” but with the 
important caveat that each element in that description is a socially 
constructed reality (Kymlicka 1995: 18). Here we have all of the 
elements of Soja’s trialectic: Sociality, Historicality and Spatiality, 
all combining to produce a definition of nationhood. Nations have 
culture(s), but culture(s) do not necessarily have nations. For both 
group members and outsiders, nationhood and culture usually 
appear obvious, but difficult to define. Many Anglo-Canadians 
would dispute Québec’s claim to nationhood, but would not reject 
the idea that Québec has its own culture, conflating nationhood 
instead with a third term: statehood. Indeed, attempts have been 
made to solve Canada’s “Québec Problem” by advocating for a 
nationalism that uses Québec’s distinctiveness to “differentiate 
Canada from the United States” (Mackey 2002: 63). Within this 
framework, nationhood and statehood are logical equivalents, 
or, as the old joke goes, a nation is a culture with an army. The 
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reality, of course, is that few, if any, states today are nation-states. 
(Kymlicka 1995: 11-17). 

While the definition of nation given above provides a valuable 
framework for thinking about nationhood, it should not be assumed 
that an idea of a nation is monolithic or unchanging. “Nationalism 
in Quebec is not a unitary social fact, and nationalist ideologies 
have varied and proliferated in relation to changing historical 
and sociopolitical circumstances” (Handler and Linnekin 1984: 
277).  Indeed, it is within a period of worldwide historical and 
sociopolitical change, the 1960’s, that this study is set. There are, 
however, certain pillars of Québec identity that have remained 
relatively important throughout Québec’s history. Referred to as 
le patrimoine, these national cultural institutions and traditions 
provide an important basis for what it means to be Québécois.4 
Among the most important are the French Language (Bouchard 
2008, Nadeau and Barlow 2006) and the Catholic religion, while 
secondary symbols include rural life and the winter.  Anthropologist 
Claudio Lomnitz calls these symbols “national totems” (Lomnitz 
2005: 11). 

The Invention of Tradition (Hobsbawm and Ranger 1983), has 
shown that even the most cherished of national symbols, such 
as the Scottish kilt, are often inventions, historically retrofitted to 
appear as timeless traditions (Roper 1983: 15-41). According to 
Hobsbawm and Ranger, these traditions 

belong to three overlapping types: a) those establishing 
or symbolizing social cohesion or the membership of 
groups, real or artificial communities, b) those establishing 
or legitimizing institutions, status or relations of authority, 
and c) those whose main purpose was socialization, the 
inculcation of beliefs, value systems and conventions of 
behaviour (Hobsbawm and Ranger: 1983: 9).

These three types can be clearly seen in the four “totems” 
4  Best translated as “heritage” in English.
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suggested above. In fact, in every case, each totem can be seen 
to overlap all three. 

As an example, I will examine winter, perhaps one of Québec’s 
most interesting national totems.5  With geographical (lying at 
a northern latitude that produces harsh winter conditions) and 
temporal issues that, combined with the role it plays in society, 
form the three components of Soja’s trialectic, the Québécois 
experience of winter also connects with each of Hobsbawm 
and Ranger’s three types of traditions. Within Québec’s 
literary tradition, winter often symbolizes a disconnection from 
larger society (see, for example, Gaétan Soucy’s 2000 novel 
L’acquittement, translated as Atonement in 2007). The harshness 
of winter disconnects households from each other and villages 
from the city. Winter is self-reliance, and the Québécois, of 
course, are self-reliant. In essence, the geography of Québec is 
seen to protect Francophone cultural distinctiveness through its 
inhospitality. The informal national anthem of Québec is a folk 
song from the mid-1960’s entitled “Mon Pays”, by a nationalist 
musician named Gilles Vigneault. The constant refrain of the 
song, “mon pays ce n’est pas un pays, c’est l’hiver,” draws 
a link between country (as territory or as statehood), time  
(seasonality) and society.6 Winter is even institutionalized in the 
form of the Winter Carnival, a 120-year-old annual event that is 
one of the biggest of its types in the world. The celebration takes 
place at the same time as mardi gras and draws over a million 
visitors to Québec City each year. The highlight of the festival 
is the construction of a gigantic castle of ice opposite Québec’s 
National Assembly (the provincial parliament), which is home to 
Bonhomme, the carnival’s ambassador/king. Various provincial, 
5 Interestingly, Canada, which has as much claim to winter as as a 
national symbol as Québec, does not use it as a national totem in the same 
way. Rather, Anglo-Canadian literature and art focuses on the concept of the 
North, which is, rather then a place of self-reliance, a foreboding space of 
survival. For examples, see the works of the Group of Seven and Margaret 
Atwood’s Survival: A Thematic Guide to Canadian Literature (1972).
6  “My country is not a country, it is winter”
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local and federal governmental bodies fund the festival, as do 
nationalized provincial utilities, such as HydroQuebec.7  

In addition to Hobsbawm and Ranger’s book, perhaps the 
most important work on the topic of nationhood in the last 30 years 
is Benedict Anderson’s Imagined Communities. In it, Anderson 
describes a nation as being imagined in three ways: as limited, 
as sovereign, and as a community (Anderson 2006: 7). Limited, 
in that a nation can only exist through exclusion; sovereign, 
recognized as the “allomorphism between… ontological claims 
and territorial stretch”; and community, as a ”deep horizontal 
comradeship” (Anderson 2006: 7).  Interestingly, despite never 
speaking explicitly of a spatial imagination, each of Anderson’s 
formulations includes a spatial reference, an insight that will be 
discussed at greater length below. 

It is perhaps the least spatial of Anderson’s concepts, that of 
community, that best matches up with Hobsbawm and Ranger’s 
invented traditions and makes up the bulk of Anderson’s book. 
From a Marxist perspective, Anderson is especially interested 
in how, “regardless of the actual inequality and exploitation that 
may prevail” in a nation, people will “willingly die for such limited 
meanings” (Anderson 2006: 7). Even outside of a broader Marxist 
critique of class-consciousness, many Anglo-Canadians will claim 
that Québécois nationalism is a product of cultural elites that take 
advantage of working class people while failing to extend the 
argument to their own group identities.  Anderson, instead, traces 
the birth of national communities to the growth of print-capitalism 
and the resulting assemblage of print-languages (Anderson 2006: 

7 Though it may seem strange, HydroQuebec is itself a potent na-
tional symbol. In the same way that it was once said, “What’s good for GM 
is good for America,” HydroQuebec is considered almost an embodiment 
of Québécois national identity. In a passage below  André Lortie refers to 
“Shawinigan,” the location of a major dam nationalized by the Parti québécois 
adminsitartion of René Lévesque. The Anlgo administrators of the dam made 
several statements suggesting the French Canadians would be incapable of 
properly administrating the project, making the eventual success of the proj-
ect a source of significant nationalist pride (see Dickinson and Young 2003).
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44). French is an emblematic case. Through the middle ages, 
French was actually several hundred dialects loosely grouped 
into two major families, the langue d’oïl and langue d’oc, each 
named for the word for yes in the language  (Nadeau and Balow 
2006: 35).8 Print-languages were developed for administration 
and, soon after, for reasons of print-capital, but they created the 
possibilities of national communities by “creat(ing) unified fields 
of exchange and communication,” uniting “speakers of the huge 
variety of Frenches… who might find it difficult or even impossible 
to understand one another in conversation” through the written 
word (Anderson 2006: 44). It is little surprise then that the totem 
of the French language (and its Québécois dialect, Joual) has 
played such an important role in the imagination of the Québécois 
nation (see Bouchard 2008, Nadeau and Balow 2006).  

Within Québec, indeed within every national group, these 
“Imagined Communities” do not form a universalized whole. 
There is significant room for individual expression and even for 
change over time. Alisa Henderson, a Canadian political scientist, 
has used a system known as the Moreno scale to examine the 
political cultures of Québec and Scotland over time (Henderson 
2007). Developed by Luis Moreno, as a tool for “cross-national 
comparisons,” the scale asks people to classify themselves in the 
following way: Are you “a) Québécois only b) More Québécois than 
Canadian c) Equally Québécois and Canadian d) More Canadian 
than Québécois or e) Canadian only” (Henderson 2007: 117, 123)? 
Henderson found that answers a and b predominated in every 
survey; there is always a majority in Québec who feels either only 
Québécois or more Québécois than Canadian; although there 
were significant changes in people’s self-identifications through 
time, especially relating to election cycles (Henderson 2007: 119-
221). And indeed, these scales by themselves cannot fully explain 
the development of a national consciousness. Henderson found 
8 In fact, a third grouping of romance languages, the Langue d’si, or 
what we today know as Italian, Spanish and Portuguese, were also consid-
ered the “same” language as the two families that developed into French, 
which shows just how loosely related dialects could be in the middle ages.
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that some other regions of Canada actually rated nearly as high or 
higher than Québec in people who said that they are “both Albertan 
and Canadian,” for example. In these cases “Canada might be 
seen as the nation and Alberta as the political jurisdiction” or they 
may view Alberta as a “nation with a distinct history, language 
and culture and Canada as an amalgam state” (Henderson 2007: 
128-129). In other words, the scale asks people only how they 
describe themselves, but not what those descriptive terms mean 
to them. It would seem, therefore, that the imagined community 
of nationhood is a fluid and negotiated social relation as well 
as a politico-historical and, I argue, spatial construction that, as 
Handler and Linnekin write “varie[s] and proliferate[s]” temporally 
(1984: 277). 

Historicality

Every automobile license plate in Québec carries a small 
message of memory and resistance: Je me souviens.9  The line 
comes from a Québécois poem, “Je me souviens que né sous le 
lys, je croîs sous la rose,” which refers to the history of French 
colonization and eventual British rule.10   History can be contested 
in any society, but can become especially so in a place like 
Québec, where identities are constantly negotiated. Indeed, in 
many ways, it is the history of Québec that makes the experience 
and retelling of Québécois history so difficult. As a “majority 
treated as a marginal minority,” many in Québec are skeptical 
of attempts to present Québec as the pluralist society that it 
certainly is (Létourneau 2004: 7).  The question “what history, for 
what present and, especially, for what future?” is open and under 
active discussion (Létourneau 2004: 3). 

For a significant proportion of Québec’s population, especially 
those who are more vehemently nationalist, Québec’s history 
is often expressed through the “suffering of their ancestors.” It 
9 I remember.
10 I remember that, born under the lily, I grew under the rose.



Space, History and Society 18

is “a ‘national story’… expressed only in terms of sorrows and 
grievances” (Létourneau 2004: 8). An editorial that appeared in the 
newspaper Le Devoir during a debate on provincial educational 
standards highlights this recitation of history:

What separates us radically from you [referring to those 
who would present a more plural view of Québec history] 
is memory.  Better yet, the duty of memory. We remember, 
among other things, the expulsion of the Acadians, the 
92 Resolutions of 1834, the twelve men hanged in 1838, 
the Act of Union of 1840, the hanging of Riel in 1885, the 
abolition of the French-language schools in Manitoba 
in 1890, conscription, Asbestos, Gordon, the unilateral 
repatriation in 1982, Meech, and what was said to René 
Lévesque when electricity was nationalized: “Do you think 
that you people can manage Shawinigan?” We have that 
memory within us and we remain faithful to those men 
and women who wanted to build a society that would be 
different form triumphal Americanness. (André Turmel, “Le 
devoir de mémoire,” 28 June 1996)11 

It is interesting that, although this quote highlights events in a 
linear fashion, it does not hold the structure of a narrative. Rather, 
history is presented as a series of glimpses, bits and pieces of a 
whole. 

