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C h a p t e r  1 4  

Collective Identities and Citizenship in 

Quebec 

Luis R. Cardoso de Oliveira 

The demands for recognition in Quebec bring to the fore interesting questions for 

thinking about the relationship between cultural identities and the public sphere 

as it relates to problems regarding citizenship. Here, one has a confluence of 

individual rights on the one hand, and group or collective rights on the other, 

which poses difficult questions to contemporary theories of democracy and 

citizenship. French Quebecois perceive the exercise of citizenship rights as 

impaired by the lack of recognition of their national/cultural identity. Given that 

Quebec, as a Canadian Province, holds individualism and equality in high regard, 

the analysis brings to light, in a particularly interesting way, the tension between 

values of individualism and community that characterizes social life in modern 

societies. By the same token, the interface of collective identities and citizenship 

rights suggests that an analysis of these rights demands an examination of the 

relationship between legal and moral dimensions of citizenship. 

    The lack of recognition within Canada of Quebec’s distinctive cultural character 

has strengthened a modern, territorial and nationalist perspective in the province, 

leading Canada into a major constitutional crisis. In this essay, I will first discuss 

the constitutional crisis, focusing on the significance of Quebec’s demand for 

recognition and the difficulties this entails in the rest-of-Canada (ROC). I will then 

contextualize the crisis within francophone and anglophone views on Canada’s 

history, the role of each group in the formation of the country, and collective 

identity and the public sphere. Such views suggest that the differences between 

Quebec and the ROC represent two strands of modernity by which both are 

struggling to achieve an overlapping consensus. Finally, I will argu e that 

citizenship problems have a moral dimension that cannot be satisfactorily 

addressed in a legal/formal manner. This moral dimension calls attention to (he 

culturally-bounded character of all social interactions,  and involves an 
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articulation between rights and identities, encompassing relationships within 

the public sphere, where the symbolism of social action plays a major role. 

Once the idea of moral rights is established, the importance of culture  and its 

pluralistic character comes wholeheartedly into the open and demands an 

approach that not only places a stronger emphasis on practice, but requires a 

revision of the dominant concept of modernity which, as it develops and takes 

shape, cannot be perceived as a simple unilinear process.1 

The Constitutional Crisis in Canada 

While one could say Quebec has never been completely satisfied with the terms 

of the agreement leading up to the creation of the Dominion of Canada in 

1867,2 and there have been occasional moments of tension with the ROC ever 

since,3 the current constitutional crisis dates from a much more recent period 

and came to a head in 1982, when PM Pierre Trudeau approved the conditions 

for the patriation of the Canadian Constitution in Parliament and amended to it 

a Charter of Rights and Freedoms. Until then, the Canadian Constitution had 

been kept in the British Parliament and could not be autonomously amended. 

The Charter established a series of individual rights to protect all Canadian 

citizens against any possible arbitrary action by the state, and in Quebec it was 

perceived as a threat to the collective rights of French Quebecois, especially 

those connected to the regulation of language use within the province. 

Therefore, beyond historical demands for more autonomy in the areas of 

workforce, education, culture and immigration, Quebec’s main claim toward the 

ROC was the recognition of its cultural distinction. That is, Quebec wanted a 

constitutional guarantee that in certain matters, as in the case of its language 

policy, the Charter, which regarded individual rights as absolute and leaves no 

room for the assertion of collective rights or interests, would not limit its power 

to legislate. Such guarantee has been phrased ever since the unsuccessful 

negotiations of the Meech Lake Accord as the constitutional recognition of 

Quebec as a distinct society. As time passed, Quebec’s demand for recognition 

met with increasing resistance in the rest of the country:4 anglophone Canadians 

in the other provinces perceived Quebec’s demand as a claim for an illegitimate 

privilege, even as French Quebecois demanded recognition of the province’s 

distinctiveness as a condition for equal treatment and as a symbol of equal 

status within the federation. Whereas Quebecois saw the public sphere as 

comprised of singular collectivities that give meaning to citizenship rights and 

allow for a sense of belonging, other Canadians saw it as composed of 

individuals whose rights were entirely dissociated from collective identities. 

       Interestingly enough, though Quebec's demand is often phrased as a 
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collective right, it cannot be entirely dissociated from the rights of individual 

citizens, given that the lack of recognition can be perceived as a moral insult to 

the individuals affected by it. By the same token, it also suggests that a 

significant obstacle to adequately dealing with the problem lies in the difficulty 

to link the moral nature of the claim with the legal/constitutional remed y 

pursued. 

Recognition, Inconsiderateness and Moral Insult 

If one takes a look at the tight victory (50.6% vs. 49.4%) of the anti -sover- 

eignty vote in the last referendum on the sovereignty of Quebec, which was held 

on October 30, 1995, as well as the many public opinion polls published in the 

press nearly every other day, it is interesting to note that the angle from which 

Quebec’s demand reaches the highest levels of support within the province 

regards the inadequate treatment it has received from the ROC, especially after 

the patriation of the Constitution. The opposition campaign leadership was the 

first to point out that its vote did not signify agreement with the constitutional 

status quo. In fact, in addition to voting “no” out of fear of what could happen to 

their economic situation in an independent Quebec, or strong feelings towards 

Canada, some voted against sovereignty hoping a new constitutional agreement 

would be negotiated with Quebec in the near future. My own interviews suggest 

that a similar sentiment was found among people who voted in favor of 

sovereignty. Many said they voted “yes” in order to strengthen Quebec’s 

demand for recognition but were not as willing to support an eventual separation 

from Canada. In this regard, the dissatisfaction with Ottawa is not essentially 

motivated by a perception of exploitation (as in colonial relations), nor by a will 

to amplify its share in the distribution of income or power, although these are 

also among Quebec’s concerns; it has been stimulated by a perception of 

inconsiderateness, rather than a consciousness of exclusion or the usurpation of 

basic citizenship rights. 

