
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			
				The Province of Quebec in brief

			

		

	
		
			
				Portrait

				The borders of Québec

				Situated in the extreme northeast of North America, Québec is Canada’s largest province. It covers a surface area of 1,550,000 km², roughly equivalent to the size of France, Germany and the Iberian peninsula put together. With the exception of certain southern regions, Québec is sparsely populated and is characterized by an expansive wilderness of lakes, rivers and forests. 

				The province forms a huge northern peninsula, with James Bay and Hudson Bay to the west, Hudson Strait and Ungava Bay to the north, and the Gulf of St. Lawrence to the south. Québec also has very long land borders that it shares with Ontario to the west and southwest, with New Brunswick and the state of Maine to the southeast, with the states of New York, Vermont and New Hampshire to the south and with Labrador, part of the province of Newfoundland and Labrador, to the northeast. 

				Rocky Terrain 

				Québec’s geography is dominated by the St. Lawrence River, the Appalachian Mountain range and the Canadian Shield, three of the most distinct geographical formations in North America. More than a 1000km long, the St. Lawrence is the largest river leading to the Atlantic Ocean on the continent. The river has its source at the Great Lakes and is also fed by a number of major waterways, such as the Ottawa, the Richelieu, the Saguenay and the Manicouagan. Traditionally the primary route into the continent, the St. Lawrence played a central part in Québec’s development.

				Even today, most of the province’s population lives along the river, particularly in the Montréal region where nearly half Québec’s population resides. To the south, near the U.S. border, the Appalachian mountains cross the St. Lawrence lowlands from southwestern Québec to the Gaspé peninsula. The hilly scenery of these regions is very similar to that of New England, although the mountains rarely exceed 1,000m in height. The remaining 80% of Québec’s land mass is part of the Canadian Shield, a very old, heavily eroded mountain range extending over all of northern Québec.

				First settlers

				By the time European settlers arrived in the New World, a mosaic of indigenous peoples had already been living on the continent for thousands of years. The ancestors of these people were nomads who began to cross the Bering Strait from northern Asia toward the end of the ice age, more than 12,000 years ago, and slowly populated the continent. Over the following millennia, as the glaciers receded, some of these groups began to settle in the northernmost parts of the continent, including the peninsula now known as Québec. A variety of native peoples, belonging to three language groups (Algonquian, Iroquoian and Inuit), were thus sharing the territory when the Europeans first began to explore North America.

				Aboriginal settlements

				Established societies with very diverse ways of life occupied this vast region. For example, native peoples occupying the valley of the St. Lawrence River lived primarily on fish, game, and produce they grew themselves, while communities farther north depended mostly on meat gathered during hunting expeditions. All, however, made ample use of the canoe as a means of travelling along the “paths that walk”, and maintained very close trade relations with the neighbouring nations. These societies, well-adapted to the rigours and distinctive features of the territory, were quickly marginalized with the onset of European colonization at the beginning of the 16th century.

				Jacques Cartier, Canada’s discoverer 

				During his first exploration of the mouth of the St. Lawrence and the shores of what is now Newfoundland, the French explorer Jacques Cartier came into contact with fishermen from various parts of Europe. In fact, these waters were first explored by the Vikings sometime around the year 900, and were being visited regularly by European cod fishermen and whalers. 

				However, Jacques Cartier’s three voyages, which began in 1534, did represent an important step forward, as they established the first official contact between whites and the peoples and territory of this part of North America. On these expeditions, the Breton navigator sailed far up the St. Lawrence to the villages of Stadacona (now Québec City) and Hochelaga (on the island of Montréal). However, as Cartier’s mandate from the King of France had been to find gold or a passage to Asia, his discoveries were considered unimportant and uninteresting. For several decades after this “failure,” the French crown forgot about this distant, inhospitable place. 

				Samuel de Champlain, father of New France

				French interest in North America was rekindled when fur coats and hats became increasingly fashionable and therefore profitable in Europe. As the fur trade required a direct and constant link with local suppliers, a permanent presence in the New World was indispensable.

