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Editor‟s Notes 

James Rimmer 

We are very pleased to introduce to you the 5
th
 annual Waterloo Historical 

Review. We are very proud of this publication and of the papers in it. We 

saw this year as an opportunity to bring the journal into the 21
st
 Century 

and to showcase high quality undergraduate writing. This is the first digital 

edition of the journal, allowing these papers and ideas to flow easily.  

The editorial board saw this edition as an opportunity to celebrate high 

quality undergraduate writing. We selected papers that we feel represent 

some of the best of the History program – innovative research, clear 

concise prose and strong critical thinking. We would like to thank all the 

applicants.  

As Editor-in-Chief I would like to thank all of the members of the Editorial 

Board. This journal would not have happened without all the members‟ 

focus, contribution and willingness to help with all aspects of the journal.  

As well we would like to thank all the assistance provided to us by faculty. 

Their generous time and support was instrumental in ensuring the success 

of this year‟s Journal.   
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   Nabil Ahmed  

Surveying Historical Interpretations of 

Mental Illness In Early Modern Europe 

since 1960 

Nabil Ahmed 

Apart from simply being a study of medical progress, the history 

of mental illness demands an exploration of law, politics, science, religion, 

philosophy, and social structures in order to be properly understood. Since 

the translation and release of Foucault‟s Madness and Civilization to the 

English-speaking world, the history of mental illness, or „madness‟ as it is 

commonly referred to in the literature, no longer serves only as a history of 

medicine, but rather a history of society and societal norms. Early Modern 

Europe deserves further exploration within the context of madness, as it 

was during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries when the modern 

understanding and institutionalization of madness truly began to emerge. 

   While this field of research requires considerably more attention 

in order to become as developed as other major areas of historical enquiry, 

there exists a fairly extensive body of research, mostly pertaining to 

Britain, on the relationship between madness and society. Beginning with 

Foucault‟s Madness, this paper will chronologically analyse the leading 

interpretations taken by historians of Early Modern madness, while 

assessing how these interpretations relate to one another, in order to 

provide a framework of references for anyone seeking to expand his or her 

knowledge on this fascinating topic. While the limited length of this paper 

does not allow for mention of every history of Early Modern madness, the 

selected readings should provide a thorough understanding of the 

development of the field, thereby allowing the gaps in the literature to be 

revealed. 
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 Whether or not one agrees with the broad convictions presented in 

Madness and Civilization, Foucault‟s work represents a turning point away 

from the traditional approach to history. This top-down and idealized 

perspective, predominant before the Sixties typically highlighted the 

progress of humane treatment for the mentally ill, and their liberation from 

the shackles and dungeons in which they were thought to be condemned 

during the Middle Ages. Of course, the treatment of people with mental 

illnesses has advanced considerably since the pre-modern era, however this 

transition did not progress without its costs. While much of the book 

focuses on developments during the nineteenth century, it is the less-

explored realm of madness in the pre-industrial era which offers more 

unexplored insights. Taking a broad revisionist approach, Foucault defined 

the growth of asylums in eighteenth century Europe as part of a period of 

“Great Confinement,” under which those considered mentally ill were 

grouped with the poor, vagrant, and other marginalized populations who 

were victim to the institution of morality.
1
 Structure is of central 

importance in Foucault‟s work; specifically relating to how societal 

structures affect the definition of madness. Foucault explicitly romanticized 

the nature of Medieval-era madness, as he suggested that their condition 

often meant that they enjoyed a greater degree of leniency when speaking 

out against the crown.
2
 Foucault also held that confinement led to the 

mentally ill being devoid of societal discourse, as they were largely 

removed from the societies in which they were once fully integrated and 

segregated into institutions, thereby cutting off any local interaction. While 

many of these anti-establishment notions advanced by Foucault seem 

                                                           

1
 Michel Foucault, Madness and Civilization: A History of Insanity in Europe (New 

York: Pantheon Books, 1965) 40. 
2
 Foucault, Madness, 7, 65. 
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commonplace now, they represented a significant revelation at the time of 

the books release, and enjoyed a great reception within the climate of social 

upheaval during the Sixties. Considering Madness was written at a time 

when lobotomization and the restraint of „insane‟ people was 

commonplace, the cultural background for Foucault‟s ideas becomes 

apparent. Creating such broad assertions however has left Foucault‟s work 

open to various criticisms, which has become something of a trend amongst 

more recent historians of madness, particularly from those who are British 

in origin, as will be seen below. Supporting his ubiquitous assertions, 

Foucault makes use of a variety of primary source material. One such 

source reveals how the 1526 diet of Spyers led to the conversion of many 

convents and monasteries in England and Germany into hospices for the 

physically and mentally disabled.
3
 The source data for a number of claims 

made in Madness has been largely disputed; most notably by historian 

Andrew Scull. 

 Scull, who has been writing on the history of madness since the 

Seventies, has criticized Foucault for years, which culminated in a 

particularly scornful review in the Times Literary Supplement in 2007 

following the release of a new and more comprehensive translation of 

Foucault‟s Madness in 2006. The translation, which introduced the entirety 

of Foucault‟s extensive sources to the English-speaking world, was 

challenged by Scull for containing only French source material. Scull went 

on to assert that Foucault incorrectly juxtaposed the French idea of a 

sudden „Great Confinement‟ to England and Germany as well. While his 

criticism that the Confinement was exaggerated in terms of quickness and 

extent has merit, the tone of his review suggests a deep-rooted rivalry not 

only in profession, but also possibly as an expression of the classic cross-

                                                           

3
 Foucault, Madness, 59. 
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channel rivalry between England and France. Beyond these critiques, Scull 

has contributed a great deal to the history of madness, beginning with his 

1977 article on the rise of asylums in Early Modern Britain. In the article, 

Scull takes a “macro-sociological perspective on the inter-relationships 

between deviance, control structures, and the wider social systems of which 

they are a part.”
4
 He holds that the less centralized nature of society prior to 

the eighteenth century meant that „social deviants‟ were less visible to the 

public. Also revisionist in nature, Scull challenged David Rothmans 

influential 1971 study on the rise of the American asylum, noting 

particularly that Rothman placed too great an emphasis on urbanization in 

the spread of the asylum, and not enough on the rise of capitalism; a notion 

which can also be applied to Europe.
5
 Being one of Scull‟s earliest works, 

the macroscopic approach he takes in this article is indicative of the 

predominant types of history being written at the time: culturally broad but 

lacking in a number of specific respects, such as in the analysis of how 

women impacted and were impacted by these societal trends. Proving his 

ability to cater to the times however, Scull‟s release of Hysteria: A 

Biography, examines the exclusively female condition of hysteria which 

disappeared in the twentieth century as cultural ideas about women 

changed. Although the nineteenth century‟s resurgence of hysteria from 

ancient times is beyond the scope of this paper, it does provide intriguing 

insights into how social constructs influence the manifestations of madness 

deviance in general.
6
 That is not to say that all madness is socially 

                                                           

4
 Andrew Scull, “Madness and Segregative Control: The Rise of the Insane 

Asylum,” Social Problems, Vol. 24, No.3 (Feb., 1977) 337. 
5
 Scull, “Madness”, 339. 