I take inconsiderateness, or an act of inconsiderateness, as the reverse of 

recognition as defined by Taylor. I prefer to talk about inconsiderateness - 

instead of phrasing it in terms of a lack of recognition - in order to emphasize 

the moral insult that is brought on when the identity of one’s interlocutor is 

undisguisedly, and sometimes forcefully, not acknowledged.5 That is, the 

recognition of an authentic identity is not simply a matter of pleasing one’s 

interlocutor; it is also a right6 whose lack of fulfill ment can be seen as an 

aggression, even if not meant as such by the aggressor. 

According to Taylor,7 these demands for recognition are a product of the 

process of transformation of the notion of honor into dignity, which look place 

with the passage from the ancien  régime to modernity.  Drawing on a 
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very interesting paper by Berger,8 Taylor argues that while the notion of honor is 

committed to the idea of exclusivity and is an index of distinction or 

differentiation, bound to a hierarchical context, the concept of dignity makes 

reference to a quality or condition that can be universalized, and shared equally 

by all. This process of transformation would have prompted two movements in 

sequence. The first would have given rise to a process of universalization of 

rights, which comprise the core of what became the modern notion of citi zenship 

rights (civil, political, and social). The second movement would have provoked 

the affirmation and/or the demand for recognition of an authentic identity at both 

the individual and the collective levels.9 At the collective level the struggles for 

recognition would express themselves in the demands of cultural or national 

minorities, as in the case of Quebec’s demands for sovereignty. In this regard, I 

should stress that a major difficulty in legitimizing the sanctioning of demands 

associated with the second movement is its focus on acknowledging the 

worthiness of singular identities or forms of life. That is, its refusal to equate 

equality with uniformity, and its valorization of differences or peculiarities as 

symbols of worthiness which are, by definition, not expected to become 

universal. 

By the same token, Taylor’s ideas suggest that the demands for recogni tion 

have at least two important characteristics that are brought to the fore in the case 

of Quebec: (1) a compelling symbolic content, which makes rights and values 

absolutely inseparable, and (2) the requirement to be dealt with in the context of 

dialogical relationships, where the parties’ mutual recognition reflects a genuine 

acceptance of their particularities. Acceptance of the other must be internalized 

as a value, meaning that it is not enough for parties to show they accept each 

others’ right to cultivate their own identity, but should also be able to convey the 

idea that they accept the right because it is worthy of acceptance. Whereas the 

first characteristic shows that lack of recognition, even if expressing an index 

that is essentially symbolic, may be construed as an act of inconsiderateness or as 

a moral insult, threatening the rights of the person involved - who is motivated to 

confront and reject this attempt at devaluation or negation of her own identity - 

the second characteristic suggests that an eventual reparation of such an act of 

inconsiderateness cannot be wholly effected by exclusively legal means. 

Quebec’s demand seems to be somewhat enigmatic at first,  not only because it  

runs against the dominant views on democracy and citizenship in modern societies, 

where only laws and legal claims that affect a ll members of society equally are 

legitimately binding in the public sphere, but a lso because it  is raised from within a  

society that takes pride in being pluralistic and respectful of individual rights a  

society that developed a set of social policies so effective that in the last few years 

it  has systematically granted Canada the United Nations' ti t le of the country with the 

b e s t  q u a l i t y  o f  l i f e  i n  t h e  w o r l d .  O n  t h e  o t h e r  h a n d ,  t h e  c o n s t r a i n t s  
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for an adequate negotiation of Quebec’s demand are aggravated by the difficul -

ties of the ROC in understanding it, in light of visions which are traditionally 

and culturally distinct, if not divergent, about Canadian Unity and the role of 

francophones and anglophones in the formation of the country, or about their 

statuses as significant actors within the public sphere. 

Different Views on History, Language and Equality 

Despite the fact that Canada is justly considered a country with solid democratic 

traditions, having distinguished itself in the attention it pays to questions of 

equity and social solidarity, the perception of inconsiderateness manifested by 

francophones is widespread in Quebec, even among those who praise and are 

proud of these characteristics of Canadian democracy. In order to understand 

this phenomenon, one needs to take a brief look at the relationship between 

francophones and anglophones throughout Canadian history.  

The foundation of Quebec city in 1608 marks the beginning of French 

colonization in America. The area, then called New France, would become a 

Royal Colony 55 years later. After the surrender of Quebec to the British in 

1759, France signed the treaty of Paris, formally transferring the possession of 

Canada to England in 1763. In spite of the fact that from then on Canada spent 

its entire colonial period under England’s rule , Quebec kept its language and its 

main cultural institutions, and for a long time yet the term Canadien was used 

exclusively with reference to francophones. With the celebration of the “Act of 

Quebec” in 1774, Quebec was formally allowed to retain its allegiance to the 

Catholic Church, its juridic tradition (the French civil code) and French as its 

official language. Only during the short life of the “Act of the Union Regime,” 

from 1840 to 1867, when the British Crown reunited High Canada (Ontario) and 

Low Canada (Quebec) under the same government, has Quebec suffered 

repression toward its French institutions. At this point the British Crown 

developed a policy of assimilation toward the population of French origin, 

following the recommendations of “Lord Durham’s Report,” much hated within 

Quebec. With the creation of the Dominion of Canada through the British North 

America Act in 1867, the cultural-linguistic rights of Quebec were reestablished 

and the union between the High and the Low regions of Canada legitimized, 

now including the provinces of Nova Scotia and New Brunswick. 