To some extent, this defensive application of history lies in the 
11 This translation comes from Létourneau 2004: 8. The original 
text reads:  “Ce qui nous sépare radicalement de vous, c’est la mémoire. 
Mieux, le devoir de mémoire. Nous nous souvenons, entre autres choses, 
de l’expulsion des Adadiens, des 92 résolutions de 1834, des 12 pedus de 
1838, d l’Acte d’Union e 1840, de la pendaison de Riel en 1885, de l’abolition 
du système scolaire francophone en 1890 au Manitoba, de laconsription, 
d’Asbestos, de Gordon, du rapatriement unilatéral de 1982, de Meech, de ce 
qu’on disait à Réne Lévesque lors de la nationalization de l’électricité: <<Do 
you think you people can manage Shawinigan?>> Nous sommes habités par 
cette mémoire et demeurons fidèles à ceux et celles qui voulurent bâtir ici 
une société différente de l’américanité triomphante.”
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struggle between the two major ethnic groups for how history is 
told. French and English history often presents the same event 
in extremely different ways. As an example, we can examine “La 
Conquête”, the event that transferred control of Québec to the 
British Empire in 1760.12  As the feminist historian Susan Mann 
puts it, “Conquest is like rape. The major blow takes only a few 
minutes, the results no matter how well camouflaged, can be at 
best unpredictable and at worst devastating” (Mann 1982: 20).  
Clearly this is language that is meant to shock, especially within 
the context of gendered national identities. Anglo-Canada, which 
is often represented symbolically by a Mountie and considered 
better at commercial and political endeavors, rapes Franco-
Canada, represented by the female heroine of Longfellow’s 
poem Evangeline, and considered the more culturally sensitive, 
romantic and religious.13 This extremely provocative image is 
meant to show the degree to which the Francophone Canadian 
was affected by this single event. 

Looking at a standard Anglophone history, we find that the 
word Conquest is never used. It refers, simply, to the Plains of 
Abraham, the location of the battle between the French and 
English armies that resulted in the surrender of Québec City. Even 
further to the point, this battle rates less than one full line (Morton 
2006: 25). The index also contains no reference to the Conquest 
and only two citations for The Plains of Abraham. To his credit, 
Morton does note that History is constructed differently among 
different groups. “English-speaking people… had a different 
memory of their history… Their Canada dated from John Cabot’s 
discovery of his ‘New Founde Lande’ in 1497. The French were 
the hereditary enemy, conquered in 1759…” (Morton 2006: 33).  
A less politically correct English history addresses the Conquest 
thus: “A happier calamity never befell a people than the conquest 
of Canada by British Arms” (Parkman, quoted in Dickinson and 
Young 2003: 50)

12 The Conquest
13 The Royal Canadian Mounted Police
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Lastly, in A Short History of Quebec, a Francophone-
Anglophone team devotes over 20 pages from a 370 page book 
to the Conquest, its interpretations and its uses through history. 
It is perhaps shocking that numerous history books covering the 
same time periods on the same subject could vary so greatly, 
from one having less than a line to one devoting more than a 
fifth of the total book to a single event. Indeed, it is not a case of 
Québec’s history being told differently by different groups, but of 
it not being told at all by one. 

And yet, for Québécois historians, “putting phenomena in a 
temporal sequence (Kant’s nacheinander)  somehow came to be 
seen as more significant and critically revealing than putting them 
beside or next to each other in a spatial configuration (Kant’s 
nebeneinander)” (Soja 1996: 168). While most are critical of those 
who “wrap(sic) up the past in a beautiful linear story with heroes 
and villains, saints and whores, solemnity and modesty, courage 
and fear, flags and loves, good guys and bad guys” (Létourneau 
2004: 96), there is still an insistence in constructing a history that 
treats space as “stage” and little else. 

Spatial thinking is not, however, lost to the public. Spatialized 
forms of remembrance- land, architecture and material cultural 
artifacts- can be especially important to Québec’s view of 
historicality. In fact, the cultural ideal of le patrimoine is often 
explicitly material. During his fieldwork in Québec, anthropologist 
Richard Handler quotes a fourth-grade child as saying, “The 
patrimoine is old things. Like that chair – if that chair is maybe 
25 years old, it’s part of the patrimoine” (Handler 1988: 140). 
While the young child’s sense of what is old may differ from most, 
Handler reported that many other informants had a view of history 
and culture that “was perhaps little different from that of the boy” 
(Handler 1988: 140). 

This combination of space, history and cultural remembrance 
has also led to one of the most explicit ways in which Québécois 
identity is spatialized, Québec’s Cultural Property Legislation, 
which has, since at least 1922, sought to protect “monuments and 
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objects of art, whose preservation is of national interest from an 
historical or artistic standpoint” (Handler 1988: 142). As Richard 
Handler points out, the earliest types of historic preservation in 
Québec were similar to European precedent, Québec quickly 
developed practices aimed at preserving not just single buildings 
or monuments but entire rural areas (and, implicitly, the lifeways 
contained in them), such as the 1935 act protecting the Island of 
Orléans (Handler 1988: 142). 

Spatiality

Although Benedict Anderson never explicitly uses the word 
space in his work, much of his formulation of the imagined 
community has spatial repercussions. Both the concepts of 
the limited and sovereign imaginations have significant spatial 
dimensions. “The nation is imagined as limited because even 
the largest of them, encompassing perhaps a billion living human 
beings, has finite, if elastic, boundaries, beyond which lie other 
nations” (Anderson 2006: 7). Although most anthropologists today 
will reject the concept of the “bounded culture,” territorial limits do 
present opportunities for the state to spatialize forms of identity 
within their borders through the sovereign exercise of the state’s 
powers over representation (Vann forthcoming: 3). This is best 
exemplified within Québec by the famous language law, Bill 101, 
which was adopted in 1977. This law made French the official 
language of the province and outlawed bilingual signs. This had a 
profound impact on the physical environment. Although Dickenson 
and Young point out that bilingual signs are now “tolerated” in 
Québec, the prominence of the French language is certainly one 
of the things that defines the province as “French” rather than 
bi- or multi-cultural (Dickenson and Young 2003: 326). The state, 
in essence, has used signage as a way of demarcating identity 
within the spatial boundaries of its sovereign territory. 

To understand the way that space is produced socially, I turn to 
Henri Lefebvre’s Production of Space (Lefebvre 1991). According 
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to Edward Soja, Lefebvre’s work provides an “epistemology of 
space,” a way of “obtain[ing] accurate and practicable knowledge 
of our existential spatiality” (Soja 1996: 73). Described by Lefebvre 
as a “concept of space corresponding to contemporary social 
conditions” (Schmid 2008: 28), this concept must relate to both 
existing conditions, as well as the theoretical and philosophical 
conditions that govern the human race. Lefebvre suggests three 
dimensions to the production of space: spatial practice, the 
representation of space, and spaces of representation.

 Spatial practice “designates the material dimension of social 
activity and interaction” (Schmid 2008: 36). It is the existing 
physical and social environment, the Lacanian reality. We might 
understand spatial practice as the actual, existing physical 
environment: the built environment, topography and geology, 
climate and environment. Spatial practice can be fixated on 
material culture, “human spatiality seen primarily as outcome 
or product” (Soja 1996: 76 italics in original). It is also called 
perceived space, that which can be “grasped by the senses” 
(Schmid 2008: 39). In many ways, this Spatial Practice has been, 
and continues to be, the stomping ground of empirically oriented 
spatial disciplines: architecture, urban planning and geography. 

The representation of space is discursive and dialectic: 
“descriptions, definitions and… theories of space” along with 
“maps and plans, information in pictures and signs” all fall into 
this category (Schmid 2008: 37). Also thought of as “conceived 
space,” this is the location of much of the work of Kevin Lynch and 
others who perform types of cognitive mapping (Lynch 1960). It 
is the space of 

…the creative artist and artful architect, visually or literally 
re-presenting the world in the image of their subjective 
imaginaries; the utopian urbanist seeking social and 
spatial justice through the application of better ideas, good 
intentions and improved social learning; the philosophical 
geographer contemplating the world through the visionary 
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power of scientific epistemologies or the Kantian envisioning 
of geography as way of thinking or the more imaginative 
“poetics” of space… (Soja 1996: 79).

It is, I believe, one of the main areas of action for the state as 
“spatial nationalist,” understood as a type of utopian or idealized 
(Hegelian) state that envisions the representative space of their 
nation. It allows for forms of “descriptive” architecture to move 
between the physically produced reality of spatial practice and 
representional reality. During the 1968 Olympics in Mexico City, 
for example, the significance of an architecture that was at once 
indigenous and modern was extremely important in “describing” 
the Mexican nation to the watching world. The neo-classicism of the 
1936 Olympics in Berlin was directly related to the Nazi desire to 
resurrect a pan-European empire while the exuberant modernism 
of the Beijing Olympics can be understood as a symbolic arrival of 
the Chinese nation in the modern world (Tomlinson 2008: 1). 

Finally, the spaces of representation are the “symbolic 
dimension of space” (Schmid 2008). Decribed by Schmid as

This dimension of the production of space refers to the 
process of signification that links itself to a (material) symbol. 
The symbols of space could be taken from nature, such 
as trees or prominent topographical formations; or they 
could be artifacts, buildings, and monuments; they could 
also develop out of a combination of both, for example as 
‘landscapes’ (Schmid 2008).

Soja takes the concept further, arguing that it encompasses 
the “sympathetic deconstruction and heuristic reconstitution of 
the [spatial practice / representation of space] duality…” (Soja 
1996: 81). It is not the space of the architects or planners or 
their bosses, the state who shape space but rather the space 
of the social pathways of everyday life. According to Lefebvre, 
“the fields we are concerned with are, first, the physical – nature, 
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the Cosmos; secondly, the mental, including logical and formal 
abstractions; and thirdly, the social” (Lefebvre 1991: 11).  Thus, 
if the representation of space is the main arena where the state 
works to spatialize identity, the spaces of representation are the 
location of social movements. 

 Important in understanding Lefebvre’s concepts is that 
these three potential ways of understanding the production of 
space all work together dialectically. The concepts are only useful 
“in so far as [they] enter[sic] into unity with [their] opposite[s]” 
(Hegel, quoted in Schmid 2008: 30). In other words, there is 
something inherently contradictory between the lived, perceived 
and conceived parts of space that must be sublated or transcended 
(Schmid 2008: 30). 

 At the beginning of a chapter entitled “Walking in the City” 
in The Practice of Everyday Life, Michel de Certeau describes 
looking down at the city from the top of a skyscraper, making 
a distinction between the “aloof” view of the “urbanist, city 
planner or cartographer” and the “Wandersmänner” below who 
“write” the “urban ‘text’” (de Certeau 1984: 92-93). In Lefebvre’s 
terminology, we might say that the physical space of the 
perceived city, spatial practice, and the urbanist’s conceptions 
of the city, the representation of space, produce the lived space 
of the Wandersmänner, the spaces of representation. However, 
de Certeau privileges the experience of the latter as being the 
true “writer” of the city. I do not think Lefebvre would disagree. 
Indeed, according to some critiques of Lefebvre, we can think 
of the spatial practice and the representation of space as thesis 
and antithesis and spaces of representation as something of a 
synthesis (Schmid 2008). At the very least, we must understand 
that the three do not form a linear process, but a circular one that 
may proceed in any direction. 

One of the most difficult and unavoidable issues is that the 
space of Québec in general, and especially Montréal, is home 
to multiple overlapping social and spatial constructions, each of 
which is “merely more or less satisfactory representations of what 
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realities exist” (Hillier 2008: 25). Accepting that space is socially 
constructed and constructs society also requires accepting that 
there are multiplicities of constructions within a single space, a 
reality that will be seen over and over again in this study. Within 
the example of de Certeau, it is implied that the multiplicity of 
individuals forms a single “text” of the city. Instead, we should view 
socially produced city space not as an “aggregate of individuals” 
but as “multiple connectivities and networks” (Hillier 2008: 39). 
Montréal is not one socially produced space, but multiple ones: 
Anglophone, Francophone, Québécois and Canadian and indeed, 
many others. This study privileges the Francophone-Québécois 
one over the others, but that does not make it any more or less 
“real” than the others. 

 
Moving Forward

 
The remainder of this study will begin to examine the concrete 

ways in which social actors, both individuals and the state, 
produce identity spatially, focusing on the period of the Québec’s 
Quiet Revolution and on the planning, execution, and legacy of 
the 1967 International and Universal Exposition, or Expo ’67. In 
keeping with Edward Soja and Henri Lefebvre’s fondness for 
threes, I propose the following framework for understanding the 
spatial production of national identity. I believe three processes 
can be identified that match roughly with Lefebvre’s trialectic: 
spatial identity, spatial identification and the spatialization of 
identity. Each of the three are the topic of a following chapter and 
will consider Québec’s identity at a different spatial scale. 