				During the latter part of the 16th century, various unsuccessful attempts at setting up trading posts on the Atlantic coast and in the interior of the continent were made. Finally, in 1608, under the leadership of Samuel de Champlain, the first permanent outpost was set up. Champlain and his men chose a location at the foot of a large cliff overlooking a considerable narrowing of the St. Lawrence. The collection of fortified buildings they constructed was named the Abitation de Québec (kebec is an Algonquian word meaning “where the river narrows”). During that first harsh winter in Québec, 20 of the 28 men posted there died of scurvy or malnutrition before ships carrying fresh supplies arrived in the spring of 1609. When Samuel de Champlain died on Christmas Day, 1635, there were about 300 pioneers living in New France.

				The fur trade

				Between 1627 and 1663, the Compagnies des Cents Associés held a monopoly on the fur trade and ensured the slow growth of the colony. Meanwhile, French religious orders became more and more interested in New France. The Récollets arrived first, in 1615; they were replaced by the Jesuits, who began arriving in 1632. 

				Determined to convert the natives, the Jesuits settled deep in the interior of the continent, near the shores of Georgian Bay, where they founded the Sainte-Marie-des-Huron mission. The Huron people, it can be assumed, put up with the presence of the Jesuits to maintain the trading arrangements they had established with the French. The mission was nevertheless abandoned after five Jesuits were killed during the Huron-Iroquois war of 1648-1649. This war was part of an extensive offensive campaign launched by the powerful Iroquois Five Nations between 1645 and 1655 and intended to wipe out all rival nations. The Huron, Pétun, Neutrals and Erie nations, each at least 10,000 strong, were almost completely annihilated within the space of 10 years. The offensive also threatened the existence of the French colony.

				A French province

				In 1660 and 1661, Iroquois warriors mounted strikes all over New France, destroying crops and bringing about a decline in the fur trade. Louis the XIV, the King of France, decided to take the situation in hand. In 1663, he dissolved the Compagnies des Cents Associés and took on the responsibility of administering the colony himself, officially declaring New France, with its 3,000 settlers (or habitants), a French province. Emigration to New France continued under the royal regime. Most people sent over were agricultural workers, though some also belonged to the military. In 1665, for example, the Carignan-Salières regiment was dispatched to the New World to fight the Iroquois. The Crown also took steps to encourage the natural growth of the population, which had theretofore been hindered by the lack of unmarried female immigrants. Between 1663 and 1673, 800 young women, known as the filles du roi, and each provided with a dowry, were sent to find husbands in the New World.

				Peak and decline of New France

				The territorial claims made by the French in North America increased rapidly during this era as a result of expeditions made by religious orders, coureurs des bois and explorers, to whom we owe the discovery of most of the North American continent. New France reached its peak at the beginning of the 18th century. At this time, it had a monopoly on the North American fur trade, control of the St. Lawrence and was beginning to develop Louisiana. New France was thus able to contain the expansion of the more populous British colonies located between the Atlantic and the Appalachians.

				This changed following military defeat in Europe and the Treaty of Utrecht (1713) in which France relinquished control of Hudson Bay, Newfoundland and Acadia to the British. France thereby lost a large stake in the fur trade, as well as certain strategic military locations, all of which severely weakened its position in North America and marked the beginning of the end of New France. 

				Acadian deportation

				Over the following years, the stakes continued to mount. In 1755, British colonel Charles Lawrence took what he viewed as a preventive measure and ordered the deportation of the Acadians, French-speaking settlers living in what is now Nova Scotia. At least 7,000 Acadians, who had been considered British citizens since 1713, were displaced as a result of this directive.

				English conquest

				The fight for control of the colony came to an end several years later. Though Montréal was last to fall in 1760, it was the infamous battle of the Plains of Abraham a year before, where Montcalm’s and Wolfe’s troops met, that sealed the fate of New France with the loss of Québec City. At the time of the British conquest, the population of the colony had risen to 60,000. Of this number, 8,967 lived in Québec City, and 5,733 lived in Montréal.