As I  ment ione d a bove,  th e co mpromi se o f 1 8 67  wa s brea ched from Qu ebec’ s  

point  of v iew wi th  the u ni la ter a l  pa l l ia t ion of the Ca na dian Const i tu t ion in  

1 9 8 2  a n d  t h e  a m e n d m e n t  o f  t h e  C h a r t e r  o f  R i g h t s  a n d  Freedoms to it. 
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At the same time, with the advent of the Quiet Revolution in the early 1960s, 

Quebec experienced a process of deep transformation; the modernization of the 

province went hand in hand with a change in its nationalist movement, which put 

aside its traditionally more defensive position and took on a perspective of 

national affirmation, under the banner of Maîtres chez nous (Masters of 

Ourselves). The perception of minorization prompted political leadership to 

systematically challenge the province’s institutional status quo within the 

Canadian Federation, and the identity of French Canadian gave way to that of 

Quebecois. 

The beginning of the Quiet Revolution, with the election of Jean Lesage as 

Prime Minister of Quebec in 1960, marks the end of the Duplessis era, which 

represented 19 years of a very conservative government. Duplessis took office 

for the first time in 1936 and, except for a short period of liberal government 

from 1939 to 1944, stayed in power until his death in 1959. 10 If one could say 

that in Quebec language, religion and ethnic identity - strong symbols of 

Quebec’s nationalism - have always been blended together, then during 

Duplessis’ government they not only stood for culture and tradition as cultivated 

values, but also meant a political orientation with a significant degree of 

backwardness. To a certain extent, such orientation amplified its distance from 

the anglophone provinces. For until then, Quebec was essentially a rural province 

(with the exception of Montreal), did not invest in education (which did not seem 

to be a value for Duplessis’ government), and was completely turned back toward 

itself.11 The Quiet Revolution not only made Quebec’s nationalism more 

affirmative and open, given that with the change of identity from French 

Canadian to Quebecois there was a change of focus from ethnic to territorial 

nationalism, but there was also an impressive reversal of perspective toward a 

more progressive political orientation. This happened with the implementation of 

important social policies in the areas of education, urban development and the 

ethnic leveling of the job market. Such a turn, accompanied by a strengthening of 

Quebec’s nationalism and of its demands toward the federation, startled many 

Canadian analysts, who pointed out that the closer Quebec gets to the ROC in 

terms of social/living conditions and the sharing of modem/democratic 

worldviews, the greater the distance between their perceptions of the country’s 

constitutional problems, the federation and the meaning of citizenship and 

collective identities within the public sphere.12 

Perhaps one could say that Quebec’s demand for recogni tion could be 

supported on liberal grounds as Taylor suggest s , but the modern politi cal values 

that motivate  Quebecois and give str ength to  their  cla ims are the same ones that  

stimulate anglophone Canadians in the ROC to refuse them. Both value equality 

and the respect of individual r ights, not to mention the concer n with identity ,  

which ha s a lso grown in the ROC as the  constitu tional/unity crisi s wa s 

aggravate.
13

 However, in addition to their  differing interpretations of how some  
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of these shared values should be implemented, Quebec and the ROC hold other 

significant differences of opinion. The Canadian Charter of Rights and 

Freedoms that provoked so much dissatisfaction in Quebec (as a threat to the 

French language and culture) has become, in the ROC, not only a symbol of 

freedom and equality but also an important component of the identity of 

Canadian citizenship. 

Moreover, beyond differences of perspective and political position regarding 

the public sphere, which may not allow for a consensus or be easily ironed out 

in argumentation, there are clear signs of misunderstanding from both sides. 

That, I am afraid, does not give much hope for political agreement in the short 

term. In this regard, the conflicts over language are the most obvious, with the 

widest repercussions and the greatest impact on everyday life. Nevertheless, as 

Laurendeau’s report on the activities of the Royal Commission on Bilingualism 

and Biculturalism confirms,14 language constitutes only part of the problem. 

Through disputes over language people are not only arguing diverse views of 

Canadian history and divergent conceptions about the importance of language 

or culture: they are also expressing distinct perspectives about the social 

significance of difference itself. 

A striking feature of the constitutional debate in Canada is the degree of 

divergence between anglophones and francophones on the meaning of the 

compromise reached in 1867. That is, the compromise sealing the country’s 

formal constitution. As it is a major reference to interpreting important aspects 

of the Constitution patriated in 1982, and symbolizes the founda tion of the 

country (playing a special role in peoples’ views about Canada and its public 

sphere and the way they see themselves in it), it is not surprising that 

significant divergence on this issue has been so problematic. 

While in Quebec the dominant reading of the 1867 compromise stresses the 

idea of a country formed by two nations and two founding peoples, with equal 

rights and status within the public sphere, the paramount vision in the ROC 

emphasizes the equality of the provinces and of their citizens irrespective of 

ethnic (national) background.15 To many Quebecois, Canada’s rejection of the 

biculturalism policy meant “the end of a Canadian dream.”16 Nevertheless, and at 

first sight, while each reading gives support to the respective positions in the 

constitutional debate today, the predominant view in the ROC seems more open 

and responsive to the formal claims and foreseeable needs of all Canadian 

citizens that is, to the extent that it allows for the greatest freedom of choice, 

without giving up the commitment to guarantee the protection of basic rights to 

every citizen. In fact, it does not distinguish itself from the principles staled in 

the Charter of Rights and Freedoms amended to the Constitution, and represents 

the dominant views on democracy and citizenship not only in Canada but in 

modern Western societies in general.  However,  one can make a good 
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case that such argumentative supremacy is only apparent. In fact, if it can be 

shown that the formal openness of the Canadian views represents a substantive 

restriction at the sociological level and motivates acts of inconsiderateness in 

everyday life, one could argue that, even if Quebec’s perspective may pose 

similar problems, it makes a demand that cannot be legitimately or morally 

discarded from the outset. 

