
Minority Groups During The Great War:
Is it Ever Justifiable For The Government to Take Away People’s Rights?

When Wor ld  War One began ,  Canada  had  a  popu la t i on  of  7 .2 

mi l l i on  peop le  w i th  6 .4 mi l l i on  of  them ident i fy ing  as  Br i t ish .  That  

meant  that  88% of  Canad ians were  Eng l ish  speakers  who  saw 

themse lves  as  l oya l  t o  the  Br i t ish  Empire .  With  such a  dominant  

Br i t ish  cu l ture  in  Canada ,  peop le  from other  backgrounds were  often  

t reated  as  l ess  than  equa l .  Dur ing  Wor ld  War One th is  t reatment  

became even  worse  as  the  nat i on  threw i tse l f  in to  support ing  the  war 

effor t .

Dur ing  the  war  years ,  1914-1918 the  r ights  of  many Canad ians 

were  taken  away dur ing  as  the  government  reacted  to  both  l oca l  and  

g l oba l  events  connected  to  the  war .  Some peop le  argued  that  the  

government’s act i ons  were  j ust i fi ed  to  pro tect  Canada  dur ing  a  t ime 

of  war .  Others  sa id  that  the  act i ons  were  a  form of  rac ism.

Aboriginal Peoples
In  1914,  d iscr iminat i on  aga inst  

Abor ig ina l  Canad ians was common and 

that  a t t i tude  was ref lected  in  recru i t ing 

po l ic ies  as  they  were  not  encouraged  to  

en l ist .  The mi l i ta ry  argued  that  

Abor ig ina ls  shou ld  not  fight  in  the  

mi l i ta ry  because  i t  was  too  dangerous  

for  them.  They to ld  wou ld-be  Abor ig ina l  

recru i ts  that  the  Germans wou ld  th ink  

they  were  savages  and i f  captured ,  

wou ld  be  ter r ib ly  mistreated .  But  as  the 

war  dragged  on ,  and  the  number  of  vo lunteers  p lummeted ,  the  

government  star ted  we lcoming  Abor ig ina l  vo lunteers  who  began  

s ign ing  up  in  l a rge  numbers .  By the  end of  the  war  in  1918,  about  

35% of  e l i g ib le  Abor ig ina l  men had  j o ined  the  Canad ian  Forces .

Some Abor ig ina l  men en l isted  out  of  l oya l ty  to  the  Br i t ish  k ing .  He  

was descended from Queen Victor ia ,  w i th  whom they  had  s igned  

t reat ies  and fe l t  a  cer ta in  affin i ty  for .  Other  s igned  up  as  a  way  to  

escape  the  reserve  system that  restr ic ted  the i r  r i ghts  to  

employment  and mob i l i ty .   

Why might the military in 1914 try and discourage Aboriginal 
Canadians from joining the war?

In  to ta l ,  about  4000 Abor ig ina l  Canad ians fought  in  Wor ld  War 

One .  Desp i te  fac ing  rac ism wi th in  the  Canad ian  mi l i ta ry ,  they  

became va lued  scouts  and sn ipers  -  two  of  the  most  dangerous  and 

important  pos i t i ons  in  the  war .  Scouts  were  expected  to  penetrate  

the  enemy’s terr i t o ry  and repor t  back  to  headquarters  wh i l e  sn ipers  

were  incred ib le  marksmen ab le  to  fi re  in to  enemy ranks after  hours  

of  wa i t ing .  Franc is  Pegahmagabow ,  an  Oj ibway from Ontar i o  had  an  

impress ive  record  w i th  378 k i l ls  dur ing  the  war .
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Why might Aboriginal Canadians continue to enlist and 
participate in the war despite being treated unfairly by the 
military?

Black Canadians
Rac ism was a l i ve  and  we l l  dur ing  WWI. 

When 50 b lack  Canad ians from 

Sydney ,  Nova  Scot ia  t r i ed  to  en l ist ,  the  

recru i t ing  officer  to ld  them:  “This  is  not 

for  you  fe l l ows ,  th is  is  a  wh i te  man’s 

war .”  Many wh i te  officers  be l i eved  that  

b lack  men wou ld  make  poor  so ld iers  and 

wou ld  not  be  accepted  by  wh i te  so ld iers .  

As a  resu l t ,  b l ack  Canad ians who  t r i ed  to  

vo lunteer  were  usua l ly  turned  away .

Based on the quote above, describe how Canadian society 
viewed racial equality between white and non-white 
Canadians.

When b lack  Canad ians made  the i r  vo ices  heard ,  and  protested  th is  

unfa i r  t reatment ,  the  army responded by  creat ing  a  separate  group  

for  b lack  so ld iers  commanded by  a  wh i te  officer :  the  No .  2 

Construct i on  Batta l i on .  Near ly  600 Afr ican-

Canad ian  men went  overseas  to  France  where  they 

worked  to  d ig  t renches and bu i ld  roads w i th  the  

Canad ian  Forestry  Corps .  

