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SOCIAL COHESION IN CANADA

Barry FERGUSON, Simon LANGLOIS & Lance W. ROBERTS

Canada is a diverse socicty of almost 34 million people. Its
population is about half the size of Great Britain and France, the two
nations whose colonization projects strongly shaped Canada’s
development. For most of the country’s history, the original or
Aboriginal peoples were increasingly marginalized despite the many
ways in which they contributed to the nation’s economic, social and
political development. After the British took Quebec from France,
formalized in 1763, the French Canadians relied upon natural increase
in order to sustain their population, while Great Britain encouraged
mass immigration from the British Isles to increase population,
practices which ensured national duality. During the 20th century,
Canada recruited more than 13 million immigrants, mostly people of
European background, but immigrant recruitment over the past forty
years has been increasingly diverse. Canada has become a
multicultural society characterized by very diverse ethnic and cultural
origins. The Canadian federation is a complex society whose
components are provinces with a great autonomy, regions with
different resources, a diverse population that include many ethnic
groups, two official languages, and fifty-seven aboriginal nations with
their own national identities.

The remarkable and continuous transformations of the Canadian
population over the centuries has deeply marked its social cohesion
and posed strong and varied challenges from one epoch to another.
Canadian society is structured so its components — whether these are
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conceived . as individuals, provinces, regions, aboriginal nations or
ethnic groups — are weakly subject to a binding normative order;
consequently, coordinating the components into an integrated whole
is continuously challenging.! The challenges to Canada’s social
cohesion are both unique and general. The unique challenges include
issues such as national duality, the underdevelopment of aboriginal
nations, and the uneven development of the different regions. More
generally, Canada shares many of the same cohesion challenges found
in other nations, including the effects of globalization on national
economy, growing population diversity, expanding social
differentiation, generational effects, and new socio-economic
cleavages. This contribution will document social cohesion issues that
are both situation-specific situation in Canada (its singular situation)
and those that are shared with other comparable societies.?

The essay begins by considering some unique issues of Canadian
society, specifically its multinational character (linguistic duality,
Aboriginal peoples, high immigration) as well as its regional tensions.
This is followed by the examination of inclusion/exclusion indicators,
the social bonds, and democratic issues commonly referred to in the
majority of the studies on social cohesion. Macrosociological issues —
some specific to Canada, other common to other developed societies
— will complete the proposed analysis. The conclusion gives
consideration to the idea that the relatively high level of social
cohesion in Canada is related to the extensive level of cross-cutting
tes.

1. POPULATION DIVERSITY AND SOCIAL COHESION

Population diversity has underwritten three specific social
cohesion issues in Canada. These issues are the marginalization of
Aboriginal peoples, the difficult and lengthy process of recognizing
French Canadians, and the integration of an increasingly-diverse
immigrant population.

Aboriginal Peoples

The Canadian Constitution of 1982 and federal and provincial
governmental instruments recognize four different categories of
Aboriginal peoples: registered status Indians (registered in 605
“Indian bands”), non-status Indians (neither registered nor granted
lands), Inuits (aboriginal peoples of the Arctic region), and Métis (of
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mixed FEuropean and aboriginal ancestry). Aboriginal peoples
represent about 4% of the Canadian population. The majority
continue to live on separate lands or “Indian reserves” that are
governed under the provisions of the federal Indian Act. The
majority of reserves constitute a “third world” inside the borders of
the Canadian state. Among Aboriginal peoples, life expectancy is
lower than that in the general population, and communities typically
experience major economic, social and public health problems as well
as highly-constrained versions of local self-government.

Despite these problems, there are positive developments. The
legal and political recognition of Aboriginal peoples was entrenched
in the 1982 Constitution Act. And, since that time, the social,
economic and political grievances of Aboriginal peoples have been
recognized as central to the national public agenda. This recognition
is shown by such institutional forms as the creation of umbrella
organizations (Assembly of First Nations, Inuit Tapirit Kanatami,
Congtess of Aboriginal Peoples), a major federal inquiry and report
into the condition of First Nations, Inuit, and Metis people (Royal
Commission on Canada’s Aboriginal People), and by the federal
government’s commitment to the comprehensive renegotiation of
First Nations land claims. Since 1978 there have been 21 such
comprehensive land claims, negotiated by individual and
confederations of First Nations. In 1978, the James Bay Cree and
Northern Quebec Indians negotiated a settlement with both the
federal and Quebec governments that recognized their right to self-
government and a financial share of Quebec’s important hydro-
electricity developments. Since 1992, the British Columbia Treaty
Commission has worked to end the anomaly in which almost no first
nations in that province had signed formal treaties with Canada or
British Columbia. Sixty of that province’s First Nations are
participating in sets of negotiations, with 51 in the final stages of
negotiation. Although there has been an exceeding slow pace to
developments, social and economic conditions of Aboriginal peoples
are improving.3

Charter Groups

Relations between the so-called “charter groups” of French and
English (actually British) Canadians have gone through several grave
crises since the mid-18%" century. In the 20% century, French
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Canadians have battled to gain recognition as an equal partner with
English Canadians in the institutional and cultural life of Canada.
Many of the most prominent members of the francophone political
elite, beginning in the 19% century, worked from the premise that a
partnership between two charter groups was at the heart of Canada.
For decades, this argument about Canadian biculturalism was either
rejected or glossed over by the intelligentsia and elites of English
Canada. In recent decades, with the emergence of a strong
francophone provincial state in Quebec, this argument has faded. The
bicultural vision has been replaced by another view, shared by
francophone as well as Anglophone intellectuals, claiming that
Canada is a multinational society and a classic federation of states.*

The national recognition of French language (or Francophone)
rights occurred only gradually during the 20% century. French and
English were used in Parliamentary debates from the outset in 1867,
although simultaneous translation only began in 1959. French was
introduced on postage stamps in 1927, on bank notes in 1936, and
Family Allowance cheques in French as well as English in 1962.
Richard Joy’ noted that only 5% of the senior executives appointed in
the federal administration in 1965 were French Canadians. The
situation has changed significantly during the past forty years, and
now more than 30% of all public servants are Francophone. French
and English were equally recognized as official languages in the
Official Languages Act of 1969.

According to polls conducted by Decima Research for the
Commission of Official Languages, a robust majority of Canadians
support official bilingualism of federal institutions. Moreover, this
support i1s growing. In the 2006 survey, the level of support was
higher in Quebec (more than 90%) and lower in Alberta (58%), with
a mean of 72% for Canada. This compares to 50% support at the
turn of the new Century. This level of support is the highest since the
adoption of legislation on official languages and marks a radical
change in the history of Canada. It is now fair to speak of the political
institutionalization of the two languages spoken since the origin of
Canada.6

During the decades in which the French Canadian presence was
grudgingly acknowledged by English Canadians, francophone
Quebeckers developed another model of national affirmation: the