6
 Andrew Scull, Hysteria: A Biography (London: Oxford University Press, 2009) 

iv. 
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constructed, however cultural expectations certainly impact how madness 

is expressed and understood. While the broad themes provided by Foucault 

and Scull offer a solid contextual foundation for understanding madness in 

Early Modern Europe, one must turn to the works of Erik Midelfort and 

Michel Macdonald in order to understand the individualized experiences of 

people deemed mad by the institution. 

 Midelfort, known largely for his efforts in translating important 

German studies into English, authored an intriguing article in 1981 on 

madness in sixteenth century Germany, which he later developed into his 

1999 book A History of Madness in Sixteenth Century Germany. 

Midelfort‟s article offers an intriguing look at early attempts of creating a 

social history of the mad in Early Modern Europe, which focuses more on 

small groups rather than far-reaching populations. Cautious to avoid 

generalizations, he notes that the mad could indeed sometimes be found as 

court fools or confessed witches as some have suggested, but they were 

more often than not kept at home, sometimes in stout cages, or even in 

primitive hospitals.
7
 Midelfort‟s article also brings to light the early 

development of hospitals in Hesse, converted from Monastaries in 1530,
8
 

which coincides with the 1526 Diet of Spyers also cited by Foucault. With 

such a great deal of focus given to specific developments however, one 

cannot help but feel a lack of cohesion and context within which these 

developments should be understood. This may be an intentional device, as 

Midelfort‟s book also follows the path of emphasizing a multiplicity of 

ideas surrounding the notion of madness rather than the all-encompassing 

theories of Foucault or Scull. A History of Madness captures the confusion 

                                                           

7
 Erik Midelfort, “Madness and the Problems of Psychological History in the 

Sixteenth Century,” The Sixteenth Century Journal Vol. 12, No. 1 (Spring, 1981) 

pp. 6. 
8
 Midelfort, “Madness,” 7. 
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and early attempts at defining contemporary madness with astrology, 

theology, and basic medicine through a close examination of individual 

case studies and policy developments.
9
 With so much attention given to 

Britain in the history of madness in the literature, perhaps because of an 

abundance of source material from the well-documented case of Bedlam, 

Midelfort addresses the need for English literature on similar developments 

in Germany. Beyond being home to a range of influential psychologists, 

from Paracelsus to Freud, Germany held a central position within the 

protestant Reformation. This meant that a great deal of German sources 

which previously went overlooked by English academics introduced some 

fresh perspectives on Early Modern madness. While many English-

speaking historians of the sixteenth century are well-versed in German 

languages, Midelfort brought forth a level of breadth and depth of German 

sources, both primary and secondary, previously unseen in the English 

world. While Midelfort intertwines a variety of German cases within larger 

trends to some extent, Macdonald‟s Mystical Bedlam written around the 

same time focuses exclusively on the case of the sixteenth century English 

physician and astrologer Richard Napier. 

What makes the case of Richard Napier fascinating, is that 

between 1597 and 1634, he recorded with unparalleled detail all of his 

„clients‟‟ (not called patients, as they paid for his services) symptoms and 

treatments, but more importantly information such as their age, sex, 

occupation, marital status and social standing. In his book, Mystical 

Bedlam, Macdonald masterfully employs Napier‟s records in order to offer 

the reader an unbridled view into the lives of people experiencing maladies 

                                                           

9
 Erik Midelfort, A History of Madness in Sixteenth-Century Germany (Stanford: 

Stanford University Press, 1999) 
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before the rise of the asylum, using the sources as a vehicle to illustrate 

how Early Modern people generally viewed society and themselves. 

Macdonald‟s book includes actual quotes of people describing their 

symptoms to Napier; a scarce resource from this period. Aside from the 

traditional remedy of blood-letting, Napier also used mystical and religious 

remedies, such as the use of astrological talismans, and religious 

counselling. Macdonald makes liberal use of statistics in his work, noting 

for example that only 5% of all patients who visited Napier came for 

ailments of the “mind or spirit,” or that over half of all malady patients 

were women.
10

 His extensive use of figures and charts leads one to feel as 

though he seeks to present historical facts – a problematic notion in that 

many of these facts are based almost entirely on one source. Furthermore, 

one should not be misled into thinking that the clients represent the laity as 

social historians would hope for. Because Napier charged a fee, a large 

portion of the population who could not afford this sort of luxury goes 

unrepresented. Macdonald notes himself that melancholy, which many 

sought Napier‟s help for, largely represented an upper-class malady.
11

 

Macdonald‟s work also fails to mention suicide, possibly because this was 

considered a heinous criminal act in sixteenth century England, and it is 

unlikely that many people would openly admit to having suicidal thoughts. 

Macdonald does however address this gap in an article written exclusively 

on Early Modern suicide in 1989. Citing a royal interest in suicide being 

criminal, as suicide victims‟ possessions were confiscated by the crown by 

law, Macdonald argues convincingly that the ease of suicide laws in 

England was largely the result of grassroots ideological and philosophical 

                                                           

10
 Michael Macdonald, Mystical Bedlam: Madness, Anxiety and Healing in 

Seventeenth-Century England (London: Cambridge University Press, 1981) 41, 

35. 
11

 Macdonald, Mystical Bedlam, 35. 
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movements, rather than policy changes from above.
12

 The trend of writing 

empirical social histories with a series of case studies extends well into the 

Nineties, as evidenced by the numerous books and articles authored by Roy 

Porter. 