Spatial identity, examined in Chapter Two, is analogous to 
the representation of space, and is based on the work of David 
H. Kaplan. Kaplan describes territorial identity as “embody[ing] a 
group’s territorial perceptions, which may or may not coincide with 
the territory currently controlled by the group, but always coincides 
with the territory the group would like to control” (Kaplan 1994: 
585).  Examined at the national level, the chapter will consider 
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macro-territorial issues and statecraft in Québec and Canada. 
Chapter Three will examine spatial identification, an 

endogenous, discursive process of shaping and being shaped 
by the everyday experience of the city, comparable to Lefebvre’s 
spaces of representation. Within the context of the Sixties, this 
chapter will examine the way in which Montréal entered Québec’s 
spatial identity and was transformed from a place of Anglo 
(American and Canadian) capitalist exploitation to a “Québécois” 
space through the development of a radical post-colonial critique 
of urban space. 

Finally, the fourth chapter will examine the spatialization 
of identity. Analogous to Lefebvre’s spatial practice, this is an 
exogenous process that occurs through state control over spatial 
disciplines. Building on the preceding chapters, it will argue that 
the administration of Mayor Jean Drapeau in Montréal can be 
considered a post-colonial administration that pursued what 
James C. Scott (1998) has called a “high modern” ideology in 
its attempt to transform Montréal, before the eyes of a watching 
world, to a space at once Francophone and profoundly modern. 
The chapter will examine the planning, architecture and discourse 
of Expo ’67, a physical and temporal event that at once celebrated 
Canada’s centennial and showcased Québécois progress to the 
world. 



The Quiet (Spatial) Revolution
Part Two



“Il y a politique de l’espace, parce que l’espace est politique.”
(Lefebvre 2009: 174)1  

“… none of us is completely free from the struggle over 
geography. That struggle is complex and interesting 

because it is not only about soldiers and cannons but also 
about ideas, about forms, about images and imaginings.” 

     (Said 1994: 7)

The previous chapter argues that the spatial dimensions of 
the production of identity must be added to social and historical 
ones in order to gain a fuller understanding of national identity 
in Québec. The remainder of this study begins to examine the 
concrete ways in which social actors including, both individuals 
and the state, produced identity spatially at multiple scales during 
the Quiet Revolution. 

This chapter examines the concept of spatial identity, the 
territorial perceptions of each of Canada’s two nations. Though, 
as Kaplan writes, there is a “need to account for the spatial 
identities that exist “below” the national scale, to view them as 
potentially more vital than national identities, and to explore their 
bearing on the nature and direction of national spatial identity” 
(Kaplan 1994: 587).  This chapter will remain at the level of the 
nation, examining statecraft in Canada and Québec in order to 
understand the goals of each level of government and their ability 
to meet those goals in relation to citizenship and territorial control, 
while later chapters will examine issues of identity at urban and 
1 There is a politics of space because space is political.

Spatial Identity in Québec
Chapter Two
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neighborhood scales.

Spatial Identity

The concept of spatial identity is grounded in the work of 
geographer David H. Kaplan, whose work shows geography 
is instrumental to national identity. Spatializing the work of 
Benedict Anderson, he notes that, “a nation’s sense of itself is 
bound inextricably with the ‘sacred soil’ that members will die for” 
(Kaplan 1994: 585).  For Kaplan, the concept of spatial identity 
“embodies a group’s territorial perceptions that may or may not 
coincide with the territory currently controlled by the group, but 
always coincides with the territory the group would like to control” 
at a national scale (Kaplan 1994: 585). 

In figure 2, Kaplan presents a diagrammatic representation 
of his theory in a binational state. The diagram shows that the 
dominant group identity will stretch to the physical boundaries of 
state sovereignty (if not further), while the minority group area 
consists of a smaller entity. Disputes are likely to occur in three 
areas: 

1) Since the entire minority group area is likely to exist within 
the spatial identity of the majority, any attempts to secede or 
gain greater autonomy are likely to be met with opposition. 
2) In areas near the boundaries of the minority area, identities 
and ethnicities are likely to blur.
3) Any mixed areas within the minority area are likely to be the 
cause of significant conflict. 

Within Canada, Québec’s (or rather Francophone Canada’s) 
spatial identity has undergone a significant change through time, 
with the most major shift occurring during the Quiet Revolution 
(Kaplan 1994: 593). 

To understand Québec’s spatial identity, it is important to 
understand the historical position of Francophones in Canada. 
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of French-speaking men and native women. The conflict over 
territory during this time was not peaceful. During both the Red 
River Rebellion (1869-1870) and the North-West Rebellion (1885), 
Métis settlers rose up against what they felt were discriminatory 
land policies undertaken by the federal government in Ottawa. The 
leader of the rebellions (and occasional Member of Parliament), 
Louis Riel, was executed in 1885, souring the Anglo-French 
relationship for decades and largely ending French Canada’s 
dreams of westward territorial expansion.  

Yet, as is shown in Figure 3, in 1900 (and throughout the 
beginning of the twentieth century) there were significant pockets 
of Francophones throughout Canada who were able to maintain 
what Kaplan refers to as “localized spatial identities.” It was not 

Throughout the final portion 
of the nineteenth century, it 
was largely unclear which 
of Canada’s two national 
groups was most likely to 
settle the west. Indeed, for 
much of that time, the most 
probable outcome seemed 
to be a scattered settling 
of member of both groups 
in discrete settlements. 
For their part, Franco-
Canadian voyageurs 
had been instrumental in 
exploring the interior of 
North America for hundreds 
of years and the vast 
majority of inhabitants of 
European decent in central 
and western Canada were 
French speaking Métis, 
generally descendants 

Figure 1: Schema of Spatial Identity 
(Kaplan 1994: 588)
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Figure 2: Franco Canadian Spatial Identities in 1900 and 1994. (Kaplan 1994: 
594)
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until the 1960s that spatial identity began to coalesce around the 
province of Québec itself. “This ethnonational identity… affirmed 
French-Canadian identity through the institutions and authority of 
the Quebec government” (Kaplan 1994: 594-595).

Maîtres chez nous 

Whether as cause or effect, the election of Jean Lesage and 
the Parti Libéral du Québec (PLQ) in the provincial elections of 
1960 signaled a substantive change in the direction of Québécois 
nationalism, the role of the provincial government (which was, 
in 1968, renamed the National Assembly), and to the province’s 
spatial identity. From 1936 to 1959, save for a short period from 
1939 to 1944, Maurice Duplessis and the conservative Union 
Nationale party had ruled Québec. Just as the period of the 
sixties and the administration of Jean Lesage are often termed 
le Révolution tranquille, the period of Duplessis reign is usually 
referred to as La Grande Noirceur, while Duplessis himself is 
often called Québec’s little dictator.2 

While Duplessis can be considered a conservative nationalist 
who worked to increase some forms of provincial autonomy 
(much like the State’s Rights movements in the United States), 
his main political philosophy was one of Corporatism, a concept 
based in a certain type of Catholic Fascist thought and most 
strongly implemented in Franco’s Spain and Mussolini’s Italy, 
but also, in part, in Portugal, Ireland and Québec (Stevenson 
2006: 246). Corporatism was based on the principle that citizens 
should not rely “entirely on the state…” but rather “should form 
natural associations based on functional interests, which would 
collaborate with one another and be incorporated into economic 
policy-making through representative institutions” (Stevenson 
2006: 245). In Québec, this policy meant shifting much of the 
responsibly of the state from the government (which was beholden 
to Anglophone Ottawa) to the Catholic clergy, who could more 
2 The Great Darkness
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reasonably assume the role of protector of Québécois language 
and culture. 

Just as the state shifted its social responsibility to the Church, it 
pursued a largely Laissez-faire economic policy during Duplessis’ 
administration. As historian Garth Stevenson notes, “In his 1944 
election campaign, he used the slogan ‘Maîtres chez nous’… 
[but] there is little to suggest that Duplessis took it seriously” 
(Stevenson 2006: 245). Indeed, although Québec at the time 
had the constitutional right to direct foreign direct investment, 
he “pursued an open-door policy that contributed to a rapid 
growth of American ownership and control in Quebec’s economy” 
(Stevenson 2006: 245).

The conception of the Québécois nation during this period 
was largely seen as a rural / Catholic / Francophone society at 
odds with an urban / secular / Anglophone one, especially by 
the clergy, whose goals as the Francophone cultural elite largely 
revolved not around cultural development, but in maintaining the 
status quo. Indeed, “church leaders insisted that the French-
Canadian people stick to the land; maintain a distrust of active 
government; and shun industrialization, urbanization, and strong 
secular authority as evils” (Kaplan 1994: 593). 

In terms of spatial identity, it can be said that the government 
of Québec did not see itself as a “national” government and were 
uninterested in exercising full sovereignty over even the territory 
they controlled. The earlier discussion of winterspace (chapter 
one) is illustrative of this point. Francophones were considered 
to be largely self-sufficient, protected by harsh conditions and 
outside the urban industrial mainstream of the country. 

At the same time, the elite of Québec were essentially 
comfortable with the post-Westphalian assumption that nation 
and state are essentially coterminous. Discussions were framed 
in terms “race” or ethnicity, not of two “founding nations” (see 
Ames 1972 (1897) for examples).

Indeed, the current world system in general supports a view 
of the world where states (implicitly to be tied to nation) are the 
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final holders of sovereignty. One of the explicit goals of the United 
Nations is to maintain all of the world’s countries within their current 
borders, or what the UN Charter refers to as “territorial integrity”. 
Any changes are considered to be agents of destabilization, both 
politically and economically. In fact, the majority of the world’s 
countries, especially those with a colonial past, are, in fact, multi-
national states (Kymlicka 1995: 11). 

The assumption of uni-national states has had a profound 
impact on both Anglophone and Francophone Canadians. 
A significant portion of Anglophones (and occasionally the 
Canadian state) has historically sought the assimilation of 
Francophones into a English Speaking Canadian nation-state.  
While assimilation has roots in the period directly following the 
English conquest (Dickinson and Young 2003: 53), the attitude 
survived into the twentieth century. In a 1964 editorial about 
Expo ’67 in the Windsor Star, an Ontario newspaper, a local 
man wrote, “When Wolfe defeated Montcalm on the Plains of 
Abraham, this country became part of the British Empire and as 
such there should be only one national language and that should 
be English… Quebec should be told by Ottawa that English is the 
basic language here and that all other languages are secondary, 
and no further nonsense on this question” (Holland 1964). 

The above quote, however, may indeed be directed more at 
the Canadian national government than to Québécois aspirations. 
In the 1963, the Canadian Government under Lester Pearson 
responded to the increased nationalism in Québec by establishing 
the Royal Commission on Bilingualism and Biculturalism, which 
published its preliminary report in February 1965. Although the full 
recommendations of the council were not adopted into Canadian 
law until the administration of Pierre Trudeau in 1969, throughout 
the mid 60s it was clear that the commission was emblematic of 
the general direction of the Canadian government. 

It was through the recommendations of the commission 
that English and French were declared the official languages 
of Canada. The dual language approach represented a larger 
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“transformation of institutional identity, language and symbols to 
help members of the French segment of the society recognize 
themselves” in the State (Gagnon and Iacovino 2007: 103). For 
many Anglo-Canadians, the debate shifted from the assimilation 
of French speaking Canadians to a discussion of why “an 
overarching unity (a national identity)…” could not “supersede 
(but not subvert)… other social identities” when so much was 
being done to be inclusive of French speakers (Prashad 2007: 
86) In other words, why was a Francophone identity, centered on 
Québec, even necessary?