Despite the fact that they dominated only one of four provinces comprising 

the Dominion of Canada in 1867, and represented just 33.7 percent of the 

population, French Canadians saw the new compromise as an institutional 

commitment to protect the equal cultural-linguistic rights of anglophones and 

francophones, as members of the respective communities within the country. 

But already in 1871 the anglophone provinces began imposing limitations on 

the use of French as the language of teaching in public schools, and British 

Colombia entered the Confederation without recognizing French as an official 

language.17 Comparing the situation of francophones outside of Quebec with 

that of anglophones within Quebec one finds a striking difference. While public 

support for francophone schools in the ROC is generally perceived as well 

below the expectations of the francophone communities, and the rate  of 

assimilation to anglophone language and culture is significantly high, 18 

Montreal has a large and well- structured system of public education in English, 

as well as a set of anglophone or bilingual hospitals and services, making it 

possible for anglophones to lead a life entirely in English. In Quebec, the lack 

of reciprocity in this regard is taken as an offence and an unacceptable act of 

inconsiderateness, if not an unlawful example of direct discrimination.  

Indeed, the linguistic situation in Montreal is a polemic issue in Quebec, and 

was one of the main factors motivating the enactment of Bill 101 (1977) 

regulating the usage of French in the province. Before the promulgation of Bill 

101 the dominant view was that English was taking over and the French 

language was running serious risks of disappearing, initially in Montreal and 

later in the province as a whole. At this point, English was not only the main 

language of business, but was by far the first choice of immigrants (a fast 

growing community in Montreal) as language of teaching, and even the 

francophones seemed to be under pressure to opt for the English schools, given 

that the language of learning could make a big difference in the job market. In 

this regard, during my research in Montreal (1995/1996), I interviewed a few 

elderly retired francophones who not only resented that their poor command of 

English had significantly limited their chances of promotion in their jobs, but 

who could not accept the fact that they had spent their lives obliged to 

communicate with their bosses and superiors in a "foreign” language they had 

not chosen, because there were no job openings requiring French fluency. In 

terms of the language debate, I think one could rephrase the complaints of these 

retired francophones as follows: it is not that we do not want to allow people to 

choose their language of teaching or work, but that we want to be able to choose  
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to live our lives in French - even if it means imposing some linguistic 

restrictions on the population of Quebec. 

Bill 101 imposes three main limitations on the usage of English (or other 

languages) within Quebec: (1) it obligates the children of immigrants, as well as 

the children of Canadians whose parents have not studied in Engl ish schools 

within Canada,19 to attend French schools; (2) it institutes French as the 

language of work in businesses with more than 50 employees, who were given a 

certain amount of time to adapt themselves to this condition; and (3) it prohibits 

all commercial signage in other languages. The third limitation has always been 

the most polemic and, after being struck down by the Supreme Court in June 

1988, it was reenacted by Quebec under the invocation of the notwithstanding 

clause, which allows the legislator to avoid provisions of the Charter for a 

period of five years. At the same time, Quebec’s government presented Bill 178, 

which maintained the prohibition for commercial signage outdoors, but allowed 

bilingual signage indoors. In 1993 Bill 86 amplified the flexibility of the 

signage law, allowing bilingual signs outdoors, to the extent that the second 

language does not occupy more than half the space taken by the French on the 

same sign. 

Bill 178 motivated the creation of the Equality Party (EP) in 1989, which 

became known in Quebec’s media as a one-issue party, concentrating all its 

efforts in the demand to reestablish official bilingualism within the province 

(including free choice of language of teaching, provision of governmental 

services in the country’s two official languages, and guarantee that any future 

constitutional agreement would not threaten the fundamental liberties). 20 

Although such demands do not currently receive as much support within the 

anglophone community as they did when the party was initially formed,21 they 

do give a good picture of the predominant feeling in the ROC regarding 

Quebec’s language law. According to the EP, the language law negated the 

Canadian Charter and was incongruous with its perception of a democratic 

public sphere, to the extent that it “unlawfully” discriminated against citizens by 

not treating them uniformly. Additionally, it is this difficulty of legitimizing the 

non-uniform treatment of citizens that Charles Taylor identifies as the essence 

of the liberalism of rights22 cultivated in the ROC, and which would be incom-

patible with the aspirations of Quebecois. Against this, Taylor proposes a model 

of liberalism that allows for the definition of a “good life for all,” which would 

qualify as portraying a liberal society “by the way in which it treats minorities, 

including those who do not share public definitions of the good, and above all 

by the rights it accords all its members.”23 Even if it may not be necessary or 

adequate to distinguish between these two types of liberalism to legitimize 

Quebec’s demand,24 as Taylor suggests, such demand is not easy to understand 

from the perspective of a modern liberal democracy.  
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According to the dominant perspective of anglophones in the ROC, the need 

to protect the French language and culture should not override the Canadian 

Charter and/or the principle of equal/uniform treatment of all Canadian 

citizens. In a way, from their point of view even the alleged need to protect the 

French language and culture within Quebec is not entirely clear. Differing 

from Quebec, the ROC has always been culturally more diverse, having had a 

longer and more intense experience of receiving immigrants from throughout 

the world, and the British influence or identity has never been as powerful and 

encompassing as French culture has been in Quebec. One of the difficulties 

experienced by anglophones outside of Quebec in accepting the idea of a 

country formed by two nations and two founding peoples is that they do not 

see the English people, who colonized the country, as deserving of any special 

recognition in comparison with others who helped build the country. Along 

similar lines, they make a sharp distinction between language and culture, and 

view English as an instrumental language used for public communication - that 

is, as a common language to be used in public life, while Canadians may speak 

the language of their ethnic/national group at home, and are allowed to 

cultivate cultural practices and traditions in their private life. To that extent, 

English, as the public language, would not be identified with any particular 

culture or tradition. This is why it is so hard to find support in the ROC for a 

policy of biculturalism: it is seen as an illegitimate privilege and as an unfair 

discrimination against people who do not identify themselves with either of the 

two so-called founding nations.  