 Porter, a prolific social historian of medicine and pre-modern 

British society, authored a number of influential books on the history of 

madness before his death. Of his various books, two stand out in the 

context of Early Modern madness: Mind-Forg’d Manacles published in 

1990; and Madmen published in 2004. Manacles, which focuses on a 

number of well-known cases from Bethlehem during the early Georgian 

period, expounds a few paradigm-shifting notions regarding the rise of the 

asylum. In keeping with the trend away from blatantly politicized history, 

Porter was highly critical of Foucault‟s work, going so far as to deny the 

notion of an eighteenth century „Great Confinement,‟ pushing the idea into 

the nineteenth century. Rather than being a bourgeoisie plot to subdue the 

poor or a moral response to changing attitudes towards madness, Porter 

shows that the rise of asylums was largely a commercial endeavour, as “No 

diseases were so lucrative as the nervous kind.”
13

 His research 

demonstrates that before the nineteenth century, private „madhouses‟ were 

the primary places of detainment for the mentally ill unable to be cared for 

at home, and generally did not conduct any sort of medical treatment. In 

fact, the Madhouse act of 1774 was the first real attempt at regulation from 

above, which mainly focused on ensuring people were not wrongly accused 

                                                           

12
 Michael Macdonald, “The Medicalization of Suicide in England: Laymen, 

Physicians, and Cultural Change, 1500-1870,” The Milbank Quarterly, Vol. 67, 

Supplement 1 (1989): pp. 69 – 71. 
13

 Roy Porter, Mind-Forg'd Manacles: A History of Madness in England from the 

Restoration to the Regency (London: Penguin books, 1990) 64. 
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of being mad. This largely dispels the notion of a „Great Confinement‟ 

before the eighteenth century, as there were few policy changes to enforce 

this idea. Aside from revising historical inaccuracies, Manacles gives an 

excellent account of the explanations and treatment methods for various 

forms of madness, from exorcism and humoralism, to an early 

understanding of chemical imbalances. Porter‟s second book, Madmen, 

offers an even more in-depth look into treatment methods during the 

Georgian era of Britain. Especially disturbing practices, such as blood-

letting or opium overdosing, are balanced with examples of humane 

attempts at recovering patient‟s minds, such as religious counselling. 

Madmen also investigates notorious case studies, such as that of King 

George III who suffered mental illness near the end of his life, as well as 

Nietzsche. Seeking to maintain a balanced perspective, Porter draws on 

examples of both abusive as well as genuine treatment methods from 

Bedlam. One factor which may challenge the legitimacy of the claims 

made in his book revolves around the heavy reliance on secondary sources 

in the book. While there are some primary sources listed for case studies, 

such as hospital manuscripts, Porter‟s broader conclusions are largely 

drawn from the existing literature. The majority of the work seems to be 

based off a rejection of politicized and inaccurate secondary sources, 

particularly that of Foucault. Further reinforcing his stand against the „anti-

psychiatry‟ school of thought, Porter mentions that “Foucault fails to 

consider all of the bourgeoisie being confined as well.”
14

 Furthermore, 

being published in 2004, one would expect mention of women and 

ethnicity for the work to be considered well-balanced in the social 

perspective, however neither of these are found. Viewing the same topic 

                                                           

14
 Roy Porter, Madmen: a social history of madhouses, mad-doctors & lunatics 

(London: Tempus Publishing, 2006) 21. 



10   

Studying Historical Interpretations of Mental Illness In Early Modern 

Europe since 1960  

through a variety of historical lenses allows for a much wider 

understanding than is otherwise possible with single interpretations. In 

order to gain a feminist perspective on the topic of madness in Early 

Modern Europe, the writing of Carol Thomas Neely serves as an excellent 

starting point. 

 Being an English professor of Early Modern theatre, largely 

known for her feminist perspective on subjects, Neely provides a fresh 

perspective on the topic of Early Modern madness through her 2004 book 

Distracted Subjects. At first look, the book appears to be more of a literary 

analysis of Shakespeare rather than a history of madness, however a deeper 

analysis reveals some important ideas. Advocating the use of literary 

sources in history, Neely maintains that because Shakespeare‟s plays often 

involve madness, and because they were so widely viewed, that a history of 

madness in Early Modern Europe must consider theatre‟s influence on 

public discourse.
15

 Neely makes mention of certain female-based historical 

illnesses which other authors have overlooked or ignored, such as 

distraction or lovesickness. In the case of lovesickness, which was only 

attributed to women until the twentieth century, a public space for abuse by 

doctors is revealed, with unscrupulous treatment methods including the 

manual excitation of the genitals.
16

 While not all, or even most cases of 

treatment for lovesickness can be proven to be abusive in nature, the very 

fact that this condition was only attributed to women speaks to the 

prevailing ideologies of the time. The use of various lenses indicates the 

study‟s maturity, and falls in line with the multiplicity of views which new 

                                                           

15
 Carol Thomas Neely, Distracted Subjects: Madness and Gender in 

Shakespeare and Early Modern Culture (New York: Cornell University Press, 

2004) 6-9. 
16

 Neely, Distracted, 99-105. 
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social history espouses. While giving agency to women in the history of 

madness is a step in the right direction, there remain a number of gaps in 

the literature which need to be address in order to create a more complete 

picture of madness in the Early Modern period. 

 To date, there has been no significant work exploring the history 

of madness through an ethnic lens. While the majority of the population in 

Europe during the Early Modern period was undoubtedly comprised 

mainly of Caucasian Christians, the growing world trade of the seventeenth 

and eighteenth centuries must have led to a growing diversity of ethnicities 

in cities, especially in London. Muslims, Jews, and other religious or ethnic 

denomination living in Europe during this period may have understood and 

handled mental illness differently from the rest of the population. 