Despite having their own Battalion created, 
what does having a white commander reveal about the 
military’s view on black soldiers?

The War Measures Act
In  1914,  the  government  passed the  War Measures  Act  wh ich  gave  

the  federa l  government  sweep ing  powers  to  dea l  w i th  the  k inds of  

emergency s i tuat i ons  i t  faced  dur ing  Wor ld  War I .  The act  gave  the  

government  power  to  pass l aws w i thout  the  approva l  of  Par l i ament  

wh i l e  Canada  was at  war .  The government  cou ld  a lso  overru le  prev ious 

l aws ,  censor  the  news media ,  te l l  manufacturers  and farmers  what  

they  were  to  produce ,  impr ison  peop le  w i thout  t ra i l  and  l abe l  some 

peop le  enemies  of  Canada .

Why would Canadians support a law like the War Measures 
Act during wartime?
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German and Ukrainian Canadians
In  1914,  more  than  a  mi l l i on  

peop le  from Germany and 

Austr ia -Hungary  l i ved  in  

Canada  as  a  resu l t  of  effor ts  

by  the  government  to  a t t ract  

immigrants .  Some were  recent  

ar r iva ls  wh i l e  o thers  were  the  

descendants  of  immigrants  

who  arr ived  l ong  ago .  Some 

Canad ians of  Br i t ish  her i tage  

feared  that  immigrants  from enemy countr ies  might  be  sp ies  and 

compromise  Canada’s success in  the  war .  As a  resu l t ,  800,  000 

peop le  from these  countr ies  were  l abe led  enemy a l i ens  under  the  

War Measures  Act  and had  the i r  r i ghts  restr ic ted .

Many enemy a l i ens  were  requ i red  to  carry  ident i ficat i on  papers  and 

repor t  the i r  movements  to  the  po l ice  and  many l ost  the  r i ght  to  vo te .  

They were  banned from pub l ish ing  anyth ing  in  a  l anguage  o ther  than  

French or  Eng l ish  and they  cou ld  not  l eave  Canada  w i thout  

permiss ion .  Because  of  peop le’s fears ,  the  government  forced  more  

than  8500 Germans and Ukra in ians  into  in terment  camps ,  where  

they  bu i l t  r oads and ra i lways ,  work  in  mines  and c lear  l and .  As the  

Ukra ine  was 

a  par t  of  the 

Austro-

Hungar ian  

Empire ,  

they  too  

were  seen  

as  enemy 

a l i ens .

At  the  t ime of  the  in ternment ,  the  400,  000 Canad ians of  

German her i tage  were  the  3rd l a rgest  e thn ic  group  in  Canada  after  

Br i t ish  and French .  But  schoo ls  and  un ivers i t i es  were  no  l onger  

a l l owed to  teach  the  German l anguage ,  German- language  newspapers  

were  banned and some German-Canad ians were  fi red  from the i r  

j obs .  In  Montrea l  and  Winnipeg ,  German-owned shops were  a t tacked 

by  r i o ters  and the  Ontar i o  t own of  Ber l in  was renamed Ki tchener .

Despite their treatment, thousands of Canadians of Ukrainian 
and German heritage enlisted in the Canadian Forces. How 
might nationalism and patriotism have motivated these men 
to sign up?

Asian Canadians
Like  o ther  minor i t i es  groups ,  Asian  Canad ians faced  pre jud ice  

before  WWI.  Ne i ther  Chinese  nor  Japanese  Canad ians were  a l l owed 

to  vo te ,  for  example  even  i f  they  were  born  in  Canada .  Even  though  
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China  and Japan 

j o ined  the  Al l i es  on  

the  s ide  of  Canada  

and Br i ta in ,  Asian  

Canad ians were  st i l l  

no t  a l l owed to  en l ist  

in  the  mi l i ta ry .  

Instead ,  some 

created  the i r  own mi l i ta ry  un i ts  t ra ined  by  Br i t ish  veterans and 

eventua l ly  185 of  them served  in  var i ous  bat ta l i ons  in  France .

Japanese 
family waiting 
for transfer to 
an internment 
camp in British 
Columbia

Complete The Organizer Below Using Information From The ReadingComplete The Organizer Below Using Information From The ReadingComplete The Organizer Below Using Information From The Reading

Ethnic Group How Their Rights Were Violated Reason Given For Violating Rights 

Asian Canadians

Aboriginal Canadians

African-Canadians

Canadians of German and 
Ukrainian Heritage

Based on the information you completed in the organizer above, explain why Canadian citizens would allow the 
government to strip the rights of other Canadians.
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