If such a radical separation between language and culture is indeed prob-

lematic, it cannot make any sense in Quebec. This is not only because of the 

integration between language and culture in the experience of French 

Quebecois, but also because the penetration of English within their province is 

accompanied by the powerful influence of Anglo-American culture. In this 

regard, one could say that from Quebec’s viewpoint what one finds in the 

ROC, under the guise of multiculturalism, is a situation in which English is not 

dissociated from the Anglo-American culture in the public or the civic sphere, 

and other cultures are merely allowed to manifest themselves. By the same 

token, the policy of multiculturalism is perceived as the establishment of a de 

facto primacy of Anglo-American culture within the country, which denies 

equal status to the francophone tradition in Canada and is, therefore, 

unacceptable. Beyond that, one may not forget that until the early seventies 

there are reports of francophones who claim to have been insultingly 

discriminated against in the center of Montreal itself. The main example of 

these acts, which are recurrent in the literature,  25 is the “abominable” speak 

white! As the story goes, when francophones addressed salespeople in French 

at the stores downtown they were often told to speak white (that is, English) in 

order to be served. 

This example highlights an important connection between the collective 
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and individual dimensions of identity, allowing for a better articulation of 

Quebec’s demand for recognition - as a collective right - with the individual 

rights of francophone citizens. The lack of recognition is experienced as a 

denial of one’s own identity, not only as a member of a linguistic/cultural 

community but also as a person. The failure to acknowledge the worthiness or 

the moral substance of the actor means a rejection of the citizen’s dignity and, 

therefore, moral insult. The cultural-historical background and the sociological 

context in Quebec are such that even when there is no intent to offend, the 

simple failure to display recognition may be perceived as an act of 

inconsiderateness. Both at the Constitutional level, when the status of “distinct 

society” is denied to Quebec, and in everyday life when francophones customers 

are (perhaps politely) responded to in English by salespeople who do not speak 

French, this behavior conveys the idea that here too English should be the 

language of public communication. In both cases, beyond the demand for the 

respect or for the implementation of specific legal rights, there is a general 

demand for proper treatment, with a level of considerateness that any citizen 

should expect in civic life and in the public sphere. 

In this regard, one of the difficulties for defining acts of inconsiderateness as 

instances of unlawful behavior is the fact that these are phenomena that show 

themselves more in the attitude - as it conveys an intention - than in the action 

of the agent. Thus, one can analytically distinguish these two dimensions of 

social acts as suggested by P. F. Strawson: 

If someone treads on my hand accidentally, while trying to help me, the 

pain may be no less acute than if he treads on it in contemptuous disregard 

of my existence or with a malevolent wish to injure me. But I shall 

generally feel in the second case a kind and degree of resentment that I 

shall not feel in the first...26 

In this example, Strawson associates the experience of moral insult with 

feelings of resentment, as these are motivated by the intentions attributed to the 

interlocutor of the insulted party. As Strawson argues convincingly, the 

resentment of the insulted party becomes a feeling of moral indignation from 

the perspective of third parties witnessing the event,27 which means that the 

classification of the respective acts as moral insults can be inter - subjectively 

shared and, therefore, validated. It is in this sense that I would like to submit 

that the display of considerateness can be construed as a social (moral) 

obligation, despite its not really being open to legal regulation. Actually, to the 

extent that it may be interpreted as conditioning the formation of a positive 

identity, and as an important aspect of recognizing the actor’s dignity, the 

display of considerateness could be seen as a citizenship right t h a t  can be, i n  

principle, expected and vindicated by a l l .  

B y  t h e  s a m e  t o k e n ,  i t  s e e m s  t h a t  o n e  d o e s  n o t  n e e d  t o  c a r r y  t h e  b u r d e n  

o f  l e g i t i m a t i n g  Q u e b e c ’ s  d e m a n d  f o r  r e c o g n i t i o n  i n  t e r m s  o f  Q u e b e c o i s ’   
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axiomatic value of survival as Taylor suggests.28 This is the case for two reasons: 

firstly, the external constraints faced by the French language in Quebec show 

that, without any protective legislation, Quebecois may not be able to choose to 

live in French in their province; a formal freedom of choice between French and 

English may actually mean an imposition of the latter. Secondly, if the denial of 

recognition can be grounded as an act of inconsiderateness, or as a moral insult, 

the demand to avoid it should find support in the modern liberal -democratic 

value of equal treatment and in the unlawfulness of unilateral acts of aggression. 

However, the gap of perspectives in the constitutional debate between Quebec 

and the ROC and in their views about the public sphere is rather significant and 

can hardly be overstated, not only because of differences in their historical 

experience and interpretation of the agreement of 1867, but because their views 

on how the federation works today are no less different. Whereas Quebec resents 

the lack of recognition of its distinctiveness and the interference of Ottawa in 

areas perceived as being of exclusive provincial responsibility, the prevailing 

sentiment in the ROC is that Quebec already holds a special position and people 

often wonder, “what will Quebec want next?” Quebec has had sligh tly more 

autonomy than other provinces in areas such as immigration, and most of the 

political leadership in Canada comes from Quebec (prime ministers from Quebec 

held power for 28 of the last 30 years, leaving only 16 months of that period to 

the three prime ministers from other provinces).29 According to Gibbins, 

asymmetrical federalism did not find much support in the ROC mainly because 

while Quebec would have greater autonomy, the latter would still play an 

important role in Canadian politics. In other words, it was not just a matter of 

giving a distinct status to Quebec within the federation but, given the role of 

Quebec’s politicians in the federation, also a question of how not to aggravate a 

power imbalance perceived as already in existence. 

