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A Political And Historical Account Of Lower 
Canada: With Remarks On The Present 
Situation Of the People. By A Canadian [P.-J. 
de Sales Laterrière]. USA: Kessinger, 2010, 
ISBN 978-0548150283.

A Political and Historical Account of 
Lower Canada is a valuable primary 
source that  clearly explains the Franco/
Anglo confl ict in Quebec  during the 70 
years after the Conquest of 1763.  This 
reprint of an 1830 book is highly recom-
mended for those who want to deepen 
their understanding of Quebec history 
and for those who are teaching courses 
on Francophone culture in English. 

Written in French by Quebecer Pierre-
Jean de Sales Laterrière,1 the book was 
immediately translated into English and 
published in London.  As a response 
to John Fleming’s Political Annals of 
Lower Canada:… (1828), with the English 
viewpoint, Laterrière’s text presents a 
Francophone eyewitness account of 
Anglophone political oppression that 
was troubling the government of Lower 
Canada.  It also provides specifi c details 
of how and why the current legislatures 
functioned or malfunctioned, as the case 
may be.  In addition, the author depicts 
the weakened status of Quebec’s educa-
tional system under the fl edgling British 
colonial government.  Finally, Laterrière 
describes the social structure of that era, 
highlights its inequalities, and gives pre-
cise examples to substantiate his claims.  
The book contains a sizeable appendix of 
sixteen entries, consisting of detailed de-
scriptions of the territory, a bibliography, 
statistical tables, texts of articles of capit-
ulation and legislative acts, and even the 
partial text of an infl ammatory French 
pamphlet by an anonymous author.  The 
Appendix also contains a lovely poem in 
French  illustrating “the present feelings 
and character of the Canadians,” which is 
suitable for intermediate French classes 
(251).  Laterrière’s purpose for writing the 
book was to expose the current  prob-
lems to the uninformed British public, 
to propose remedies for them, and to 
persuade his English audience to look 
favorably upon their recently acquired 
Francophone colonists.  Yet he has also 
left us a text fi lled with rich sociological 
data and insight.

A Political And Historical Account of 
Lower Canada succeeds admirably in 
exposing problems and proposing solu-
tions.  For example, Laterrière eloquently 
argues that the Quebec Act, although 
well-intentioned, effectively removed 
government by representation from the 
Quebecers.  He also asserts that the Act 

of 1791, which divided Quebec into Up-
per and Lower Canada and established 
their separate legislatures, served to 
create a venue for power-hungry politi-
cians to dominate the French-speaking 
masses.  In addition, after providing a 
detailed explanation of the structures of 
the three branches of government—the 
Legislative body, the Administration, and 
the Judicial body (14)—Laterrière claims 
that the Executive Council, composed 
entirely of Anglophones except one, 
completely controls expenditures and 
intimidates any dissent into silence.  The 
Executive Council functions in Lower 
Canada in the same way as the House of 
Lords in England but with one striking 
difference—the House of Lords is com-
posed of landowners who have a vested 
interest in preserving and protecting the 
peace and stability of English society, 
whereas the Quebec Executive Council’s 
members are political mercenaries who 
abuse power (18).  In short, this political 
structure functions well in England but 
not in Lower Canada due to the differ-
ence in the composition of the Council’s 
membership. The book attributes similar 
misuses of the public trust to the Judicial 
and Executive branches, naming specifi c 
individuals and their misdeeds.  A strong 
supporter of education, Laterrière further 
complains that the British colonial gov-
ernment seized Jesuit lands as the mis-
sionaries died and proceeded to select 
its own educators, therefore diminishing 
adequate Francophone education.  As a 
remedy, Laterrière advocates that not the 
government, but parents should choose 
teachers on a local level (156). 

Chapter IV, perhaps the most appeal-
ing portion of A Political And Historical 
Account of Lower Canada, consists of 
Laterrière’s sociological assessment of 
Canadians’ character and lifestyle.  It was 
necessary to include this in order to infl u-
ence the English to view the French Ca-
nadians in a positive light and to dispel 
any innate animosity.  Laterrière explains 
that there is no true nobility in Canada 
(116) and that the colony’s wealth is 
concentrated among the seigneurs and 
the merchant class (118).  Even so, the 
two most obvious population groups are 
the city dwellers and the habitants (119).  
From the author’s colorful descriptions of 
the Quebec ladies’ Sunday fi nery, home 
furnishings, social events, and garden-
ing techniques to a detailed analysis of 
agricultural methods and maple syrup 
processing, A Political And Historical Ac-
count of Lower Canada contains a wealth 
of sociological data on Quebec customs 

and practices of daily life in the late 18th 
and early 19th centuries.  In short, Later-
rière portrays the Quebecers in upbeat 
terms, although he does admit to the 
prevalence of alcoholism among his fel-
low citizens.

Laterrière’s language is emotional and 
persuasive.  On a positive note, the au-
thor demonstrates a romantic tendency 
as he describes night fi shing: “Often have 
I stood upon the banks of the broad and 
beautiful St. Lawrence, and contemplated 
with rapture the almost fairy picture it 
afforded” (135).  On a contrasting nega-
tive note, Laterrière denies impartiality, 
yet his claim is contradicted by com-
plaints against abuses perpetrated by 
the English.  For example, he labels Lower 
Canada’s Governors “the tools, and in 
many cases the dupes of the great con-
fi dence they are obliged to place in the 
Executive Council…” (19-20). 

In brief,  A Political And Historical Ac-
count of Lower Canada is a passionate 
appeal for acceptance by Laterrière’s 
English readers of Quebecers’s French-
ness, which would form the basis of 
mutual respect and would facilitate 
peace.  The author is highly qualifi ed to 
address this subject, having been a well-
educated member of Quebec’s wealthy, 
elite merchant class, a medical doctor by 
trade, and a traveler/philosopher by avo-
cation.  This book is well worth reading 
for its precise historical record of govern-
mental activities, its vibrant depictions 
of Canadian lifestyle, and its attempt to 
offer solutions for the criticisms it raises.  
It would also work well as a required text, 
either excerpted or in its entirety, for a 
Francophone civilization course taught in 
English, especially if read in conjunction 
with Fleming’s Political Annals.  Thankfully, 
Kessinger (2010), Bibliobazaar (2009), For-
gotten Books (2012), the British Library 
(2011), and the University of Michigan 
Library (2009) have made Laterrière’s text 
available and affordable in recent years. 

Virginia R. Donovan                                                                             
University of Wisconsin-Superior
[vdonovan@uwsuper.edu]

1  It should be noted that the author’s fi rst name is 
“Pierre-Jean,” not “Pierre,” as some publishers have 
stated.  The mistake stems from a mislabeling in the 
Sabin microform database.  Pierre was Pierre-Jean’s 
father.
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