				English regime

				With the Treaty of Paris in 1763, French Canada, holdings east of the Mississippi and what remained of Acadia were officially ceded to England. For former subjects of the French crown, the first years under British rule were difficult ones. Territorial divisions dictated by the Royal Proclamation of 1763 denied the colony control of the fur trade, the most dynamic sector of its economy. 

				In addition, the introduction of British civil law and the refusal to recognize the authority of the Pope put an end to both the seigneurial system and the Catholic hierarchy, the pillars on which French colonial society had been based. Finally, the Test Oath, required of anyone in a high-ranking administrative position, discriminated against French Canadians, since it denied the transubstantiation of the Eucharist and the authority of the Pope. A large segment of the French elite returned to France while English merchants gradually took control of most businesses. 

				Under Britain’s rule

				England, however, soon agreed to do away with the Royal Proclamation. To better resist the trend towards independence in its 13 colonies to the south, it sought to secure its place in Canada by gaining the favour of the population. In 1774, the Québec Act replaced the Royal Proclamation, introducing policies much more appropriate to a French Catholic colony. Important powers were given to the Catholic Church, which were maintained until 1963. 

				The Loyalists

				The Canadian population remained French until the end of the American Revolution, when Canada experienced the arrival of a first big wave of Anglo-Saxon colonists. The new arrivals were Loyalists, Americans wishing to remain faithful to the British crown. Most moved to the Maritimes (formerly Acadia) and around Lake Ontario, but some also settled in regions inhabited strictly by francophones.

				With the arrival of these new colonists, British authorities passed the Constitution Act of 1791, which divided Canada into two provinces. Upper Canada, situated west of the Ottawa River and mainly populated by anglophones, would be governed by British common law. Lower Canada, which was mostly francophone, would be governed according to the French tradition of civil law. In addition, the Act planted the seeds of a parliamentary system in Canada by creating a Legislative Assembly in each province. 

				Crisis in French Canada 

				Meanwhile, Napoleon’s “Continental System” (blockade) forced Britain to get its lumber from Canada. From an economic standpoint, this was good for the colony. The development of a new industry was especially timely, as the fur trade, the original reason for the existence of the colony, was in steady decline. In 1821,
the take-over of the Montréal-based Northwest Company by the Hudson’s Bay Company marked the end of Montréal as the centre of the North American fur trade. Meanwhile, rural Québec suffered through an agricultural crisis caused by the exhaustion of farmlands and rapid population growth resulting from high
birth rates among French-Canadian families, whose diet consisted almost entirely of pea soup and buckwheat pancakes (galettes). 

				The PatriotEs and the Rebellion of 1837-1838

				These economic difficulties and the struggle for power between francophones and anglophones in Lower Canada combined to spark the Patriotes Rebellion of 1837 and 1838. The period of political conflict that fuelled the rebellion was initiated by the 1834 publication of the 92 Résolutions, a scathing indictment of British colonial policy. The authors of the resolutions, a group of parliamentarians led by Louis-Joseph Papineau, decided to hold back from voting on the budget until Britain addressed their demands. Britain’s response came in 1837 in the form of the 10 Resolutions, written by Lord Russell, which categorically refused any compromise with their opponents in Lower Canada. 

				In the fall of 1837, Montréal was the scene of violent clashes between the Fils de la Liberté (Sons of Liberty), made up of young French Canadians, and the Doric Club, comprised of Loyalists. Further confrontations occurred in the Richelieu valley region and in the county of Deux-Montagnes, where small insurgent groups stood up to the British army before being crushed. The following year, in an attempt to rekindle the rebellion, a group of Patriotes met with the same fate in Napierville where they confronted 7,000 British troops. This time, however, colonial authorities sent a strong message to prospective rebels. In 1839, they hanged 12 Patriotes and deported many others. 

				Lord Durham’s report

				When hostilities first broke out, London had sent an emissary, Lord Durham, to study the problems in the colonies. Expecting to find a population rebelling against colonial authority, Durham found instead two peoples, one French and one British, in battle. The solution he later proposed in his report, known as the Durham Report, was radical. He suggested to authorities in Britain that gradual efforts should be made to assimilate French Canadians.