According to Indian historian Vijay Prashad, multicultural 
identities have a fatal flaw: they will always give the dominant 
culture the upper hand, or “majoritarian cast” in his terminology 
(Prashad 2007: 86). His work is worth quoting at length, as it 
could easily be seen as the key problem in establishing Canadian 
identity:

It is easy for the demographic majority in a society to ask 
for suspension of identity, whose cultural features would 
anyway seep into the culture of the nation – for example, 
which religious holidays should be recognized by the state, 
which language should be promoted, or whose version of 
a contested history should be recounted. (Prashad 2007: 
86)

For Prashad, the problem lies in the difference between official 
multiculturalism (the policy of the state in Canada, Nigeria or 
India) and multi-nationalism (the European Union or NATO). In 
the latter, difference is officially recognized at a national level and 
cooperation occurs at a supranational level. This is a distinction 
that is often lost in Anglo-Canada. According to Prashad’s model, 
inherent differences between the dominant and minority cultures 
such as religion, language, history and culture will cause conflict, 
although this will be harder to discern from the perspective of 
the dominant culture, which is protected by sheer weight of 
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population. Put even more simply, majorities tend to be self-
evident as nations, while minorities (or stateless nations) must 
often be more outspoken in their arguments for a distinctive 
nationality and identity. 

From the perspective of the majority, especially one that 
imagines itself inclusive and multicultural, the outspokenness of 
the minority identity is often a source of significant displeasure. 
From this perspective, the minority identity is invented, while the 
majority identity, protected as it is by the weight of demographic 
majority is clearly not, at least from the majority perspective. 
Rather a “dominant white Anglophone ‘Canadian-Canadian’ 
culture and nationalist program” (italics in original) is affirmed by 
that demographic (and therefore cultural) dominance (Mackey 
2002: 142). The question here however, is to what extent this 
line of thinking becomes a question of the function and role of 
state structures and of citizenship, not at its broadest definition 
(everyone with a passport), but in a more discrete interpretation. 

In his look at Mexican identity in New Mexico following 
American annexation (in many ways a historically close parallel 
to the situation of Québec, but with much different outcomes), 
Pablo Mitchell describes citizenship thus:

Citizenship… includes those who control material 
resources; whose ideas receive attention and respect; 
who walk the streets and enter businesses without special 
scrutiny; whose economic and political activities find 
favor in the courts, banks and newspapers; whose births, 
marriages and deaths are reported in the press; whose 
ailments find speedy and dignified treatment; whose 
children’s peccadilloes amuse rather than enrage the 
judiciary… . (Mitchell 2005: 6)

In essence, in this definition, citizenship becomes, and belongs 
to, the majority. From the perspective of Anglo-Canada, 
Francophones are guaranteed equal rights and citizenship (using 
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the broad definition), while Francophones are acutely aware of 
their limited citizenship using something like Mitchell’s definition.  

The same is true of state structures. According to Hegel, 
the State is “the actuality of the ethical idea....” it is “absolutely 
rational inasmuch as it is the actuality of the substantial will 
which it possesses in the particular self-consciousness once 
that consciousness has been raised to consciousness of its 
universality” (Hegel 1952: 155-156). Whereas Marx argues that 
the state represents class interests, this formulation argues that 
the State is essentially an idealized subject, which represents 
the majority (Day 2002: 40).3 For minority nations, therefore, 
citizenship, and the state itself, can be considered repressive 
forces. 

As is the case with bilingualism, many of the policies of the 
Canadian state have focused on individual rights over collective 
ones as a way of preserving state authority over its subjects. It 
is possible to interpret Canadian politics as a “divide reflecting 
Rousseauian (i.e. collectivist) ideas in Quebec and Lockean (i.e. 
individualistic) ideas in English Canada” (Kernerman 2005: 29). 
While it may be apropos that French and English Canada may 
be represented by French and English philosophers, the split 
probably has more to do with their majority/minority positions 
within the Canadian political entity then cultural sympathy. For 
the Canadian state, individual rights assure that all citizens are 
equally treated, while, for Francophones, individual rights without 

3 This does not imply that individual Francophones cannot participate 
in, or even lead, the Federal  Canadian government. Henderson (2007) has 
noted that the Québécois have actually always been overrepresented in the 
number of cabinet ministers from Québec. Likewise, since laws were passed 
that all federal employees must be bilingual, Francophones have been more 
likely then Anglophones to take positions within the bureaucracy, owing to 
higher levels if functional bilingualism among Francophone Canadians. Yet, 
many, if not most, of the Québécois that participate at the highest level s of 
government tend towards a federalist outlook that often favors Anglophone 
domination in politics. Prime Minister Sir Wilfrid Laurier was quoted as saying 
“the future of Canada is to be English” (Kaplan 1994: 593)
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respect for difference guarantees unequal treatment.4  Canadian 
political scientist Charles Taylor describes this debate thus: 

For one, the principle of equal respect requires that we 
treat people in a difference-blind fashion… For the other 
we have to recognize and even foster particularity. The 
reproach the first makes to the second is just that it 
violates the principle of nondiscrimination. The reproach 
the second make to the first is that it negates identity by 
forcing people into a homogeneous mold that is untrue to 
them (Taylor 2004: 43). 

Within Canadian political science this debate is often termed 
differentiated citizenship (Taylor 2004) or citizenship plus 
(Kernerman 2005). 

With this background, the massive cultural and political 
shifts of the 1960s were surprising to many Québécois and to 
Anglophone observers in the rest of Canada. As Pierre Vallières 
puts it, Québec “leaped from the Middle Ages into the twentieth 
century” in the space of just a few years (Vallières 1971: 11). 

Jean Lesage’s Liberals won the 1960 provincial election, 
again using the “Maîtres chez nous” slogan. The major difference 
was that the PLQ meant it. The role of the government shifted 
swiftly to the left, becoming involved directly in social movements, 
as well as economic and spatial planning (Perks 1965: 29), 
triggering the policy changes at the Federal level (bilingualism 
and biculturalism) addressed above. 

In many ways, the Lesage administration took for itself the 
role of representing Francophones in Quebec as a national 
government emphasizing “la defense des intérêts de l’ensemble 
des Québécois” (Henderson 2007: 150).5  The result was an 
4 A typical, but problematic, explanation of this concept focuses on 
handicapped citizens. If a person with a handicap is treated exactly the same 
as everyone else, without respect for their difference, the outcome is com-
pletely unequal. See Kernerman  2005.
5 Defending the interests of all Québécois.
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overarching state structure within Canada that contained two 
different “national” governments, but with one (the provincial 
government of Québec) subservient to the other (the Federal 
government of Canada). 

For Québec, the goals of this change in political culture have 
largely been twofold. First, as the election slogan implies, the 
government of Québec has been actively shaping a political 
space within their sovereign territory where Francophones can 
participate fully as citizens as described by Mitchell above; to 
transform “this country where they [the Québécois] have always 
been the overwhelming majority of citizens and producers of the 
‘national’ wealth, yet where they have never enjoyed the economic 
power and the political and social freedom to which their numbers 
and labor entitle them” (Vallières 1971:1) to a space of political 
empowerment. 

Second, mirroring the debate on individual versus collective 
rights, the provincial government has sought various ways of 
differentiating themselves from the other provinces while fighting 
to take on more of the responsibilities usually reserved for a federal 
government, such as immigration controls and international 
diplomatic representation. Every major party in Québec, whether 
federalist or pro-independence, favors greater devolution of 
powers to Québec. Independistes usually favor what has been 
termed Sovereignty-Association, while Federalistes favor an 
asymmetrical federalism (see image one), which is the de facto 
political organization of Canada today (Gagnon and Iacovino 
2007: 33).  

Asymmetry in Canadian Federalism dates to the beginnings of 
the Quiet Revolution and, in many cases, was actually supported 
by other provinces. As described by Alain Gagnon and Raffaele 
Iacovino:

At the beginning of this period, the government of Quebec 
sought to align itself with the other provincial capitals 
to form a common front to combat unilateral actions by 
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Ottawa that infringed on exclusive provincial jurisdictions… 
an ethos began to develop around a de facto acceptance 
of asymmetry and bilateral agreements between Quebec 
and Ottawa, since Quebec often asserted its autonomy 
in areas that other province did not mind ceding to the 
federal government. (Gagnon and Iacovino 2007: 32-33)

This pattern of other provinces at times supporting Québec (when 
they also are hoping for increased autonomy in a given field) and 
while not doing so at other times not has remained to this day. 
Often, indeed, other provinces, especially the richer ones, will 
also seek increased autonomy even without Québec, though most 
Canadian political scientists still regard the Québec / Canada 
relations as the primary motivator for assymetrical federalism 
(see Gagnon and Iacovino 2007, Kernerman 2005, McRoberts 
1997). Although this new type of federalism has provoked a (still 
ongoing) constitutional crisis in Canada, it is, in daily practice, an 
extremely robust system, as evidenced by the fact that Québec 
has remained a part of Canada for the last 50 years. 

Conclusion

The 1960s represented a substantive shift in both the 
governance and the territorial perceptions of Québec. While this 
chapter and Kaplan’s work on spatial identity primarily engages 
spatial identity at the national level, he calls attention to the 
necessity of exploring spatial identity across multiple scales, 
speaking of the “need to account for the spatial identities that 
exist “below” the national scale, to view them as potentially more 
vital than national identities, and to explore their bearing on the 
nature and direction of national spatial identity” (Kaplan 1994: 
587).

In the following chapter, I will shift my analysis from the national 
level to the urban one. Chapter three will begin by examining the 
shift in Québécois spatial identity from rural to urban, showing 
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how the “colonial” organization of space in the city contributed to 
the organization and direction of Québécois social movements 
and the creation of a radical post-colonial discourse that shaped 
the nature and direction of investments in the urban fabric. 



“This book is therefore not… the product of an individual but 
of a milieu. The milieu is contemporary Quebec, but more 
especially Montreal and the metropolitan area. A man from 
the Gáspe would probably have written a very different 

book.”
(Vallères 1971: 17-18)

“This compartmentalized world, this world divided in two, is 
inhabited by different species. The singularity of the colonial 
context lies in the fact that economic reality, inequality, and 
enormous disparities in lifestyles never manage to mask the 

human reality.” 
(Fanon 1963: 5) 

 
The previous chapter argues that, prior to the Quiet 

Revolution, urban Montréal was largely outside of the spatial 
identity of Francophone Québec.  This had occurred for numerous 
reasons, at both the macro-state level and at the level of urban 
space itself. Among the most important was the identification 
of Francophones in Québec as a rural, Catholic population at 
odds with an urban Anglo, Protestant one. In many ways, this 
dichotomy was perpetuated by the state and clergy long after 
demographic factors had produced a French-speaking majority 
in Québec’s cities. A sermon recorded in 1936 expresses the 
profound distrust of urban space and urban lifeways among the 
rural population. 

Spatial Identification and Colonial Montréal
Chapter Three
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You won’t believe me. I went to Montréal. And around 
midnight there were some people walking on the sidewalk! 
What on earth were they doing there? Thank God you 
were asleep. You are going to heaven because you lead 
a normal life. You breathe fresh air. You go to bed. But 
Montréal! Those people will all go to hell (Garreau 1981: 
377)!

This chapter examines the development of Montréal and its role 
in producing a spatial identification among its inhabitants. I argue 
that the initial development of Montréal as a primarily Anglophone, 
commercially centered urban space eventually led to the 
development of a radical post-colonial discourse through which 
Montreal, during the 1960s, entered Francophone spatial identity 
as the metropolis of Québec. The final chapter then analyzes the 
role of the municipal government in restructuring urban space to 
fit the new Québécois spatial identity. 

French to English and Back Again

By the time that the first permanent European settlement was 
founded on Montréal Island in 1642, the French had already spent 
more than one hundred years exploring the St. Lawrence River 
valley. Jacques Cartier first visited the future site of Montréal in 
1535, though he and his men famously stayed on their ships 
rather then on land. At the time, Cartier estimated there to be 
around one thousand inhabitants living on the island in a village 
called Hochelaga. By the time that Samuel de Champlain next 
visited the island in 1611, the village and its inhabitants had 
disappeared. It is unclear what happened to the inhabitants in the 
intervening years. 