Exploring madness in Spain could potentially reveal some valuable insights 

on this topic, as the region was rich with Muslim and Jewish culture within 

Moorish Iberia. The story of madness in most of continental Europe, aside 

from France and Germany, has largely been overlooked within English 

literature as well. The perception of madness within the conflicting 

Catholic and early scientific climate of Renaissance Italy may prove very 

enlightening to explore. By comparing trends within these less-explored 

regions, including central and Eastern Europe, the all-reaching rhetoric of 

Foucault can once and for all be assessed for its validity. Further expanding 

on the notion of ethnicity, the vast network of slave trading during the 

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries must have undoubtedly led to 

countless cases of mental illness amongst those captured, regardless of skin 

colour or origin. This could potentially mean that an entire demographic 

has been ignored in the history of madness in Europe. While this topic has 

certainly matured a great deal from its idealized origins, there remains 

enough ways to examine it to keep historians busy for years. 
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 While the bibliography presented here is by no means exhaustive, 

the selected readings highlight some distinct patterns in the historiography 

of Early Modern madness. What started out as a unified history of progress, 

became a dichotomous and politicized battle between the traditional 

approach and the revisionist histories of Foucault and his contemporaries. 

The „anti-psychiatry‟ camp became increasingly crowded during the 

Sixties, as the general increase in social awareness attributed to this period 

revealed the harsh realities of incorrect diagnoses and involuntary 

treatment. Like any period, historians viewed and constructed the past 

based on these new societal paradigms. The works of Midelfort and 

Macdonald ushered in a new era of empiricism in the history of madness, 

which rejected the broad sweeping statements of Foucault, and emphasized 

specific case studies, offering a view of psychiatry from the bottom up. 

Finally, the work of Porter, Neely, and a number of other historians who 

have not been mentioned here, brought about a pluralized approach to the 

history of madness, creating a multiplicity of perspectives. Though one 

such perspective tends to be narrow-sighted on its own, the amalgamation 

of many such views allows for a much broader and deeper understanding of 

this topic than previously possible. The changes seen in the historiography 

are not unique to the history of madness, as comparable changes can be 

observed in most historical fields within similar times and places. The 

intent here is not to place each historian into hermetically sealed categories, 

as different authors are of course able to adapt their interpretations to 

changing trends and new evidence, however understanding the selected 

readings within this framework allows readers to view each piece with a 

sense of context. Furthermore, understanding how mental illness is 

historicized in different times and cultures will allow future historians to 

approach the gaps in the literature in a more complete and objective 
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fashion. History, after all, is not a telling of indisputable facts, but rather a 

telling of non-fictional stories. 
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Prescribing Gender Roles: The 

Medicalization of Morality and 

Masturbation in Victorian Era Canada 

Tabitha Hamp  

In the late nineteenth-century, the medical community in Canada 

held considerable power over society. The medical field had recently 

undergone a series of technological advancements and operated with 

greater consensus. Social and moral leadership was routed by the medical 

community as they influenced discussions on sexuality. The medical 

profession cited their more scientifically informed opinions and gained 

power by extending, rather than contradicting, social and moral opinions on 

sexual behaviours and practices. They provided scientific evidence for the 

contemporary social order and limited sexual practices by citing the 

medical consequences of deviant practices. J.E.H. Hett, B.G. Jefferis and 

J.L. Nichols, and Geoffrey H. Napheys, in their advice manuals “The 

Sexual Organs, Their Use and Abuse: The Subject Upon Which Men and 

Women Know the Least, Yet Ought to Know the Most: Guide to Man,” 

“Search Lights on Health, Light on Dark Corners: A Complete Sexual 

Science and a Guide to Purity and Physical Manhood, Advice to Maiden, 

Wife and Mother, Love, Courtship and Marriage” and “The Physical Life 

of Woman: Advice to the Maiden, Wife, and Mother,” illustrate how 

physicians in particular gained and used their power to construct a 

framework of limitations. This framework was based on their beliefs 

regarding social issues and concerns, and demonstrated to citizens the 

horrendous personal and social consequences of failure to comply. 

Abnormal or deviant behaviors, such as masturbation were a primary 
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public concern, as religious authority was superseded by that of the medical 

field. These primary documents reveal how the medical community gained 

power over society and enforced their ideology through their newly 

established position of authority. 

 There is an extensive historiography of British conceptions of 

masturbation; however, there is little historical research regarding Canadian 

contexts. Researchers, as well as medical practitioners in the late Victorian 

era, conclude that Canadian perceptions of masturbation were fairly 

consistent with British and American. This is evidenced by the imitation of 

political health reforms in Canada of British and American cities, and the 

cross-Atlantic training of physicians such as Dr. William Canniff, Medical 

Health Officer in Toronto.
1
 Other indicators will be discussed, as they 

illustrate how this general consensus  amongst international medical 

practitioners constructed and reinforced the medical authority‟s social and 

moral authority, united against the socially deviant practice of 

masturbation. 

 Although discussion of masturbation in Victorian-era Canada is 

less abundant, there is a rich historiography on the medicalization of 

authority in Canada. Social reforms were characterized as health issues, 

which sought to improve the quality of life for citizens through “„the 

application of proper sanitary laws.”‟
2
 Medical practitioners sought 

government affiliations and designations to access funds and platforms 

from which to expound their opinions, as studied in Heather MacDougall‟s 

work on Toronto‟s Health Department. Medical officers subsequently 

solidified their positions within political infrastructure through successive 

                                                           

1  
Heather Macdougall, Activists and Advocates: Toronto’s Health Department, 

1883-1983, (Toronto: Dundurn Press, 1990) 19. 
2  

Macdougall, Activists and Advocates,19. 
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legislations such as the “1884 amendments to the Ontario Public Health 

Act” that included “making the annual appointment of a local board of 

health mandatory and requiring the board to provide a yearly report of the 

city‟s health status to its provincial counterpart.”
3
 In this way, as the body 

of literature discusses, social and public concerns came to be governed by 

the medical field through this process of the medicalization of authority. By 

characterizing social and public concerns as medical issues, these 

authorities were able to construct a framework of limitations and gain the 

authority to prescribe appropriate and inappropriate social, and especially 

sexual, behaviours. 