				The Union Act, laid down by the British government in 1840, was largely based on the conclusions of the Durham Report. A new parliamentary system was introduced giving the two former colonies the same number of delegates, despite the fact that Lower Canada had a much larger population than Upper Canada. Financial responsibilities were also divided equally between the provinces, and English was made the sole official language. As armed insurrection had proven futile in the past, French Canada’s political class sought to align itself with progressive anglophones in an attempt to resist these changes. Later, the struggle for responsible government became the central goal of this coalition. 

				The American Dream 

				The agricultural crisis, furthermore, remained as severe as ever in Lower Canada. Intensified by the constant arrival of immigrants and by the high birth rate, the situation resulted in a massive emigration of French Canadians to the United States. Between 1840 and 1850, 40,000 French Canadians left the country to seek employment in the factories of New England. To counteract this exodus, the Catholic Church and the government launched an extensive campaign to colonize outlying regions, such as Lac Saint-Jean. The harsh life in these newly settled regions, where colonists worked as farmers in the summer and lumberjacks in the winter, is poignantly depicted in Louis Hémon’s novel Maria Chapdelaine.

				Nevertheless, the mass exodus from Québec did not stop until the beginning of the next century. It is estimated that about 750,000 French Canadians left the province between 1840 and 1930. From this point of view, the colonization campaign, which doubled the amount of farmland in Lower Canada, ended in failure. The swelling population of rural Québec was not effectively absorbed until several decades later with the start of industrialization. 

				French Canadians, Practising Catholics

				Despite rapid changes in Québec society (by 1921, half the population was living in urban centres), the church was still highly influential. With 85% of the overall population as members, including virtually all French Canadians, the Catholic Church was a major political force in the province. Because of the control it wielded over education, health care and social services, its authority was inescapable. The Catholic Church, moreover, did not hesitate to intervene in the political arena, often confronting politicians 
it considered to be too liberal. 

				Confederation of 1867 and the Province of Québec

				Under Canadian Confederation, Lower Canada became the Province of Québec. Three other provinces, Nova Scotia, New Brunswick, and Ontario (formerly Upper Canada) joined the Confederation, which would eventually unite a vast territory stretching from the Atlantic to the Pacific Ocean. For French Canadians, this new political system reinforced their minority status, which began with the Union Act of 1840. The creation of two levels of government did, however, grant Québec jurisdiction over education, culture and civil law. 

				Confederation was slow to bring about positive economic change. The economy fluctuated for three decades before experiencing a real boom. The first years after Confederation did, however, see the development of local industry (thanks to the implementation of protective tariffs), the creation of a large, unified market and the development of the railway system across the territory. The industrial revolution that had begun in the mid-19th century picked up again in the 1880s. While Montréal remained the undisputed centre of this movement, it was also felt in many smaller towns. 

				Start of industrialization in Québec 

				The lumber industry, which had been one of the mainsprings of the economy during the 19th century, began exporting more cut wood than raw lumber, giving rise to a processing industry. Montréal was also the hub of the expanding railroad, leading the city to specialize in the production of rolling stock. The leather goods, clothing and food industries also enjoyed significant growth in Québec. This period of growth was also marked by the emergence of the brand-new textile industry, which would remain for many years Québec’s flagship industry. Benefitting from a huge pool of unskilled labour, the textile industries initially employed mostly women and children. 

				This wave of industrialization accelerated the pace of urbanization and created a large and poor working class clustered near the factories. Montréal’s working-class neighbourhoods were terribly unhealthy. Infant mortality in these areas was twice that of wealthy neighbourhoods. 

				Québec’s cities were going through tremendous changes, and the situation in rural areas finally began to improve. Dairy production was gradually replacing subsistence farming, contributing to an improved standard of living among farmers.

				Hydroelectricity: anchor of a new industrialization 

				Central to the new era was the production of electric power. With its numerous powerful rivers, Québec became a major producer of hydroelectric power in a matter of years. The resulting availability of affordable energy attracted industries with large electricity needs. Aluminium smelters and chemical plants were constructed in the vicinity of hydroelectric power stations.