Geographer Peirce F. Lewis talks about the importance of two 
terms to location of cities: site and situation (P. Lewis 2003: 19). 
By both counts, Montréal was an inevitable city, or more precisely, 
Montréal was an inevitable commercial city. New France was a 
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vast continental empire. The French used the Mississippi, St. 
Lawrence and Ohio River systems to penetrate deeply into the 
continent’s interior. At its height, New France encompassed 
all of the Great Lakes region and the St. Lawrence, Ohio and 
Mississippi River valleys. In order to reach the Great Lakes and 
the Upper Mississippi River, French traders would traverse the 
St. Lawrence River in canoes, then the Ottawa River, and then 
portage to the Great Lakes. Montréal Island sits at the point in 
the St. Lawrence River where the Lachine Rapids make the 
river impassable. All trade moving between the interior of New 
France and Europe had to unload at Montréal regardless of its 
final destination. The situation of Montréal for trade could be little 
better. Additionally, the area surrounding Montréal was also the 
best agricultural land in the St. Lawrence River Valley. 

As was the case throughout much of Québec’s history, the 
early development of the cities of New France proceeded from 
cooperation between the colonial administration and the Church. 
The colony in St. Lawrence Valley was based on an economic 
system known as Seigneurialism. In this system, land was owned 
by a seigneur, who had been granted land by the Crown of France, 
and was worked by a censitaire, who paid dues on the land he 
worked (Dickinson and Young 2003: 31). Although Dickinson and 
Young argue that Canada did develop a sort of small aristocracy 
from this essentially feudal system, many seigneurs were in 
fact religious orders, so it could be argued that many Canadien 
seigneurs took their social status from their religious positions as 
much as their position as a landlord (Dickenson and Young 2003: 
32). On the Island of Montréal, the sole seigneurs from 1663 on 
were the Sulpician Order. As such, religion, administration, and, 
from the founding of the Collège de Montréal in late 18th century, 
education were centralized in Montréal (Dickinson and Young 
2003: 43).

French rule, if not French culture, was not to remain in North 
America. Unlike the British, the French colonies always had trouble 
attracting settlers, so even before the Conquest cut off immigration 
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Québec was limited to a mostly natural rate of population increase. 
At the time of the Conquest, the French-speaking population of 
European descent in Québec was approximately 70,000, of whom 
only around 4,000 lived in Montréal. Despite the change in rulers, 
the Conquest brought little change to the Canadien life, at least 
in the short term.1 This was largely due to the rural character of 
much of the population. 

The British had little idea what to do with their new possession 
once they took control of it.  Separated by religion, tradition 
and law, they dithered for several years in deciding how to rule.  
According to the historian Neatby, “an English colony without an 
assembly seemed unthinkable, an assembly including Roman 
Catholics unreliable, and an assembly excluding Roman Catholics 
unjustifiable” (quoted in Mann 1982: 36). The Quebec Act of 1774 
came out of some desperation on the part of the British colonial 
authorities, both from fear of the increasingly restive colonies to 
the south and from the discomfort of holding the French colony 
for so long without a definitive direction for its progress.  The Act 
protected many of the things that French Canadians held dear. 
Seigneurial land tenure, the Tithe and French Civil Law would 
continue. All three perpetuated the power of the Catholic Church 
and the retention of inhabitants on rural land. There would be no 
assembly, but rather an appointed council under a governor. 

The second change, brought about by the American Revolution, 
was the first mass immigration of Anglophones to Canada.  
This immigration was in the form of thousands of “Loyalists,” 
Americans who had sided with the British during the Revolution 
and were forced to flee to Canada upon independence.  Many 
of the Loyalists settled in what would become New Brunswick 
1 The preferable form of address for the inhabitants of Québec has, 
like the identity itself, changed significantly through the years. Prior to con-
federation, the term Canadian referred almost exclusively to people of French 
descent, while Anglophones were most likely to refer to themselves as Brit-
ish. Following Confederation, Anglophones became Canadians and French 
speakers French-Canadians. Finally, following the Quiet Revolution, most 
Francophone inhabitants of Québec will refer to themselves as Québécois.
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(separated from Nova Scotia in 1784) and Ontario (then a part 
of Québec), however, large numbers also settled in Québec, and 
especially in the Eastern Townships and Montréal.  These settlers 
formed the backbone of a new Anglo-Protestant elite in Montréal 
and brought significant new capital to the region. 

In essence, the Québec Act and increased Anglo immigration 
would shape the realities of Québec for the next 200 years. While 
the tithe and the retention of the colonial land tenure system 
favored the development of an elite clergy (the Catholic Church 
was the major landholder for the entire colony), the retention of the 
tenure system and French civil law also gave Francophones an 
advantage in entering the legal system of the colony. The law and 
the cloth became the careers of choice for young Francophones 
wishing to increase their station in the colony, while well-capitalized 
Anglophones increasingly controlled commercial fields. 

The turn of the 19th century in Montréal brought significant 
changes in the economic, social and linguistic categories.  
Immigration from the British Isles increased throughout the early 
part of the century, both as a result of conditions in the Isles (the 
Potato Famine, for example) and in the colony, centering on 
major projects of industrialization such as the Lachine Canal and 
the Victoria Bridge (Germain and Rose 2003: 217).  

As Montréal transformed into an industrial, majority Anglophone 
city, most of Québec remained locked in tradition and feudalism. 
It was during this time, and in reaction to these circumstances, 
that the Francophone elite encouraged an identity based on 
Québec’s rural origins. From 1831 to 1866, French-Canadians 
would become a minority in Montreal. Likewise, Anglophones 
largely took the seeming lack of interest among Francophones in 
commercial endeavors as a sign that they were simply unsuited 
to modern capitalism. As Lord Durham famously said:

I know of no national distinction marking and continuing 
a more hopeless inferiority… if they prefer remaining 
stationary, the greater part of them must be laborers in the 
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employ of English capitalists. In either case it would appear 
that the great mass of French Canadians are doomed, 
in some measure, to occupy an inferior position, and to 
be dependent on the English for employment. The evils 
of poverty and dependence would nearly be aggravated 
in a ten-fold degree, by a spirit of jealous and resentful 
nationality which should separate the working class of the 
community from the possessors of wealth and employers 
of labor (quoted in Milner and Milner 1973: ix)
 
Just as the American Revolution had prompted profound 

changes in Québec, the American Civil War sent a chill through 
British North America. Many assumed that rather then demobilizing, 
a triumphant Grand Army of the Republic would instead turn north to 
subdue more territories. As such, it was necessary for the separate 
British North American Colonies (Upper and Lower Canada, now 
Ontario and Québec, Nova Scotia, New Brunswick and Prince 
Edward Island) to form some sort of more lasting partnership. 
It was during this process that Montréal would develop as the 
metropolis of Canada. Today, the very word metropolis can ring 
somewhat hollow, with almost every mid-sized city claiming to 
be the “metropolis” of something or the other, “the largest urban 
centers in their regions… looked to for services or distribution of 
goods” (Sutcliffe 1998: 20). It is not in this context that I speak.  
Rather, Montréal was a metropolis in an older understanding of 
the word, that of the cultural and economic center of a nation.  
Although quite small by the standards of European metropolises 
such as London, Paris or Berlin, or even of other American ones 
such as New York, Mexico City or Buenos Aires, Montréal held a 
place of that sort of importance to the young Canadian nation. 

Economically, the greatest period of development came during 
the “Canadian Boom” of 1890-1910.  By this time, settlement 
of the American West was completed and international capital 
began to seek new territory north of the forty-ninth parallel 
(Sutcliffe 1998: 21). Montréal became a center of transportation, 
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manufacturing and finance as well as the home of the head 
offices of most of Canada’s major corporations (Linteau 1998: 
28). From the perspective of Anglo-Canada, this was the golden 
age of Montréal.  Much like the “gilded age” of New York City, this 
sort of a view mostly ignores the plight of the working classes in 
the city. 

Herbert Brown Ames’ ethnographic study of Montréal, The 
City Below the Hill, a book that would have renewed importance 
in the construction of a post-colonial identity in 1960s Montréal, 
showed the reality of the urban poor in Montréal. In fact, Montréal 
in this period was probably one of the least healthy places on 
the continent (perhaps even the world) to live.  Health and socio-
economic status were directly related to language and religion 
(Burke 2008: 23). In 1885, Francophone infants had a mortality 
rate of 408.9 per thousand, Protestants only 198.3 (Dickinson 
and Young 2003: 203). By 1914, 182.3 Francophone infants 
per thousand died before the age of one, compared to 115.8 
Protestants, and 195 per thousand among non-Francophone 
Catholics (Dickinson and Young 2003: 203). . Even as late as 
1961, 30 Québécois infants per thousand didn’t live to the age of 
one (Dickinson and Young 2003: 203). 

City Below the Hill was originally published as a newspaper 
serial in the Montreal Star in 1897 and only later bound as a 
single volume.  Its author, Herbert Brown Ames, may seem like an 
unlikely chronicler of urban poverty. A first generation Canadian, 
born to American parents, Ames was a member of the economic 
managerial elite of the city. His interest in the urban poor was built 
upon the same foundation as the reform movements in England 
and the United States. “By instinct… opposed to radical change” 
Ames’s goal in writing City Below the Hill was to document the 
conditions of the working poor and advocate for better housing 
standards (Ames 1972: xvi). 

The title of Ames’s book, and the neighborhood it studied are 
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based on the geography of the city of Montréal.2  

If one were to draw a line across the map of a portion of 
the city of Montreal… he would divide the south-western 
half of our city into two occupied districts of nearly equal 
extent. One of those districts, that to the west, is upon high 
ground; the other, that to the east, is in the main little above 
the river level. The former region, for lack of a better name, 
we shall call “The city above the hill,” the latter, in contrast 
therefrom, “The city below the hill.” To pass from the former 
into the latter it is necessary to descend a considerable 
hill and with this descent becomes noticeable a marked 
change in the character of the inhabitants and in the nature 
of their surroundings. Looking down from the mountain top 
upon these two areas, the former is seen to contain many 
spires, but no tall chimneys, the latter is thickly sprinkled 
with such evidences of industry and the air hangs heavy 
with their smoke (Ames 1972 [1897]: 6). 

The Montréal that Ames describes would remain little changed 
into the 1960s. It is a city divided not only by language and class, 
but also by geography, with the Anglo elite occupying higher land. 
Likewise “Most of the residents of the upper city know little – and 
at time seem to care less – regarding their fellow men in the city 
below. To many of the former the condition of the latter is as little 
known as that of the natives in Central Africa“ (Ames 1972 [1897]: 
6, italics mine). 

Though it would remain largely unarticulated until the Quiet 
Revolution, what Ames described was a colonial organization 
of space. Indeed, economically, the Québécois suffered under 
a sort of “double colonization” during this period. First, the 
Québécois were “colonized” as laborers under Anglo-Canadian 
(and increasingly American) capital, and secondly as Canada 

2 Montréal, or Mount Royal, is so named due to the mountain that is in 
the center of the island.
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itself formed a colonial economy, “exploit[ing] and export[ing] 
resources to the neglect of developing industries and services 
based on manufacturing…” (Jacobs 1980: 16) According to 
Jane Jacobs, “economic colonialism” was not “forced.” Rather, 
“Canada prefer[red] colonialism” (1980: 16).  Canada specialized 
in exporting resources, “furs timber, apples, coal, iron, nickel, 
gold, copper, silver, wheat, cobalt, fish, uranium, hydroelectric 
power, aluminum, potash, oil, natural gas” and still imported 
most finished goods (Jacobs 1980: 17). Most of those export and 
imports passed through Montréal. 

Montréal began a significant program of suburbanization 
around the turn of the twentieth century, both industrial, examined 
at length by Robert Lewis in his book Manufacturing Montreal 
and residential, examined by Annick Germain and Damaris Rose 
and in an essay by Walter van Nus. Montréal’s suburbanization 
was very much related to ethnicity. With the increasingly vocal 
French majority within the city of Montréal, suburban development 
exploded from the 1890’s on. Montréal slowly annexed many 
suburbs, especially those of the industrial, Francophone eastern 
side of Montréal Island, assuming a good deal of municipal debt in 
the process, but most English speaking suburbs retained political 
independence (van Nus 1998: 60).

Outremont, Westmount and Montreal West are good examples 
of Anglophone suburban development (van Nus 1997: 63). Theses 
suburbs are also informative in their use of zoning to retain an 
upper class and unilinguistic zone. Westmount especially used 
building codes and required building materials in order to keep 
the cost of building high (van Nus 1998: 63). The incorporation of 
these Anglophone suburbs into a majority Francophone megacity 
was a topic of conversation from the days of the Quiet Revolution 
to today (Burke 2008: 21). 