It seems that the restrictions of the ROC were also connected to a perception 

of inconsiderateness, to the extent that Quebec’s demand sounded like an 

unacceptable claim of superiority. Although the perception of inconsiderateness 

in the ROC is not framed as a demand for recognition, it is brought to the fore 

through criticism of Quebec’s demand, which is understood as a claim to special 

status at the level of citizenship. Therefore, by grasping Quebec’s demand within 

the logic of honorship, which denies modernity’s paramount value of equality, 

anglophones in the ROC feel threatened in their dignity as equally worthy 

citizens. This is because, even if moral insults may be difficult to conceptualize 

as a real aggression in modern societies,30 they are nevertheless felt by the actors. 

In  light of th i s , the  idea of a  pa rtner ship wi th  Qu ebec’ s di sen ga gement  from 

the Ca na dia n government , mea ning more au tonomy for both sides,  
3 1

 ar t i cula ted   

wi th La  forest 's  proposal  of a  d ia log in which the par tner s would try  to  "sta n d  

i n  e a c h  o t h e r ' s  sh o e s , "
3 2

 s o u n d s  p r o m i s i n g ,  n o t  o n l y  b e c a u se  i t  s ig na l s  
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a more open perspective for negotiating a new (formal) relationship between the 

partners, but also because it suggests a process in which the acknowledgement 

of each others’ worthiness may face better chances of taking effect. If such a 

proposal is forged, perhaps a new compromise could be reached in which the 

equality of rights would not be attained at the cost of the identity or dignity of 

citizens, and the integrity of ethical life could take shape at a higher level.  

Citizenship Rights and Identities in Modern Ideology 

The analysis of Quebec’s demands for recognition shows that there is an 

important link between collective identities and citizenship rights, which may 

have a significant impact on definitions of the public sphere. In this regard, the 

dissociation of rights and identities has fueled a constitutional crisis motivated 

by the lack of recognition of the Quebecois’ collective identity, perceived by 

the latter as an act of inconsiderateness on the part of the ROC. 

Quebec’s demands suggest that the formal nature of legal/constitutional 

rights poses difficulties in dealing with the moral/ethical dimension of citi -

zenship. This dimension requires an articulation between rights and values or 

identities, which is hard to legitimate in the public sphere of modern societies, 

and highlights the cultural boundedness of social life. At the same time it is in 

tune with the core of modernity to the extent that it comes to the fore in the 

search for or affirmation of an authentic identity as shown by Taylor. 33 In the 

same vein, one wonders if it would not be appropriate to look at the display of 

considerateness and expression of recognition, which are related to the 

acknowledgment of worthiness, as citizenship rights of a moral/ethical type; 

rights that cannot be satisfactorily enforced by legal means, the non-

acknowledgment of which may be construed as an unlawful aggression and may 

damage the integrity of an ethical life, be it by an outright refusal to admit the 

significance of such acknowledgment in the public sphere, or by a pattern of 

social interaction in everyday life. 

Finally, the debate over the Canadian constitutional crisis highlights the 

tension between two strands of modernity that demand, in turn, (1) the equal 

respect of citizenship rights universally or uniformly shared by individuals, and 

(2) citizens’ equal right to have their own singularities or identities acknowledged 

as worthy of recognition. Whereas the first strand equates equality with uniform 

treatment, the second looks at the former’s resistance to integrate difference as a 

biased constraint that is potentially unfair, as the lack of recognition of Québécois 

identity shows.  However, the near success of the Meech Lake Accord and the 

idea of asymmetrical federalism, or the propositions for a partnership between 

Quebec and the rest-of-Canada, indicate more promising possibilities for 

a r t i c u l a t i n g  t h e  t w o  s t r a n d s .  P e r h a p s ,  i n s p i r e d  b y D u m o n t ’ s 
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critique of modern ideology,34 one could argue that once we allow ourselves to 

distinguish between levels of significance and inclusiveness within society, the 

two strands of modernity may show their dimension of complementarity and 

enrich, at once, our understanding of society and our experience as citizens.  

Notes 

I am grateful to Stephen Baines for revising the text and for his critical comments. I would 

also like to acknowledge the comments of Roberto Cardoso de Oliveira, Yves Chaloult, 

Bruce Grant and BenácioSchmidt. 

1 In an interesting manuscript on “Multiple Modernities in the Age of Globalization,” 

Eisenstadt makes the argument that classical visions of modernity and modernization 

should be revised in light of recent developments in Asian, Latin American and African 

societies, suggesting that such concepts do not reflect singular realities or processes but 

multiple ones instead. Eisenstadt and Schluchter have proposed a comparative study of 

early modernities, articulating a developmental and structural or cultural approach, 

where the idea of modernity as a uniform condition is questioned and the European 

experience is relativized (1998). 

2 In 1867 the British North America Act created the Dominion of Canada, comprising the 

provinces of Quebec, Ontario, Nova Scotia and New Brunswick, putting an end to the 

dispute between anglophones and francophones over the institutional makeup of the 

country. At that moment Quebec’s cultural-linguistic rights were reestablished after a 

period of 27 years under the Act of the Union Regime, during which these rights had 

been abolished. 

3 Good examples of these tensions in this century are the discussions over the military 

draft imposed on all Canadian citizens during the two Great Wars, when French 

Canadians were obliged to fight a war that they perceived at the time as representing 

British interests exclusively. Another example is Trudeau’s declaration of the War 

Measures Act in 1970, in order to curb the terrorist activities of the Quebec Liberation 

Front (QLF) in Quebec, after the kidnapping of Quebec’s Minister of Labor and the 

British commercial attaché in Montreal. 