				The mining industry also began to enjoy modest growth during this period with the development of asbestos mines in the Eastern Townships and copper, gold, zinc and silver mines in Abitibi. Above all, Québec’s pulp and paper industry found huge markets in the United States, due to the depletion of U.S. forests and the rise of the popular press. To promote the development of processing industries in Québec, the exportation of logs was forbidden by the provincial government in 1910. 

				World War I 

				When World War I began, the Canadian government gave its full support to Britain without hesitation. A significant number of French Canadians voluntarily enrolled in the army, although the percentage of volunteers per capita was far lower than that in other provinces. This lack of enthusiasm can doubtless be attributed both to Québec’s long severed ties with France and, more importantly, to francophones’ somewhat ambivalent feelings toward Britain. Canada soon set a goal of recruiting 500,000 men. Since there were not enough volunteers, the government voted in 1917 to introduce conscription.

				Reaction to this in Québec was violent and marked by fights, bombings and riots. In the end, conscription failed to appreciably increase the number of French Canadian recruits. Instead, it simply underlined once again the ongoing friction between English and French Canada.

				The Great Depression

				Between 1929 and 1945, two international-scale events, the Depression and World War II, greatly disrupted the country’s political, economic and social progress. The Great Depression of the 1930s, originally viewed as a cyclical, temporary crisis, lengthened into a decade-long nightmare and put an end to Québec’s rapid economic expansion. With Canada strongly dependent on foreign markets, the country as a whole was hard hit by the international stock market crash.

				Québec was unevenly affected. With its economy based to a large extent on exports, Montréal, along with towns dependent on the development of natural resources, took the hardest blows. The textile and food industries, which sold to the Canadian market, held up better during the first years of the Depression, before foundering as well. The trend towards urbanization slowed as people began to view the countryside as a refuge where they could grow their own food. Poverty became more and more widespread, and unemployment levels reached 27% in 1933. 

				Solutions to the economic crisis 

				Governments were at a loss in the face of this crisis, which they had expected to be short-lived. The Québec government started by introducing massive public works projects to provide jobs for the unemployed. As this proved insufficient, more direct help was gradually given. Very timidly put forward at first, since unemployment had always been considered a personal problem, these measures later helped many Quebecers.

				The federal government was also compelled to question the merits of economic liberalism and to redefine the role of the state. Part of this trend included establishing the Bank of Canada in 1935, which permitted greater control over the monetary and financial system. However, it was not until the ensuing war years that a full-scale welfare state was created. In the meantime, the crisis led to the proliferation of political ideologies in Québec. The most popular of these, traditional nationalism, put great emphasis on values such as rural life, family, religion and language.

				World War II

				World War II began in 1939, and Canada became officially involved on September 10th of that year. The Canadian economy received a much needed boost as industry set out to modernize the country’s military equipment and to meet the requirements of the Allies. Canada’s close ties to Great Britain and the United States gave it an important diplomatic role, as indicated by the conferences held in Québec in 1943 and 1944.

				Early in the war, however, the problem of conscription surfaced again. While the federal government wanted to avoid the issue, mounting pressure from the country’s anglophones forced a plebiscite on the issue. The results once again showed the division between francophones and anglophones: 80% of English Canadians voted in favour of conscription, while the same percentage of French Canadians were opposed to the idea. Mixed feelings toward Britain and France left French Canadians very reluctant to become involved in the fighting. However, they were forced to follow the will of the majority. In the end, 600,000 Canadians were recruited, 42,000 of whom died in action. 

				Positive effects of the war

				Québec was profoundly changed by the war. Its economy became much stronger and more diversified than before. As far as relations between Ottawa and Québec City were concerned, the federal government’s massive intervention during the war marked the beginning of its increased role in the economy and of the relative marginalization of provincial governments. 

				In addition, the contact thousands of Quebecers had with European life and the jobs women held in the factories modified people’s expectations. The winds of change were blowing, but were to come up against a serious obstacle: Premier Maurice Duplessis and his political allies.