Overall, the period of metropolitan Montréal could be seen as 
the period of greatest Anglophone control; however, demographic 
changes and international capital flows were already beginning 
to bring about profound changes to Montréal that would have 
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huge repercussions for Québec nationalism. 

Spatial Identification

The Quiet Revolution signaled an important shift in the ways 
in which urban space shaped Québécois nationalism. 

In the city’s cafés and meeting places, young intellectuals 
and artists came into contact with one another, encountering 
ideas and collectively shaping new lines of though. Writing 
in the literary journal Liberté in 1963, Luc Perrier argued that 
Montreal acted as a common language; the city’s streets 
and buildings were not important because of their beauty 
or historic value, he wrote, but because they existed as the 
physical spaces in which the city’s inhabitants interacted, 
as the locations of friendship and solidarity. And, as cultural 
alienation and marginalization were grafted onto the urban 
landscape of Montreal, an important goal of radicals was 
to transform the city into a space of liberation. (Mills 2007: 
53).  

This endogenous, discursive process of shaping and being 
shaped by the everyday experience of the city is what I call 
spatial identification, comparable to Lefebvre’s spaces of 
representation.

Throughout this time, the city space of Montréal contributed to 
an increasing identification with post-colonial struggles throughout 
the world. The 1961 publication of Frantz Fanon’s Les damnés de 
la terre,  was extremely important to Montréal activists seeking “to 
reconcile their feelings of national and cultural alienation with their 
socialist convictions” (Mills 2007: 41).3 For activists in Montréal, 
it was through Fanon’s descriptions of the colonial city that they 
recognized their own city. The urban space of Montréal allowed 
them to form a meaningful connection to the post-colonial, national 
3 The Wretched of the Earth.
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liberation discourses throughout the rest of the world. 
 For Fanon, decolonization required a reorganization of the 

“geographical configuration and classification” of space, which first 
required an understanding of the spaces of colonialism” (Fanon 
1963: 3). He wrote; “The colonial world is a compartmentalized 
world… [it is] a world divided in two,” a world not unlike the one 
described by Ames in the 1890s (Fanon 1963: 3).  “Montreal 
makes us think of the luxurious cities of South American, North 
and Sub-Saharan Africa – Rio de Janeiro, Tangiers, Casablanca, 
Dakar.” (van Schendel, quoted in Mills 2007: 90). Montreal was a 
classic colonial city, divided by language and class, topography 
and geography. 

One of Québec’s foremost proponents of this colonial 
interpretation of urban space was Pierre Vallières, one of the 
leaders of the Front de libération du Québec.  The FLQ, though 
probably never numbering more then a few thousand adherents, 
was a radical paramilitary group that operated in Québec 
throughout the period of the Quiet Revolution. Organized on 
the basis of independence movements in other parts of the 
world, especially Algeria, Viet Nam and Cuba, at least some 
FLQ members received training from the Palestinian Liberation 
Organization in Jordan (Torrance 1988: 35). 

Following a series of bombings in Montreal, Vallières and 
another FLQ member fled to the United States, where they were 
eventually arrested protesting in front of the United Nations. 
Following a hunger strike, Vallières wrote a memoir entitled 
Nègres blancs d’Amérique, in which he makes explicit the 
colonial conditions of Québec through a Marxist interpretation of 
the province’s history. He makes it very clear, however, that it was 
the experience of Montréal that shaped his political interpretation. 
“This book is therefore not… the product of an individual but of a 
milieu. The milieu is contemporary Quebec, but more especially 
Montreal and the metropolitan area. A man from the Gaspé [one 
of the most rural areas of Québec] would probably have written a 
very different book” (Vallères 1971: 17-18). 



 53Spatial Identification

 But Vallères was not alone in his interpretation of urban 
space, Jacques Trudel, editor of Parti Pris, an important nationalist 
literary journal, devoted an entire special edition to “colonial 
alienation in Montreal” (Mills 2007: 96). 

For Trudel, the built environment within which an individual 
lives profoundly marks that individual’s imagination, 
influences his or her actions, and establishes relations that 
he or she makes with other individuals, and with society in 
general. The built environment is an “exact mirror of a social 
milieu, a people, a civilization,” and, as such, it reflects “all of 
the social, economic, technical, geographical, and cultural 
traits of a society.” The built environment therefore acts as 
“the most tangible expression of the life and personality of 
that society.” In Montreal, colonization, both in its British 
and American manifestations, structured the development 
of urban life. (Mills 2007: 96-97)

Conclusion

By the 1960s, Montreal, as a city, had had a Francophone 
majority for almost 100 years, yet, to walk through the business 
district or the upper-class neighborhoods, one would hardly know 
it. In this chapter, I have shown how the spaces of Montréal 
contributed to the development of a radical colonial position 
among the cities activists that would shape the political situation 
of the province throughout the sixties and beyond. In the next, I 
show how the spatial identification of Montréal’s activists and a 
new Québécois spatial identity that saw Montréal as central to a 
new Québec converged to create physical changes in the spaces 
of the city in order to “reconquer Montreal.”4  

4 I have borrowed this term from Marc V. Levine’s 1991 book “The 
Reconquest of Montreal: Language Policy and Social Change in a Bilingual 
City.”
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“Mr. Lesage said Québec, despite its modest means, is ready 
to show itself to the rest of the world. ‘We want to stop being 
Lilliputians,’ he said, ‘and attain the stature of the mean of 

1967’.”
(Canadian Corporation for the 1967 World Exhibition 1965)

“The press said that it [Expo ‘67] was a Jean Drapeau folly... 
that it was a bone thrown to Québec.” 

(Yves Jasmin quoted in Morrison 2004) 
 
In the introduction to the Canadian Centre for Architecture’s 

2004-2005 exhibit “The 60s: Montreal Thinks Big”, André Lortie 
wrote, “the extent of Montreal’s immense physical transformation 
during the 1960s must be viewed against the background of 
social and cultural ferment that permeated the city’s public realm 
in this period” (Lortie 2004: 15). The previous chapters have 
shown how Montréal entered Québécois spatial identity and how 
urban space in Montréal contributed to the development of a 
radical post-colonial imagination. This chapter examines the role 
of urban development throughout the 1960s in spatializing the 
emergent Québécois identity during the Quiet Revolution. 

In his study of post-colonial Egypt, Timothy Mitchell argues 
that, for a nation to be accepted internationally, it must be able 
to prove both that it is ancient and modern (Mitchell 2002: 179). 
For Québec, the connection to the past had never been difficult to 
prove. Indeed, as was shown in chapter one, many of the earliest 
ways in which Québécois identity was spatialized revolved around 

Expo ‘67 and the Spatialization of Identity
Chapter Four
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the protection of le patrimoine. In the 60s, there was a substantive 
shift from rural cultural preservation to urban development as 
a vehicle for the development of Québécois spatial identity, 
sometimes at the expense of the very real needs of the urban 
poor. In addition to the modernization of Montréal, the goals of 
municipal government and nationalist activists were also devoted 
to the projection of Montréal as a national (Québécois) metropolis. 
Like Mitchell, Jane Jacobs argued that being a modern nation 
required being an urban nation.  “A culture can persist without 
its own metropolitan capital, as Quebec’s did for so long. It can 
persist as a museum piece. But it cannot flower and thrive without 
a metropolis” (Jacobs 1980: 16)

Many of the projects taken on during the decade fit Alan 
Altshuler and David Luberoff’s definition of mega-projects; 
“large-scale government investments in physical capital facilities” 
(Altshuler and Luberoff 2003: 1-2). This coincides, in many ways, 
with the direction of urban investment throughout North America 
during the period. 

 I believe there are several ways of explaining this type of 
development in Montréal during the 1960s. First, there is a 
rich heritage within post-colonial studies that says that the first 
generation of post-colonial leadership will follow similar policies 
as that of the colonizer. They will “perpetuat[e] the economic 
hierarchies and capitalist mentalities of the former colonizer, while 
ignoring the needs of the urban poor…” (Kincaid 2006: 58). 

Second, as stated above, planning in Montréal had taken on 
the role of shaping a modern Québec. As such, the development 
of modern infrastructure using the cutting edge of planning theory 
and practice was extremely important to the goals of planning in 
Québec during the 1960s which will be addressed below. 

Finally, mega-projects and mega-events were used to reshape 
public culture and the international perceptions of Québec. As 
Maurice Roche puts it:

‘Everyone loves a parade’ as the saying goes. At least, 
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governments and the powerful often hope that we do… 
“Mega-events’” are large-scale cultural… events which 
have a dramatic character, mass popular appeal and 
international significance… [they] can be said to be 
important elements in ‘official’ versions of public culture. 
(Roche 2000: 1)  

The remainder of this chapter examines the Expo ’67, the 
Worlds Fair held in Montréal in 1967, as an example of this 
sort of mega-project with special concentration on the planning, 
personalities and discourses surrounding the fair. 

The Players in Planning in 1960s Montréal

Urban planning came to Montréal later than in many cities. 
Founded in 1941, the City Planning Department grew out of 
an earlier Public Works department and focused mainly on the 
development of open space in the city in its early years (Lortie 
2004: 76). By the 1960s planning had a limited scope that focused 
almost entirely on land use controls. The Quiet Revolution shifted 
the goals of planning from land use only to a more comprehensive 
view of shaping urban economies and space. More specifically, 
planning was a tool “to divest themselves [the Québécois] of 
the preponderant control of English-Canadian industrialists on 
the one hand, and the federal government on the other hand” 
(Perks 1965: 29). However, Montréal often had to work with, and 
within the constraints of, national programs for the development 
of infrastructure and housing (Lortie 2004: 77-78). As such, many 
of the developments which can be interpreted as spatializing 
Québécois identity were often backed by federal funding, at least 
in part. This use of federal funding for projects of (Québécois) 
national development is an important example of the multiplicity 
of social constructions of space as discussed in Chapter One. 

Just as the projects of 1960s Montréal represented a major 
shift in scale from earlier ones, so too were the personalities larger 
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than life. First and foremost among these was the Lord Mayor of 
Montréal, Jean Drapeau. The Quiet Revolution “began,” if such a 
thing can be said to have a definitive beginning, with the election 
of Jean Lesage on June 22, 1960. In Montréal, the more important 
player in Québécois nationalism was Mayor Jean Drapeau (Lortie 
2001a). Drapeau was mayor of Montréal from 1954 to 1957 and 
then again from 1960 to 1986. “Drapeau’s political ambitions were 
never in doubt, but rather then positioning himself in a complex 
landscape where federal and provincial nationalists… were going 
head to head, he preferred the office of mayor… discovering that 
it offered him a field of action with international scope” (Lortie 
2004: 52). 

Drapeau was responsible for numerous projects that 
forwarded the causes of nationalism in Montréal, including the 
Metro, a (failed) attempt to create a downtown business district 
in the Francophone east end of the city, the 1976 Olympics and a 
major league baseball team.

Winning the Expo

Before examining the planning of Expo ’67 in Montréal, it is 
worth briefly explicating the genesis of “Expos” as cultural events. 
The origins of international expos date from the beginning of the 
nineteenth century in France, though it was the British expo of 
1851 that is generally regarded as the first major international expo 
(Roche 2000: 44). Expos are a distinct “cultural genre,” meant 
to exhibit industrial and cultural developments internationally 
(Roche 2000: 49). Expos almost always leave a physical mark on 
their host cities, often based in the latest building technologies. 
Two early examples, London’s Crystal Palace and Paris’s Eiffel 
Tower, “left a permanent and pervasive mark on the physical look 
of modern cities and modernity” (Roche 2000: 49). Often, expos 
have served as a platform for massive experimentation in urban 
planning and architectural form. 