4 On April 30, 1987 the Prime Minister of Canada and the ten first ministers of the 

provinces signed an accord over five principles at Meech Lake, Ontario, with the 

objective of satisfying Quebec’s demands to subscribe to the Constitution patriated in 

1982. The recognition of Quebec as a distinct society within the Canadian Federation 

was one of the five and came to symbolize the accord. The accord had to be ratified by 

the legislative bodies of all provinces within three years and, when Manitoba’s and 

Newfoundland’s refused to do so on June 9, 1990, the accord was definitively turned 

down, provoking a major protest in Quebec. 

5  I look at acts of inconsiderateness as moral insults. It is the opposite of 

considerateness as it has been recently discussed in France under the label of  

la consideration- as a basic human right to dignity (Haroche and Vatin 1998). 

T h e  i d e a  o f  in c o n s id e ra te ne s s  i s  a l s o  s i m i l a r  t o  t h e  G e r m a n  n o t i o n  
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of nichtachtung, as it is elaborated by Honneth in his The Struggle for Recognition 

(1996). Honneth’s concept has been adequately translated as “disrespect,” bu t I prefer 

to render it as inconsiderateness, because it stresses the lack of attention that one is 

due as a person (citizen), and seems to be more germane to the Hegelian idea 

inspiring Honneth regarding the reciprocities that would entail the internal st ructure 

of fundamental forms of ethical relations (Honneth 1996: 16). 

6 Taylor phrases it as a vital human need (1994: 26). 

7 Taylor 1994. 

8 Berger 1983. 

9 Taylor 1994. 

10 Duplessis was elected by the National Union Party, which does not exist as a party 

today. As the name suggests, it was a very nationalist party. However one should 

note that all political parties in Quebec hold a nationalist perspec tive and, in this 

regard, they differ from each other only in terms of degree. This is true even of the 

Liberal and Conservative-Progressive parties who defend a federalist position and 

want to keep Quebec within Canada. Given that the Conservative-Progressive Party 

does not dispute the provincial elections and shares identity symbols with its 

predecessor in England - the members of the two parties are called the Tories - its 

nationalist views are particularly significant for understanding the nature of Quebec’s 

demand. The only exception to this is the Equality Party, which is supported almost 

exclusively by anglophones and a few allophones (immigrants). The Equality Party is 

the toughest critic of Quebec’s language laws, but does not hold even a single chair 

in the National Assembly, and is not a significant political force in the province.  

11 By and large, the public services in the areas of health and education were in the 

hands of the Catholic Church, which had an astounding political influence within the 

province. In addition, during the 1930’s Quebec was the province with the worst 

record of public spending within Canada and, from 1957 to 1967, its performance 

was significantly improved, passing from the second worst to the second best rank in 

the country (Dion 1991: 298). For a good picture of Duplessis’s traditional and 

shortsighted way of doing politics see Chaloult 1969. 

12 In fact, Dion argues that such a situation would be explained by Tocqueville’s 

paradox, according to which as social conditions become similar everywhere, greater 

becomes the importance attributed by people to indexes of distinction. Thus, as 

societies (or their once culturally different segments) grow more similar, their 

nationalist sentiments grow stronger as well (Dion 1991: 291-311). See also Taylor 

1993: 155-86. 

13 Canadians are supposed to be known for their lack of strong feelings of patriotism, as 

opposed to the feelings held by Quebeckers toward their province (Kaplan 1993: 3 -22; 

Fulford 1993: 104-19). At the same time, it has also been common place in the 

literature that Canadians take pride of their citizenship when they compare themselves 

with Americans, for the differences in Medicare and social policies in general between 

the two countries. In the last thirty years efforts have been made to strengthen a  

nalional identity through symbols l i k e  the Canadian Flag, created in the late sixties,  
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about twenty years after Quebec had sanctioned its own flag. The essays edited by 

Kaplan (1993), under the telling title of Belonging, give a very good idea about how 

much of a concern is the problem of identity in the ROC. 

14 Laurandeau 1990. 

15 As Laforest (1995: 1) notes, after the visibility that the first nations gained in the 

public sphere during the negotiations of the Charlottetown Accord, it does not make 

much sense anymore to talk about the history of Canada as a country founded by two 

nations, at the exclusion of the natives. However, Laforest argues that the one -nation 

vision of Canada should be unacceptable too for both Quebeckers and the First Peoples 

of Canada. 

16 Laforest 1995. 

17 In 1871 the Common School Act abolished the catholic schools and the teaching of 

French in New Brunswick, where there was (and still is) a significantly large 

francophone community. In 1877 Prince Edward Island enacted similar legislation 

through the Public School Act, and this trend was lasted until 1968, when Trudeau 

promulgated the law on official languages (Beauchemin 1995). 

18 According to data published by Statistics Canada and compiled by the Société Saint-

Jean-Baptiste, the average rate of assimilation of francophones in 1991, in the ROC, 

was 77.3 percent. This was measured by comparing the number of people of French 

origin with the number of those speaking French at home. The province with the lowest 

rate of assimilation was New Brunswick with 31 percent, whereas Newfoundla nd held 

the highest one at 96 percent (Beauchemin 1995: 31). 

19 The first wording of the law required that one of the parents had attended an English 

school in Quebec. On July 26, 1984 the Supreme Court declared that part of the law 

illegal, and it was changed to include English schools in any of the ten provinces.  

20 Legault 1992: 53. 

21 It is true that significant segments of the anglophone and allophone commu nities in 

Montreal would like to approve a more flexible language law, and perhaps better 

guarantees that they will not lose the linguistic rights that they currently enjoy. 