				1945-1960: The Duplessis Era

				The end of World War II signalled the start of a period of considerable economic growth, during which consumer demands repressed by the economic crisis and wartime rationing could finally be satisfied. Despite a few fluctuations, the economy performed spectacularly until 1957. However, this prosperity affected Québec’s various social and ethnic groups unequally. Many workers, particularly non-unionized ones, continued to receive relatively low wages. Furthermore, the anglophone minority in Québec still enjoyed a far superior standard of living to that of the francophone majority. A francophone employee with the same skills and experience as an anglophone employee would routinely be paid less. With an economy largely controlled by English Canadians and Americans, French Canadians were held back.

				Be that as it may, the economic growth encouraged a stable political environment, such that the leader of the Union Nationale Party, Maurice Duplessis, remained in power as Premier of Québec from 1944 until he died in 1959. Duplessis’s influence characterized this era, often referred to as la grande noirceur, or the great darkness. 

				The Duplessis ideology 

				The Duplessis ideology was based on a sometimes paradoxical amalgam of traditional nationalism, conservatism and unbridled capitalism. He professed a respect for rural life, religion and authority, while at the same time providing major foreign business interests with highly favourable opportunities to exploit Québec’s natural resources. In his mind, a cheap work force was one of those resources and it had to be preserved. To this end, he fought fiercely against unionization, not hesitating to use intimidation tactics when he felt it was necessary. These years were marked by many strikes but it was the asbestos strike of 1949 that most influenced the collective conscience. 

				While Maurice Duplessis was the dominant personality of this period, his rule could only have been sustained through the tacit collaboration of much of the traditional and business elite, both francophone and anglophone. The Catholic Church, seemingly at the height of its glory during these years, felt its authority weakening, which prompted it to support the Duplessis government in full measure.

				Refus Global: Seed of the Quiet Revolution

				Despite Duplessis’s iron hand, opposing voices nonetheless emerged. The Liberal Party of Québec had difficulty getting organized, so opposition came mainly from outside the parliamentary structure. Artists and writers made their anger known by publishing the Refus Global, a bitter attack on the repressive atmosphere in Québec. The most organized opposition came from union leaders, journalists and the intellectual community.

				All these groups wanted modernization for Québec and endorsed the same neo-liberalist economic credo favouring a strong welfare system. However, from quite early on, two different camps developed among these reformists. Certain individuals, such as Gérard Pelletier and Pierre Trudeau, believed modernization would result from a strong federal government, while neo-nationalists like André Laurendeau wanted change through a more powerful provincial government. These two groups, which quickly overshadowed traditionalism during the Quiet Revolution, would remain at odds with each other throughout modern Québec history.

				A Quiet Revolution

				In 1960, the Liberal Party under Jean Lesage was elected on a platform of change and stayed in power until 1966. This period, referred to as the Révolution Tranquille, or Quiet Revolution, was indeed marked by a veritable race for modernism. 

				Over the course of just a few years, Québec caught up to the modern world. Control of education, health care and social services meant the provincial government played a bigger role in society. The church, thus stripped of its main spheres of influence, lost its authority and eventually its following, as dissatisfied Québec Catholics moved away from the church. State control of the production of hydroelectricity increased the provincial government’s interests in the economy. Powerful economic resources thus permitted the government to establish itself, and French Canadians in general, in the business world. The great vitality brought to Québec society during the Quiet Revolution was symbolized by two events of international scope that took place in Montréal: Expo ‘67 and the 1976 Olympics. 

				The Front de Libération du Québec: FLQ

				The lively nature of Québec society in the 1960s engendered a number of new ideological movements, particularly on the left. The extreme was the Front de Libération du Québec (FLQ), a small group of radicals who wanted to “decolonize” Québec and launched a series of terrorist strikes in Montréal. In October 1970, the FLQ abducted James Cross, a British diplomat, and Jean Laporte, a Québec cabinet minister. The Canadian Prime Minister at the time, Pierre Elliot Trudeau, fearing a political uprising, called for the War Measures Act to be enforced. The Canadian army took to the streets of Montréal, thousands of searches were carried out and hundreds of innocent people temporarily imprisoned. Shortly afterward, Pierre Laporte was found dead.