 The development of standardized practices within the medical 

field greatly altered the relationship of physicians with their patients, 

contributing to the elevation of the physician's position in public 

perception. Colin Howell and Michael Smith‟s discussion of the health 

reform movement in the Maritimes from 1850-1885 offers a 

contextualization of the state of the practice of medicine and the public‟s 

perception of it at this time. The medicalization of authority in Nova Scotia 

in 1854 began as medical practitioners formed the Nova Scotia Medical 

Society.
4
 Howell and Smith describe this moment in Nova Scotia as “the 

first significant attempt by the medical profession to organize an 

institutional affirmation of its authority.”
5
 The establishment of institutions, 

these authors claim, was an effort to create an environment in which a new 

system of practice could be established, uniting the medical profession and 
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establishing their superiority to other healing practices. In these 

institutions, the practice of clinical observation would take hold, furthering 

previous physician‟s attempts to elevate themselves to the authoritative 

position in health. Through the establishment of the Nova Scotia Medical 

Society and their governance over medical practitioners, treatments became 

standardized, with the goal of promoting scientific standards in medicine, 

eradicating “quackery.”
6
 The “purity of the gaze,” used by medical 

professionals, was understood to be “bound up with a certain silence that 

enables him to listen,” according to Michel Foucault.
7
 This “medical gaze” 

gave the standard observing medical practitioners an improved ability to 

heal over other healers, which implied greater reliability and empowered 

the medical practitioner over spiritual leader in the physical realm.  

 Not only did the practice of medicine become self-regulating, it 

sought to banish the diverse public opinion, including Christian, on 

methods of healing and preventative health measures. The Nova Scotia 

Medical Society had three of their doctors, Drs. Jennings, Allan and Crane, 

write a weekly column in the Acadian Recorder beginning the same year of 

the society‟s establishment.
8
 This was meant not only to distinguish the 

new emphasis on standardization of practice, but to confront competing 

opinions that were still believed by the public and “assert scientific 

competence.”
9
 In advice manuals of late Victorian-era Canada, physicians 

confronted the authority of religious leaders directly in order to assert their 

dominance in discussions of sexuality. This is exemplified in Hett‟s 

introduction, when he states clearly that “this is a subject which clergymen 
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cannot at present teach. They do not see the evils as the physicians see 

them.”
10

 Physicians and clergymen presented the same goal of gaining “a 

clearer conception of the Life of Christ” and the ability “to deal with the 

existing evils in the world with greater strength.”
11

 The physicians such as 

Hett, presented themselves as more competent based on their use of the 

medical gaze to identify and articulate the origin of diseases.
12

 “This 

usurped the power of religious authorities and awarded the medical field 

more power to regulate social and moral concerns.  

 The emphasis on the theoretical basis of medicine, an 

implementation of standard methods of practice and a movement towards 

clinical observation did not displace the theological underpinnings of 

society. Control of members within society was a main concern for both 

social and medical authorities. Fiona Green, in her discussion of the 

constructed norm of female bodies and sexuality, explores literature that 

suggests physicians joined up in the social purity movements of the latter 

half of the nineteenth century in order to increase their social standing.
13

 

Green and MacDougall suggest that physicians played a critical role in 

containing potentially deviant members of society within „normal‟ limits 

and accomplished this in order to reinforce their position as authorities. 

Advice manuals suggest, however, that physicians were instead motivated 

by their faith, concerned more with the moral implications of 

predominantly medical issues. Hett‟s introduction exemplifies this concern 
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for the immortal soul of his readers as he cites his motivation for writing 

the manual as education that will allow readers to “rise out of their 

enslaven condition and... realize the oneness with God.”
14

 

 Although some scholars argue that medical authorities were 

equally, if not more motivated by their Christian faith to prevent deviant 

sexual behaviours, it is evident that “morality increasingly became codified 

through scientific discourses.”
15

  The medicalization of authority changed 

the perception of acceptable societal behaviours from a question of religion 

to one of physical health. Heidi Rimke and Allan Hunt reveal in their study 

of the medicalization of morality in the nineteenth-century that the 

dominant moral code of the time regarding sexuality needed to be 

consciously regulated. Men and women experienced and expressed 

sexuality very differently, with an expectation that sexual intercourse 

should be conducted with procreative intentions.
16

 Scientists and medical 

practitioners reinforced this belief in separate experiences of sexuality and 

different needs of expression by citing the biological differences between 

male and female bodies, using them to reinforce the “natural social 

order.”
17

 The investigations into these “natural” differences constructed 

different expectations of behaviours based on sex through their conclusion 

that the sexes were biologically different.
18

 The expectations of femininity 
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were then, scientifically and medically based, and the identity of 

womanhood in general was equated with their reproductive capacity.
19

  

 Woman‟s role as the childbearer accomplished two things: it gave 

sexual intercourse a distinctly procreative goal and it de-sexualized women 

through their subsequent role as the mother. The first accomplishment had 

repercussions for both men and women during this time. It characterized 

sexual intercourse as “a necessary evil,” and so did not require that it be 

pleasurable, especially for the female participant.
20

 The second 

accomplishment gave women some agency, taking advantage of the moral 

and pure image that was expected of them. Wendy Mitchinson explores this 

issue and draws the conclusion that the desexualization of women, casting 

them as being passionless, was advantageous to them. This conception of 

women as passionless refers to the perception of their sexuality as less 

aggressive than male sexuality.
21

 This interpretation lends to the argument 

that medical authorities felt compelled to place limitations on social 

behaviours, as there was a “vast potential for sexual exploitation.”
22

 

Conversely, some scholars argue that women gained autonomy from their 

perceived passionless. This allowed them to protect themselves from 

unwanted pregnancies and against venereal disease by repressing their 

sexuality and increased the value of sex through limitation to it.
23

 Whether 

the passionless image of the Victorian woman was advantageous or not to 
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these women, it exemplifies the distinctions made between male and 

female sexuality which was in part created, and further reinforced by the 

medical and scientific professions, though the moral and pure image of the 

woman began as a religio-social ideal.  