Mayor Jean Drapeau was also the major force behind, 
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and face of, the 1967 International and Universal Exposition. 
Commonly known as Expo ’67, the fair was an official Worlds Fair 
sponsored by the Bureau International des Expositions (BIE), the 
governing body for Fairs of this type. Like the Olympics, Expos 
are awarded following an international bidding process. The 
origins of Expo ’67 are most decidedly not of a nationalist nature. 
In fact, Toronto was originally approached to bid for the fair, but 
was not interested. In 1960, the BIE awarded the fair to Moscow, 
bypassing bids by Canada and Austria (Berton 1997: 267). 
Moscow, however, withdrew its plans for a World Expo in 1962, 
prompting Jean Drapeau, recently returned to office, to push the 
Canadian government of John Diefenbaker to again attempt to 
host the fair. The Expo was awarded to Montréal on November 
13, 1962 (Berton 1997: 257).

The organizing committee for the fair was created through 
an act of parliament and was called the Corporation for the 
1967 World Exhibition. Due to a shift in government from John 
Diefenbaker’s Conservatives to Lester Pearson’s Liberals in April 
1963, the original appointees served only a few months. Pierre 
Dupuy was named Commissioner General in 1963, though in 
many ways Jean Drapeau would remain the public face of the 
Expo.  The remainder of the Board was made up of representatives 
of various levels of government in addition to a number of (mostly 
Francophone) business leaders.1  The costs of the Expo were 
1 The remainder of the Corporation consisted of:

Federal Government Authority: The Honorable Mitchell W. Sharp, Minister of 
Trade and Commerce (Liberal, ON)

Province of Quebec Government Authority: Honorable Géralrd-D. Lévesque, 
Minister of Industry and Commerce. (Liberal, QC)

Representatives of the City of Montreal: His Worship Mayor Jean Drapeau; 
Mr Lucien Saulnier, President of the executive committee. 

Board of Directors: T. Norbert Beaupré, British Columbia Forest Products Ltd.  
Jean Drapeau, Pierre Dupuy, Ambassador and Commissioner General, Jean 
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shared between various levels of government: 50% by the Federal 
government, 37.5% by the Province of Québec and 12.5% by 
the city of Montréal. (Canadian Corporation for the 1967 World 
Exhibition 1963: RG 71 Vol. 153). 

The theme of the Expo was “Man and His World,” though it 
would have the dual role of also serving as a celebration of the 
centennial of Canadian confederation. A document prepared by 
planning consultants to the Expo laid out the following goals for 
the fair:

1. To assist financially in the development of the 
community’s public transportation, park or cultural areas, 
and facilities. 
2. To provide a means for promoting the industrial and 
recreational potential of the area.
3. To display, in concentrated form, the technical, 
economic and cultural progress of a nation, a continent, 
and, to some extent, the world. 
4. To display industrial, agricultural, and technical products 
to prospective major purchasers
5. To exhibit artistic presentation and works of art for 
public benefit and enjoyment
6. To act as a clearinghouse for the graphic display of 
new technical, sociological and artistic ideas. 
7. To provide a major center for recreational enjoyment.
8. To create temporary economic benefits to the host 
area, based on employment and revenues accruing to the 
area from construction of the fair and visitor expenditures 

Lanctõt, Rougier Inc., Herber Lank, Du Pont of Canada. Victor de B. Oland, 
Oland and Sons Limited. Dr. Lucien Piché, rector, Universitié de Montréal. 
Claude Pratte, Pratte and Cõté Inc., Mauriece Riel, Riel, LeDain, Vermette 
and Marin. Guy Roberge, National Film Board. André Rousseau Rousseau 
Metal, Lucien Saulnier, Pres. Exec. Committee. Robert Shaw, Deputy Com-
missioner General. Fridolin Simard, Simard and Frères Cie Ltée.  (Canadian 
Corporation for the 1967 World Exhibition 1963: Vol. 163). 
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for non-fair items such as hotel accommodations, travel 
expenses, food and other retail and service purchases
9. To commemorate a natural historical situation or event 
such as a centennial.  (Kopp and Moran 1964)

Clearly, Expo ’67 was meant to fulfill numerous goals and 
expectations. 

The announcement that Montréal had won the fair set off 
a significant amount of real estate speculation in the city, with 
each developer hoping to guess correctly where the fair would 
be located in the city. Favoring none of these, the mayor and 
his engineers choose a 620 acre site in the center of the St. 
Lawrence River, using land excavated in the construction of the 
Montréal Metro to construct several new islands (see map one), 
a move that was seen as folly by many, including Prime Minister 
Lester Pearson (Morrison 2004). In 1963, the Corporation hired 
Eugène Beaudouin, a French architect and lighting specialist who 
had worked on the 1937 Worlds Fair in Paris along with Jacque 
Gréber as chief architect. The two, based on suggestions from 
the Corporation and a committee of intellectuals selected to guide 
the fair’s themes, laid out a complex zoning plan meeting “the 
requirements of a complex program that combined shows, areas 
for relaxation, amusement rides, and concessions” (Lortie 2004: 
143). The team also developed a complex transportation plan 
“inspired by the latest multimodal theories” (Lortie 2004:143). 

The master plan, along with extensive notes, was sent to the 
design teams for each of the national pavilions. The authors of the 
plan paid significant attention to the overall experience of the fair, 
describing, in detail, the landscaping, transportation and lighting 
of the fair grounds. Architects were expected to “consider their 
designs in relation to those adjoining…” (Canadian Corporation 
for the 1967 World Exhibition Master Plan 1964: 12). 
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Map One: “Master Plan, Pavilion Complex” Canadian Corporation for the 1967 
World Exhibition. April 1965. Ville de Montréal, Gestion de documents et archives. 
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Expo in the Media

In addition to the initial planning, 1964 and 1965 were spent 
advertising the Expo using media outlets throughout Canada. 
Much of the initial discourse was negative and centered on the role 
of Montréal as host of the fair. As John Ruddy put it, “It has been 
suggested that Toronto is jealous of Montreal for getting the fair. 
What nonsense! No, it is just that there is something not quite… 
Canadian about the project and its execution and promotion” 
(Ruddy Feb 20, 1965), while staff writers for the Lacombe Globe 
in Lacombe, Alberta questioned “And by the way, where did this 
“Montreal Fair” bit come in? We always thought it was the 1967 
Canadian World Exhibition to celebrate Canada’s centennial. It 
happens to be taking place in our largest city, Montreal, but that’s 
the only connection” (Lacombe Globe June 20, 1964).

The Corporation responded by making sure that, when speaking 
about the fair, its employees emphasized the Canadian nature of 
the fair. In the “Basic Speech” published by the speakers bureau 
of the Information Services department, employees were told to 
speak about the fair thus: “For six months in 1967 Canada will 
play host to the world. The Universal and International Exhibition 
which will be held in Montreal is a Canadian show… and it is 
Canada’s reputation as a nation which is at stake” (Canadian 
Corporation for the 1967 World Exhibition Speakers Bureau 1965: 
2). Indeed, the Corporation even reached out to bigger names for 
quotes about the fair, including Winston Churchill, who said that 
the fair would be “a great contribution to the unity and prosperity 
of Canada in the year of its Centenary” (Montreal Gazette May 
27, 1964) and Canadian folk hero Gordon Lightfoot (Morrison 
2004). 

For the most part, the job of representing the fair fell to three 
people, Montréal’s mayor Jean Drapeau, the Gommissioner-
General, Pierre Dupuy and Deputy Commissioner to the 
Corporation, R.F. Shaw. As the Montreal Star reported in mid 
1954:
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News reports and comment in newspapers and magazines 
in other parts of Canada are tending to stress the “positive” 
side of the Exhibition. A few months ago, much of the 
attention devoted to the enterprise was uncomplimentary 
to say the least: it was suggested Expo ’67 was a French 
Canadian show, aimed largely at boosting the prestige of 
Montréal’s mayor, Jean Drapeau. 

What brought about the change of emphasis?

The answer lies in the way the Exhibition’s principal 
spokesmen – Commissioner-General Pierre Dupuy, his 
deputy, Robert F. Shaw, and Mayor Drapeau himself – are 
“selling” the idea of Expo ’67 to Canada. In speeches they 
are stressing again and again that this is not a Montreal fair, 
or a French Canadian fair, but a Canadian fair (Montreal 
Star June 26, 1954). 

Yet, in Mayor Drapeau’s speeches especially, it was clear that there 
were other policy goals underlying the fair. These ranged from the 
immediate, such as the annexation of the city’s suburbs, to the 
more abstract: the development of Montréal as an “international 
metropolis” (Burke June 26, 1954).

In a speech in Nova Scotia in July of 1964, Drapeau called 
the fair a “gift to Canada” while emphasizing his plan to annex 
Montréal’s (mainly Anglophone) suburbs:

Mr. Drapeau also brought here his campaign to make 
one big city out of the many municipalities on Montreal 
Island, calling the drive a “vigorous program of unity of 
territory” Unity of territory would mean that suburbanites 
who now shared Montreal’s services would share the cost 
of establishing the services, too, he said.” (Montreal Star 
July 2, 1964)
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This quote is exemplary of the ways in which Drapeau would 
speak about the fair, and urban development general, outside 
of the province of Québec. Though the ultimate goals included 
political control over the Anglophone suburbs on the Western 
part of Montréal Island, annexation was presented as a purely 
financial proposition. 

Bringing in the Nations of the World
 
In addition to highlighting Expo ’67 to the world, significant 

plans were underway to bring the world to Montréal. In the initial 
planning for the fair, consultants suggested a “total probable 
attendance” of “26 million” and a top “potential attendance” of 
“45 million” (Kopp and Moran 1964: 7). Of those numbers, 29.6% 
were expected from Canada and 69.4% from the United States, 
with the top states and provinces sending people to the fair 
expected to be Québec, New York, Ontario, Pennsylvania and 
Massachusetts, in that order (Kopp and Moran 1964: 8). A major 
issue limiting attendance was the fact that New York was hosting 
a Worlds Fair in 1964 as well.2 

The Corporation responded to this challenge in several ways. 
First, they emphasized that only their fair had been approved 
by the Bureau International des Expositions, making it the only 
“official” World’s Fair. Second, they also made sure the Canadian 
press visited the fair in New York, bringing back (mostly) negative 
reports. Bill Bantey, of the Montreal Gazette, reported, “Noise 
and Junk are perhaps the most aggravating aspects of the New 
York World’s Fair. Both are everywhere” (Bantey Sept. 5, 1964). 
The experience of the New York Fair was not used only for media 
purposes however, the problems of transportation and lodging 
2 An interesting side note to this story was the competition between 
the organizers of Expo ’67 and Robert Moses, who was the driving force 
behind New York’s World Fair. As usual, Moses was vehemently against 
anyone he felt opposed his will, in this case, the entire city of Montréal. See 
Bantey Sept 5, 1964.
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in New York were studied seriously in Montréal so that better 
solutions could be found. 

Outside of Anglo Canada, the “Frenchness” of the fair was the 
emphasis of much of the advertising. The planning consultants 
recommended “the events and unique experiences to be gained 
from visiting French Canada should also be widely publicized” 
(Kopp and Moran 1964: 149).  A Corporation press release touted: 
“Montreal, the second largest French-speaking city in the world, 
is putting on a sparkling new face to greet her world-wide guests. 
New bridges, super-highways, hotels and rapid transit systems 
– including a brand new subway – are being built…” (Canadian 
Corporation for the 1967 World Exhibition Press Service 1964: 
30). The Corporation sent massive scale models on tours around 
Canada and the United States, including a long stop at Macy’s in 
New York (Morrison 2004). 

For many, the “difficult, noisy and troublesome process” of the 
Quiet Revolution was one of the reasons that a visit to Montréal 
was so interesting to Americans at the time (Desbarats June 26, 
1964). In a fascinating exchange between an Anglophone Member 
of Parliament and Deputy Director Shaw, Shaw pointed out that 
the French language only street signs that so enraged Anglo-
Ontarians were one of the things the American tourists most liked 
about visiting Québec (Records for the Canadian Corporation for 
the 1967 World Exhibition RG 71, Vol. 533)! 

Additionally, for many Americans, experiencing another 
culture was not solely limited to Francophone Canadians. Soviet 
participation in the fair was also a significant curiosity. The 
Corporation ran adds in Time Magazine that read: “Look what 
the Russians are building, just 40 miles from the U.S.A. As an 
American, you should look into it.” above a picture of the Soviet 
pavilion (Morrison 2004). 