				The crisis finally ended when James Cross’ kidnappers agreed to let him go in exchange for their safe conduct to Cuba. During this entire crisis, and long afterwards, Trudeau was severely criticized for invoking the War Measures Act. Some accused him of having done so mainly to quash the growing Québec independence movement. 

				The Rise of Québec Nationalism

				The most significant political phenomenon in Québec between 1960 and 1980 was the rapid rise of moderate nationalism. Breaking with the traditionalism of the past, this new vision of nationalism championed a strong, open and modern Québec with increased powers for the provincial government, and, ultimately, political independence for the province. 

				The nationalist forces rallied around René Lévesque, founder of the Mouvement Souveraineté-Association and then, in 1968, the Parti Québécois. After two elections, which saw only a handful of its representatives elected to Parliament, a stunning 1976 victory brought the Parti Québécois to power. With a mandate to negotiate sovereignty for Québec, the party called a referendum in 1980. 

				The Referendum of 1980

				From the beginning, the referendum campaign revived the division between Québec sovereignists and federalists. The struggle was intense and mobilized the entire population right up until the vote. Finally, after a campaign based on promises of a new style of federalism, the “No” (No to Sovereignty Association) side won out with 60% of the vote.

				Despite this loss, sovereignists were consoled by how far their cause had come in only a few years. From a marginal trend in the 1960s, nationalism quickly proved itself to be a major political movement. The night of the defeat, Parti Québécois leader René Lévesque, charisma intact, vowed to his supporters that victory would be theirs “next time”.

				Depression and Recession 

				The independence movement and desire for self-determination amongst Quebecers engendered by the Quiet Revolution suffered a great setback with the loss of the referendum on sovereignty. For many, the 1980s began with a post-referendum depression, accentuated by a period of economic crisis in Canada unmatched since the 1930s. As the economy improved slightly over time, the unemployment rate remained very high and government spending resulted in a massive deficit. Like many other Western governments, Québec had to reassess the policies of the past, though some feared that the new direction chosen would sacrifice the achievements of the Quiet Revolution.

				The 1980s and early 1990s were a time of streamlining and one that saw the creation of global markets and the consolidation of large economic blocks. Canada and the United States signed the Free Trade Agreement in 1989. The 1994 North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) brought Mexico into this market, creating the largest tariff-free market in the world.

				A New Rise in Nationalist Passion

				From a political standpoint, the question of Québec’s political status surfaced again. In the early 1990s, the sovereignist movement regained surprising momentum, spurred along by Quebecers’ resentment at the failure in June 1990 of the Meech Lake Accord, an agreement aimed at reintegrating Québec into the “constitutional family” by giving it special status. In an attempt to 

				resolve this impasse, the governing bodies involved called for a Canada-wide referendum on a new constitutional offer, held on October 26, 1992. The offer was flatly rejected everywhere in Canada, but for differing reasons. 

				The federal election of October 25, 1993, saw the sovereignist Bloc Québécois win two-thirds of the ridings in Québec and form the official opposition in the Canadian Parliament. The next year, the Parti Québecois was elected in Québec; holding a referendum on the sovereignty of Québec was high on its to-do list.

				The Referendum of 1995

				Less than one year after its election, the Parti Québecois, launched a referendum campaign, as promised, for the sovereignty of Québec. As with the first referendum, 15 years earlier in 1980, the Québec population was very divided on the issue. This time, however, the results were unbelievably close. The suspense lasted right until the last ballot was counted on referendum night, October 30, 1995. The results told of a population divided: 49.4% of Quebecers voted “yes” to Québec 
 sovereignty and 50.6% voted “no”. 

				The profound question of Québec’s political status thus remained unresolved following this referendum, which in effect only served to underline the division that exists within the population. Seeing their goal within their reach, the sovereignists did not hesitate to promise that another referendum would be held in the near future. Since then, tensions have eased somewhat, but the situation remains unresolved, and no one can say how the next round will play out...
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