 The public concern with masturbation derived from the 

unification of social and medical powers that was designed to limit non-

procreative sexual activity. In this issue of immorality, the medical 

profession found grounds on which to take a stand and reinforce their 

social standing by transforming “the moral question of masturbation into a 

medical condition.”
24

 This not only aided physicians in establishing them 

as the authorities in this area, but aided the social morality movement by 

medicalizing the issue. Not only did medical professionals warn of the 

symptoms and possible disorders attributed to this vice, they could provide 

treatments and cures for them as well. What began as a social concern 

based heavily on Canadians‟ fears due to increased immigration, the rise of 

the working-class populations and a subsequent decline of a predominant 

purely Canadian middle-class, became a medical concern that could be 

resolved with proper and regulated sexual practices.
25

 

 The culmination of these two forces into an “anti-masturbation 

campaign” that was cross-cultural. Many Canadian doctors were British 

trained during this period and deferred to British textbooks and journal 

articles. Jennifer Connor, in her discussion of Victorian-era Canadian 

medical journals, revealed that the medical journals which represented the 

general Canadian physician‟s medical practice were reflective of their 
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British counterpart‟s ideology.
26

 Studies of Canadian and British trends and 

attitudes towards sexuality in general have often been equated in terms of 

their preoccupation with moral regulation due to social concerns. This 

preoccupation concerns the delicate female especially, with the result of 

similarly motivated social-purity movements in both nations.
27

 

 The medical community established themselves as the authority 

on the formerly moral issue of masturbation and was able to prescribe 

appropriate gender roles through sexual behaviour, for men and especially 

women. The greater involvement of the medical community in social 

governance, especially concerning women, combined with this conception 

of masturbation as a medical issue subsequently reinforced the authority of 

physicians. Though masturbation had been a concern earlier than this time 

period, the latter half of the nineteenth century fostered a greater public 

concern in both Canada, and Britain. An analysis of the following medical 

texts furthers previous assumptions that not only did medical authorities 

prescribe gender roles, they instilled and reinforced a framework of 

limitations upon citizens that would define each citizen as „normal‟ or 

„abnormal‟ based on their conformity to or deviance from these prescribed 

sexual behaviours, replacing previous moral boundaries.  

 Advice manuals broaden current day understandings of how 

physicians perceived their own roles in society. Examination of the issues 

they deemed important enough to advise upon, reveals what concerns the 

authors had for their contemporary society. These documents, ““The Sexual 

Organs, Their Use and Abuse,” “Search Lights on Health, Light on Dark 
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Corners,” and “The Physical Life of Woman,” by J.E.H. Hett, B.G. Jefferis 

and J.L. Nichols, and Geo. H. Napheys, respectively, illustrate the 

Canadian authority‟s preoccupation with the proper enactment of gender 

roles and sexual relations late in the nineteenth-century. All three 

publications were issued in the late nineteenth-century and while Napheys 

work was originally an American publication, this specific edition was the 

fourth Canadian edition. According to the “Preface,” this document was 

highly relevant in Canadian society, and was able to “tell with equal force 

in our own country.”
28

 All three documents were written by medical 

physicians and were intended to advise men and women of Canadian 

society on the dangers of improper and immoral behaviour to one‟s 

physical health. Both Jefferis and Nichol‟s and Hett‟s works were issued by 

“Act of Parliament of Canada... at the Department of Agriculture, at 

Ottawa.”
29

 The issues and opinions expressed within these works can 

therefore be recognized as constituting the beliefs held by at least the 

highest levels of society in Canada at this time.  

 These advice manuals illustrate how physicians combined moral 

conduct with scientific finding and medical practice, and gained the power 

of the previously dominant moral leadership in governing society‟s 

behaviours. All of these physicians use extremely religious discourse to 

discuss proper behaviour and the consequences of deviancy. Napheys 

provides the medical field with a firm religious basis, as he refers to the 

Bible as “unerringly true in its psychology,” which illustrates how he uses 
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moral implications to bolster his scientific arguments.
30

 Jefferis and 

Nichols aptly express this theme by equating knowledge with safety.
31

 The 

implication they offer to readers is that knowledge, medical and 

scientifically grounded knowledge, can protect one from both physical and 

moral “pitfalls.”
32

 They promptly addressed criticisms that conservative 

Christians had regarding the moral implications of such a “daring” topic as 

sexuality, by describing their work as “chaste.”
33

 The social importance is 

implied as they express their opinion that “had every person a sound 

understanding on the relation of the sexes, one of the most fertile sources of 

crime and degradation would be removed.”
34

 Here Jefferis and Nichols 

offer their work as a moral and social preventative measure against the 

“crime and degradation” of society. This illustrates the power the medical 

community had in social governance through their suggestion that 

education in science and medicine and adherence to their highly informed 

opinions would create a more moral and successful society.  

  These documents reveal a connection between moral and 

physical well-being. Immoral behaviour had not only eternal implications, 

but immediate physical manifestations within an individual's physical body. 

These physicians were able to regulate social and sexual behaviours due to 

the physical implications failed compliance held for citizens. These men, as 

representatives of the medical community at large, wielded this 

considerable power over society, enabling them to construct „normative‟ 

and „deviant‟ conceptions of behaviour as an ideology of appropriate male 

and female roles. The medical field held greater power over an individual‟s 
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agency over their own body. It was the belief of these medical authorities 

that they, as representatives of natural law, were entitled to limit the 

behaviours of society members. “Men‟s habitual words and acts imply that 

they are at liberty to treat their bodies as they please,” Jefferis and Nichols 

point out, and they go on to say that “all breaches of the law of health are 

physical sins.”
35

 The inferences is that humans operated their own bodies, 

however they were required to stay within the limitations set forth by the 

“laws of health,” represented to them by the medical authorities.
36

 The 

medical authorities‟ opinion on masturbation reveals both the power that 

they had over an individual‟s body, and their belief in separate roles for 

men and women. Masturbation as a social issue concerned religious and 

social authorities due to its pleasure-based and non-procreative nature. It 

also concerned authorities due to the implications it had for females in 

terms of power. By casting the practice of masturbation as not only 

immoral but with tangible, physical repercussions, the medical community 

created a normative ideal for women‟s behaviour that restricted any control 

women had over their own sexuality or the satisfaction they could gain 

from sexual behaviours.  