However, these communities have become more sensitive to the claims of French 

Quebeckers that some measure of linguistic restriction would be necessary and 

legitimate in order to prevent the use of French from disappearing. One may recall here 

that when anglophones and allophones were successfully mobilized by Galganov in 

1996, with the objective of demanding more signs in English in the big stores of 

Montreal, they were actually demanding the enforcement of Bills 178 and 86. Even if 

one looks at this as a strategic move to prepare for more radical demands in the future, 

one should not forget that when Bill 178 came to life it faced strong opposition and 

was considered absolutely unacceptable by anglophones and allophones alike. In fact, 

when Galganov tried to radicalize the movement it lost support and ended up dying 

out. 

22 Taylor 1994:60. 

23 Taylor 1994: 59. 

24    Habermas makes an interesting criticsm of Taylor's position, arguing that one does not   
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need to differentiate between two types of liberalism in order to accommodate the 

legitimization of collective goals within the liberal -democratic tradition. According 

to Habermas, Taylor’s definition of the liberalism of rights does not heed the 

necessary connection between private and public autonomy. Such a connection 

highlights the fact that in a liberal society the citizens must perceive themselves as 

the authors of the laws to which they are subjected (Habermas 1994:112). This is in 

keeping with Habermas’ discussion of the relationship between constitutional 

principles, political culture and the ethically permeated character of legal systems 

(idem.: 137-9). However, it seems to me that Habermas does not address the full 

thrust of Taylor’s argument regarding the specificity of the demands for recognition, 

as these differ from cases justifying a policy of “reverse discrimination” or measures 

aiming at reducing the gap between legal and actual equality (ibidem.: 129).  As 

opposed to the latter, the demands of recognition cannot be framed in universalistic 

terms. 

25 See, for example, Laurandeau 1990.  

26 Strawson 1974: 5. 

27 Strawson: 15. 

28 Taylor 1994: 58. 

29 Gibbins 1998:402,411. 

30 Berger 1983. 

31 Gibbins 1998: 402. 

32 Laforest 1998: 51-79. 

33 Taylor 1994. 

34 Dumont 1986: 223-33. 

References 

Beauchemin, Y. (1995). Petite Histoire du Québec. Montréal: UNEQ. 

Berger, P. (1983). “On the Obsolescence of the Concept of Honor,” in S. Hauerwas and 

A. Maclntire (eds.), Revisions: Changing Perspectives in Moral Philosophy. Indiana: 

University of Notre Dame Press.  

Chaloult, R. (1969). Mémoires Politiques. Montréal: Editions du Jour. 

Dion, S. (1991). “Le nationalisme dans la convergence culturelle - Le Québec 

contemporaine et le paradoxe de Tocqueville,” in R. Hudon and R. Pelletier (eds.), 

L’engagement intellectuel: Mélanges en l’honneur de Léon Dion. Sainte- Foy: Les 

Presses de l’Université Laval.  

Dumont, L. (1986). “The Anthropological Community and Ideology,” in Essays on 

Individualism: Modern Ideology in Anthropological Perspective. Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press. 

Eisenstadt, S. (manus.) “Multiple Modernities in an Age of Globalization.”  

Eisenstadt, S. and W. Schluchter (1998). “Introduction: Paths to Early Modernities - A 

Comparative View.” Daedalus 127, 3: 1-18. 

Fulford, R. (1993). “A Post-Modern Dominion: The Changing Nature of Canadian 

Citizenship,” in W. Kaplan (ed.). Belonging: The Meaning and Future of Canadian 

Citizenship. Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, pp, 104  - 19. 

Gibbins, R. (1998). "Getting There from Here," in R. Gibbins and G. Laforest ( eds.), Beyond the   

           Impasse: toward reconciliation. Ottawa: IRPP, pp. 397-410. 

 

                                

 



 

Collective Identities and Citizenship in Quebec 261 

Habermas, J. (1994). “Struggles for Recognition in the Democratic Constitutional State,”                          

        in A. Gutmann (ed.), Multiculturalism: examining the politics of recognition. New     

        Jersey: Princeton University Press, pp. 107-48. 

Haroche, C. and J.-C. Vatin (eds.) (1998). La Considération. Paris: Desclée de Brouwer. 

Honneth, A. (1996). The Struggle for Recognition: The Moral Grammar of Social Conflicts.     

        Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. 

Kaplan, W. (1993). “Introduction,” in W. Kaplan (ed.), Belonging: The Meaning and Future   

         of Canadian Citizenship. Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, pp. 3-22. 

Laforest, G. (1995). Trudeau and the End of a Canadian Dream. Montreal: McGill- Queen’s  

       University Press. 

____(1998). “Standing in the Shoes of the Other Partners in the Canadian Union,”  

        in R. Gibbins and G. Laforest (eds.), Beyond the Impasse: toward reconciliation.    

        Ottawa: IRPP, pp. 51-79. 

Laurendeau, A. (1990). Journal: tenu pendant la Comission royale d’enquête sur le bilinguisme   

            et le biculturalisme. Québec: vlb éditeur/le septentrion.  

Legault, J. (1992). L’invention d’une minorité: Les Anglo-Québécois. Québec: Les Éditions du  

        Boréal. 

Strawson, P. (1974). “Freedom and Resentment,” in Freedom and Resentment, and Other     

           Essays. Londres: Methuen & CO LTD, pp. 1-25. 

Taylor, C.(1993). “Shared and Divergent Values,” in C. Taylor and G. Laforest (eds.),Reconcilin the   

           Solitudes: Essays on Canadian Federalism and Nationalism. Montreal:      

        McGill-Queen’s University Press, pp. 155-86. 

_____(1994).“The Politics of Recognition,” in A. Gutmann (ed.), Multiculturalism:examining  

          the politics of recognition. New Jersey: Princeton University Press, pp. 25-73. 