Though Expo’s “Frenchness” was downplayed in the advertising 
within Canada, the truth was that for many Anglo Canadians, Expo 
was the first time that many of them had visited Québec as well. 
“People in English Canada didn’t travel that much. We weren’t 
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that affluent and we didn’t even travel that much with in Canada” 
(Morrison 2004). For many, especially more rural Canadians, 
Montréal was a shock. The 21 year old manager of the Western 
Provinces pavilion described his arrival in Québec thus:

The Alberta I left behind had a very rural, agrarian culture to 
it. There was a strong religious bend. It was a conservative 
province… [arriving in Montréal] was an overwhelmingly 
exciting experience. You saw a city, a Canadian city, that 
you couldn’t have imagined could exist in Canada. You’d 
never seen a city like that before anywhere. (Morrison 
2004). 

While another young Ontarian commented “Montreal… had this 
exotic overlay of being another country and another language” 
(Morrison 2004).

Within Canada, numerous articles also suggested that these 
trips to Expo presented the possibilities of a better rapport 
between Anglo and Franco-Canada:

For a surprisingly large number of Canadians, a visit to 
Expo is also the first visit to Montreal and the Province of 
Quebec. And, no matter what their prejudices may have 
been, there is every reason to believe the majority are 
returning home with, if not a new feeling for Quebec, at 
least a smaller chip on their shoulder. 

The Quebecer who had been insular also is gaining form 
the Expo experience. He may have felt- justifiably – that 
history had made him something of a second-class citizen 
outside of his own province. Now, cast in the role of host 
to the world, his thinking inevitably must be influenced by 
the continuing invasion of les Anglais – big Anglais, little 
Anglais, handsome Anglais, ugly Anglias, none of whom, 
he is discovering, has horns after all. (Bantey June 26, 
1967)
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Image One: Fuller and Sadao’s American Pavilion. Photo Zakcq 
Lockrem 

Image Two: Safdie’s Habitat. Photo Zakcq Lockrem
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It was hoped that Expo would fulfill the difficult task of actually 
introducing Canada’s two nations to each other. Indeed, English 
Canadians as well, “had only ever known French-Canadians 
as stereotypes” encountered a “vibrant new society” (Morrison 
2004).

Despite all of this, there was an acknowledgement that things 
could go terribly wrong. Presaging contemporary fears over 
terrorism as international events, there was a very real possibility 
that the FLQ, or other organizations, could carry out attacks on 
the fair. Indeed, it was one of the major issues addressed by the 
Corporation’s planning consultants (Kopp and Moran 1964: 3). 
According to the fair’s press secretary, Yves Jasmin: 

I had several people on my staff who were strongly 
separatist. I said look, if Québec ever wanted to become 
independent, ever wanted to show what it could do, it 
would be very fortunate to get a world exhibition. And 
we’re getting one… pass the message on, don’t rock the 
boat (Morrison 2004).
 

Perhaps owing Expo’s importance to Québec, no acts of terrorism 
were committed against it. Protesters (anti-Vietnam or pro-
independence) at Expo would spend 60 days in jail (Morrison 
2004). 

The Architecture of Expo

Like Expo’s predecessors in France and England, the 
architecture of the fair was in experiment in the most modern 
building forms and technologies. Indeed, much of the architecture 
could be compared to sets from Star Trek, which had premiered a 
year before in 1966. The authors of the master plan encouraged 
experimental forms, especially considering the fact that most of 
the fair’s buildings were to be temporary:
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Architects are, therefore, asked to avoid the appearance 
of weight and feeling of permanence normally associated 
with conventional buildings and instead to explore the 
decorative possibilities of web or film-like materials 
stretched over bold frames or the frank assembly of mass 
produced components fastened together in patternful 
ways  (Canadian Corporation for the 1967 World Exhibition 
Master Plan 1964). 

The architecture of Expo ‘67 raises fundamental questions 
about the intent of architects and expressions of national identity.  
The two surviving architectural pieces from the fair are both built by 
non-Québécois. Americans Buckminster Fuller and Shoji Sadao 
designed the biosphere, formerly the American Pavilion (image 
one), and an Israeli transplant to Canada, Moshe Safdie, designed 
the Habitat 67 (image two). Yet both have become important 
symbols of Montréal and by extension, chips in the “national 
question” in Canada. This was certainly not the architects’ intent. 

 In his own words, Safdie describes the design of Habitat 67 to 
be in response to the North American “paradox of contemporary 
urbanism: the dream of a home and garden that are distant from 
the ills of the city alongside a desire for the vitality of downtown” 
(Safdie and Kohn 1997: xi). His “long range aims” were:

1. To provide appropriately for families within a high 
density 
Development.
2. To integrate within a community all the urban 
functions.
3. To introduce a building system which utilizes 
mechanization and mass production.
4. To affect the growth of Montreal by acting as a catalyst 
on the riverfront. (Safdie 1965: 3)
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In the book the Safdie wrote about the experience of building 
Habitat, only one line speaks about any sort of identity issue. 
And that line is speaking to a frustration with the political fighting 
between French and English that endangered his project (Safdie 
1970: 96). 

Indeed, I would argue that it is the decontextualized nature 
of much modern architecture that can allow local identities to 
be dialectically produced. Anthropologist Barbara Kirshenblatt-
Gimblett has argued, in her study of ethnic musical and dance 
performances in Los Angeles, that, when completely removed 
from its ethnographic origin, music and dance from anywhere in 
the world becomes an avante-garde that can be reinfused with 
meaning from elsewhere (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1998: 237). In 
much the same way, Fuller’s dome and Safdie’s Habitat are so 
far removed from anything that had existed before that they were 
devoid of any contextual meaning. Indeed, Fuller’s dome became 
a model of the “architecture of the future” at Walt Disney’s Epcot 
Center in Florida (Roche 2000: 129). In Lefebvre’s terminology, 
they were spaces devoid of representation. Therefore, they are 
symbolically tied to their location, marking Montréal (and the 
Québécois) as sociologically “Modern” at the same time that 
local identity infuses the architecture, contextualizing them as 
belonging to Québec. 

The Expo was a huge success in developing a self-confident 
Francophone city.  “For Montrealers, Expo 67… meant a new 
openness to the world sustained by feelings of home and 
confidence in the future prompted by the wave of modernization 
sweeping through the city and Québec society as a whole during 
the 60’s” (Germain and Rose 2000: 83). 

Conclusions

By the close of Expo ’67, it had achieved many things. 
Economically, it was wildly successful, drawing more than 50 million 
visitors (5 million more than even the most optimistic projections) 
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and making it the most visited, most successful Worlds Fair of 
the 20th Century. Each of those visitors took a picture of a new, 
self-confident, French speaking city home with them. And indeed, 
even those who didn’t visit the fair almost certainly heard about it in 
the news. In July of 1967, while visiting the fair, French President 
Charles de Gaulle stood on the balcony of Montréal’s City Hall 
and declared, “Vive la France! Vive la Montréal! Vive le Québec! 
… et Vive le Québec libre!”  to the surprise and joy of the crowd 
watching below, and the displeasure of the federal government 
of Canada, which was hosting de Gaulle. The General’s handlers 
quickly whisked him back to France, foregoing a scheduled visit 
to Ottawa where he was to meet with Prime Minister Pearson. 
Surprisingly, de Gaulle managed to further muddle relations 
between France and Canada, comparing “his reception by the 
crowds in Quebec with the events surrounding the liberation of 
Paris from German occupation in 1944” (Black 1997: 10). The 
Canadian Government responded curtly, “Canadians are free. 
Every province is free. Canadians do not need to be liberated” 
(Black 1997: 10).

Though de Gaulle’s words and actions are extreme, they do 
represent a qualitative change in the awareness of Francophone 
Québec that resulted from Expo ’67, both in Canada and abroad. 
Though the Expo was a (Canadian) national project that celebrated 
100 years of Confederation, though it used decontextualized 
international architecture, Expo ’67 proved Québec had a place 
in the modern world and exhibited the technical, economic and 
cultural potential of the province. Indeed, that may be its longest 
lasting legacy. 



“Some people think Expo was a turning point in Canada. I 
think in Québec this was a time of incredible development, 
incredible energy, incredible creativity and Expo was in the 

middle of that... Canada was growing up then.”
(Morrison 2004)

In 2004, the Canadian Broadcasting Company released 
a documentary in their “Canadian Experience” series entitled 
Expo ’67: Back to the Future. The film largely tells the story of 
Expo through the voices of attendees, explicating the myriad 
of experiences and meanings gained through the fair. Like de 
Certeau’s Wandersmänner, each participated in writing the 
experience of the fair. However, unlike the everyday experience 
of the city, each was keenly aware of the cultural importance of 
the event they were attending. As would be expected, participants 
saw different meaning in their experiences, yet each agreed that 
Expo ’67 was something new and important. 

The film, and, indeed, much writing on the fair, spends little 
time interpreting the goals of those planning the event, and much 
more on the experience of the Expo and its architecture. On the 
other hand, little of the writing on the Quiet Revolution speaks at 
all about the Expo. 

Throughout this study, I have argued that social, historical and 
spatial elements are the keys to understanding the development 
of Québécois national identity and the keys to understanding 
urban development in Montréal during the period of the Quiet 
Revolution.

Conclusion



 75Conclusion

For social scientists, I believe this study shows the advantages 
of using a spatial orientation in seeking to understand the 
development of national identity, while, for urban planners, I hope 
that this study shows the importance of understanding the role 
that identity politics plays in urban development. 

Though few knew it at the time, one of the greatest successes 
of Expo ’67 was in publicly, internationally “rebranding” Montréal 
as a Francophone city. Though it was intended by some as a 
celebration of Canadian unity, it allowed French Montréal to 
show of its culture, its modernity and, most importantly, its self-
confidence to Canada and the world. 

In some ways, in fact, Expo was a high point in the relations 
between Québec and the rest of Canada that would decay 
significantly over the next 15 to 20 years. The October Crisis of 
1970, during which two government officials were kidnapped by the 
FLQ and subsequently murdered, led to the imposition of the War 
Measures Act in Montréal.1  Though the FLQ would never again 
play a major role in Québec, the politics of separatism took an 
increasingly important role, culminating in the election of the parti 
Québécois (PQ) in 1976 and the first independence referendum 
in 1980. Throughout this period, Montréal experienced a massive 
out-migration of Anglophones owing to the political uncertainties 
and increasing restrictions put on the English language. 

Today, most who visit Montréal would have a hard time 
imagining the prevalence of the English language in the 
city’s public sphere just 50 years ago. Despite the remaining 
Anglophone population and a few important cultural institutions, 
such as McGill University, It is, for all intents and purposes, a city 
dominated by the French language.  The city is today experiencing 
another major renaissance (Burke 2008: 18). Dominated by the 
discourses of Richard Florida’s Creative Class and the Livable 
Streets movement, these major urban redevelopment projects 
could once again be interpreted students of the city as simple 

1  It is often falsely stated that martial law was declared. Although the 
War Measures Act does curtail many civil liberties, it falls short of martial law.
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projects reflecting international best practices. Or, they may be 
seen as a further expansion of Francophone identity into the 
spaces of the city. 
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Expo ‘67 and the Spatialization of National Identity in Québec
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National identity is often presented as a dialectical 
production of society and history, ignoring the importance 
of space in the social production of identities. Following 
the “spatial turn” literature of Edward Soja and the Los 
Angeles school of urban theory, my research resituates 
the study of identity in Canada and Québec into what 
Soja terms the “ontological trialectic” of society, history 
and space by examining the role of the built environment 
in forming and sustaining national identity in Québec 
during the Quiet Revolution. I call this process the 
spatialization of identity and further posit that it occurs 
both endogenously through the discursive process of 
shaping and being shaped by everyday experience of the 
city and exogenously through state control over spatial 
disciplines, especially urban planning and architecture. 
While the second category includes mega-projects like 
Expo ’67, the first is shaped by individual actors and 
includes many smaller scale interventions and 
experiences. As such, Expo can be seen as a contested 
space, exhibiting top-down and bottom-up expressions of 
both separatist-Québécois and federalist-Canadian 
identities, serving as a celebration of Canadian unity in 
addition to proof of Québec’s preparedness to join the 
community of nations.
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