 Not only was the practice of masturbation condemned, but the 

implications of its practice were tailored to each sex. Concerns for deviance 

from prescribed gender roles differed between the sexes. Since females, 

more than males, were expected to be moral and chaste, the consequences 

were far more extreme. Though men may become impotent and suffer from 

a lack of reasoning and a host of physical ailments, the consequences for 

women carried heavier moral implications. Catherine E. Beecher, as cited 

by Napheys, addressed the issue to the “mothers of America,” expressing 
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her concern that not only were there grave physical and mental 

consequences that might lead “their daughters to the grave, [or] the 

madhouse,” but this “secret vice” may lead them “worse yet, [to] the 

brothel.”
37

 Women who did not conform to their prescribed gender role 

were a high social concern. The medical community was compelled to 

address this issue “which [they] would gladly omit, did not constant 

experience admonish [them] of [their] duty to speak of it in no uncertain 

tone.”
38

  

 The implication from an analysis of Hett is that physicians held 

absolute ideals of normative behaviours and called for strict compliance 

with them. The medical authority should be referenced or consulted on 

issues of all behaviour, public or private, as this secret vice was very 

dangerous if left unchecked. Under the title “Self-Pollution,” Hett explores 

this “curse” in detail over fourteen pages, citing the moral and physical 

implications it entails. Hett characterizes masturbation as a form of abuse 

that will likely result in a physical and moral transformation of the 

perpetrator into a permanent deviant due to the deterioration of the power 

of reasoning.
39

 While Mitchinson‟s study revealed that physicians were 

concerned with moderation of sexual relations rather than repression,
40

 this 

analysis illustrates the absolute rejection these physicians had of 

masturbation. Hett equates masturbation to a “contagion,” which infers that 

he adamantly opposed any participation in this practice whatsoever, as it is 

likely to spread like a virus.
41

 He dismisses any argument for a moderate 
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approach to it, by saying that “[s]ometimes the unfortunate victim will 

think it is wrong and will try to quit, but he has lost self-control... and 

gradually he is carried down into the most hellish condition, from which 

there is no escape.”
42

  

 These documents characterize masturbation as so damaging, that 

they were forced to establish a complete opposition to the practice as a 

whole, though interventions were modulated by the sex of the patient. 

Through the condemnation of masturbation, the medical community 

represented themselves as a moral compass in a society perceived to be 

degenerating. Their characterization of masturbation as both a moral and 

physical concern made them the authorities on the subject, since moral 

authorities could only extend their argument so far. According to Napheys, 

the consequences of masturbation were so extreme that “surgeons have 

recently been forced to devise painful operations to hinder young girls from 

ruining themselves; and we must confess that, in its worst form, it is 

absolutely incurable.”
43

 The medical community was the best hope and last 

resort for those afflicted with this terrible habit, and their treatments, not 

any of the moral authorities, were the greatest hope anyone had of reaching 

those who were most afflicted. 

 Throughout these documents, women and men are both cited as 

being perpetrators of this practice. Women are cited as those who required 

surgical intervention. The worst consequence men faced was impotence 

and the loss of virility.
44

 They could become physically ill and lose their 

mental capacity of reason. Masturbation in women, on the other hand, 

“makes them imbeciles and deprives them of their reason, so that they are 
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fit for nothing but the lunatic asylums.”
45

 When incapacitated to the point 

of incarceration in asylums, only women, never men, were treated with 

surgical interventions in Canada.
46

 Wendy Mitchinson‟s study in her article, 

“Gynecological Operations on Insane Women:  London, Ontario, 1895-

1901,” highlights the perception of women at this time as “different from 

men and more vulnerable to nervous or emotional disorders because of 

their reproductive system.”
47

 Dr. John Mackieson‟s patient “Sketches” 

contains a case of a twenty-six year old woman admitted in 1868 to the 

Charlottetown Lunatic asylum suffering from a mental illness that was 

“attributed to masturbation.”
48

 Unmarried women were especially at risk to 

become incarcerated, according to Napheys, and the inference can be 

drawn that this was due to their failure to comply to the biological role of 

wife and mother, or a defect that prevented fulfillment of this natural role.
49

 

Medical authorities constructed gendered experiences of sexuality by 

characterizing the consequences of masturbation as more different for men 

and women, reinforcing their biologically informed argument for 

prescribed gender roles.  

 The medical community became the authority on social issues 

simply by emphasizing their ability, and subsequently highlighting social or 

moral authorities‟ inabilities, to prevent disastrous health consequences. 

Their provision of preventative measures and cures alleviated the concerns 
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and fears of society in general more tangibly than moral authorities could. 

Jefferis and Nichols offered detailed explanations of the symptoms and 

consequences of masturbation in physical terms: “In both sexes, many 

nervous symptoms are produced, such as headache, defective vision, 

dyspepsia, insomnia, loss of memory, etc.”
50

 Masturbation not only 

affected an individual physically and mentally, but instilled an immorality 

that may never be cured. “Self-abuse affects a person morally, mentally and 

physical... they are also very lazy... they become very dishonest and lying is 

to them an easy matter... There is no manliness in them; all the principles, 

which make a man, are not obeyed,” Hett reveals, through his personal 

observations. It followed, then, that failure to comply with their 

recommendation to stop or prevent masturbation would lead to initial 

individual degeneration, then to degeneration of society as a whole. Men 

would not fulfill their roles to procreate or properly guide their children and 

wives, and women would not procreate or would be unable keep 

themselves from becoming habitually promiscuous. “In the male, it may 

result in impotence,” Jefferis and Nichols reveal.
51

 This exploited a fear 

existent in Canadian society at the time that the influx of immigrants and 

increase in working-class population would displace the middle-class 

Canadians and lead to societal degeneration.
52

 Based on their discussion of 

masturbation, these works represent a framework of limitations, or a 

gendered and repressive ideology, which medical authorities placed on 

society that implied success of the individual and their society based on 

their compliance with the prescribed roles  and behaviours implicit in this 

framework.  
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 By constructing a framework of limitations, the medical 

community effectively prescribed gender roles and sexual behaviours 

which condemned masturbation and other non-procreative sexual practices. 

The medical community gained this power over private sexual behaviours 

through their use of medical and scientific evidence to explain 

contemporary social order and gender differences, and the physical and 

medical consequences they cited for deviance from the established social 

order and gender normative behaviours. In this way, the medical 

community both established and reinforced their position of authority. 

Through the three primary documents, ““The Sexual Organs, Their Use and 

Abuse,” “Search Lights on Health, Light on Dark Corners,” and “The 

Physical Life of Woman” by J.E.H. Hett, B.G. Jefferis and J.L. Nichols, and 

Geo. H. Napheys, respectively, it is evident that the medical community 

exploited society‟s social and moral concerns to establish themselves as the 

authority and to construct a framework in order to limit behaviours to a 

normative ideal.  
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Early Modern Prostitution in Both 

Protestant and Catholic Europe 

Faith Cameletti  

 

The Protestant and Catholic reformations of the early modern 

period changed how prostitution was organized in Europe. In the sixteenth 

century, newly reformed Protestant lands closed civic brothels which 

forcibly pushed prostitution underground. In Catholic lands, civic brothels 

remained open but reformers enforced stricter regulations. Catholic 

reformers also opened reformatories to convert current prostitutes and 

conservatories to dissuade young girls from joining the profession. 

Historians of prostitution in Early Modern Europe have examined the 

religious, economic and political factors that led to such changes. Since the 

1980s, historians have interpreted the relationship between prostitution and 

Protestant reform in ways that validate and develop the study of gender 

history. By comparison, historians of prostitution under Catholic reform 

have focused on the political and economic aims of reform institutions and 

have not used gender as a theoretical lens.  

In Medieval Europe, secular and ecclesiastical authorities treated 

sexual transgressions like fornication as crimes but categorized prostitution 

as a necessary evil.
1
 Prostitution created an outlet for male sexuality that 

safeguarded female virginity. The Latin Church fathers also theologically 

justified these notions. Local governments supported civic brothels because 

of such strong theological support and because of the legal grounds they 
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inherited from Roman law.
2
 Within the historiography of premodern 

prostitution, the works Medieval Prostitution by Jacques Rossiard and 

Common Women by Ruth Mazo Karras effectively outline the organization 

of civic prostitution within medieval society.
3
  

There are few studies predating the 1960s that focus exclusively on 

pre-modern prostitution. When social history first became popular in the 

1930s, historians largely ignored topics of sexuality and women until the 

mid-twentieth century. In the 1960s, various political and civil rights 

movements influenced historians to look for historical players hidden by 

the limitations of traditional sources of historical analysis, such as women 

and the poor. In order to accomplish this new type of history, historians 

adapted methods of quantitative analysis and interpretive lenses from other 

social science disciplines.4 It is at this time, that historians looked to early 

modern prostitution.  

 Vern L. Bullough‟s The History of Prostitution, was one of the 

first major works that examined early modern prostitution.
5
  Written in 

1964, Bullough‟s book attempts to cover prostitution in Europe from 

antiquity up to the twentieth century, along with chapters looking at Islam, 

Hinduism and China. The ambitious geographical scope and timeframe of 

Bullough‟s study prevents him from thoroughly analyzing any of the 

societies under examination. Each chapter examines prostitution in a 

different place and time, but not with enough detail to properly 

                                                           

2 Vern L. Bullough, The History of Prostitution (New Hyde Park: University 
Books, 1964)107-110. 
3 Jacques Rossiaud, Medieval Prostitution (New York: Blackwell, 1988); Ruth 
Mazo Karras, Common Women: Prostitution and Sexuality in Medieval England 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1996) 
4 Merry Wiesner-Hanks, Women and Gender in Early Modern Europe 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993) 1. 
5 Vern L. Bullough, The History of Prostitution (New Hyde Park: University 
Books, 1964) 
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contextualize prostitution within that society‟s religious traditions, 

ideologies or social mores. The broad, encompassing, chronological nature 

of Bullough‟s work resembles other histories done on prostitution prior to 

1970. Both Hermann Schreiber‟s 1967 work, The Oldest Profession: a 

History of Prostitution,
6
 and Paul Lacroix‟s 1926 book, History of 

Prostitution : Among All the Peoples of the World, From the Most Remote 

Antiquity to the Present Day,
7
 are examples of works similar in scope. The 

premodern sections of these two works, however, are not relevant to this 

historiography for they focus more on antiquity and the Middle Ages. For 

the purposes of this historiography, Bullough‟s chapter, “Pox, Reform and 

Reaction,” is most relevant. “Pox, Reform and Reaction,” examines the 

early modern period but is limited to Protestant Europe.  

In his examination of Early Modern Europe, Bullough argues that 

“one of the most noticeable effects of Protestantism was the sexual 

revolution it brought about.”
8
 This statement distinguishes Bullough‟s 

interpretation of the Reformation from preceding works. Prior to this time, 

historians recognized the religious, political, and economic changes the 

Reformation had on Europe, and largely neglected the changes it had on 

sexuality, and women. As Merry Wiesner-Hanks articulates in her article, 

“Beyond Gender,” prior to the 1960s, historians only examined wealthy, 

influential women rulers or what men thought about women.
9
 Bullough‟s 

                                                           

6 Hermann Schreiber, The Oldest Profession: a History of Prostitution (New 
York: Stein and Day, 1967). 
7 Paul Lacroix, History of Prostitution, Among All the Peoples of the World, From 
the Most Remote Antiquity to the Present Day (Chicago: P. Covici, 1926). 
8 Vern L. Bullough, The History of Prostitution (New Hyde Park: University 
Books, 1964)127. 
9 Merry Wiesner-Hanks, “Beyond Women and the Family: Towards a Gender 
Analysis of the Reformation,” The Sixteenth Century Journal 18, no. 3 (Autumn 
1987) 321. 
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work is, therefore, part of a larger trend beginning to examine the various 

roles of women in Early Modern Europe.   

Though Bullough is considered a pioneer in the history of 

sexuality, the manner in which he wrote “Pox, Reform and Reaction,” 

resembles traditional social history more than modern social history. The 

majority of Bullough‟s article compares different Protestant theology, and 

focuses on how the teachings of Luther, Zwingli and Calvin differed on 

celibacy and marriage. Though he does briefly state that brothels were 

closed in the 1600s, he does not convincingly link their closure to 

Protestant teaching nor does he explain why the brothels of Zwingli‟s 

Zurich remained open. Bullough‟s work fails to articulate how Protestant 

teachings were implemented in the civic arena, and why such closures took 

place in certain Protestant lands and not others. This could be attributed to 

the sources Bullough uses. “Pox, Reform and Reaction,” uses mainly 

secondary sources, and the primary sources that are used are the writings of 

Protestant leaders. Such sources give little insight into what happened, only 

to what was prescribed.  

By comparison, Susan C. Karant-Nunn‟s work “Continuity and 

Change: Some Effects of the Reformation on the Women of Zwickau,” 

differs drastically from Bullough in both geographic scope and 

timeframe.
10

 Written in 1982, nearly twenty years after Bullough, 

“Continuity and Change,” looks at the various ways in which Protestant 

reform affected the lives of women in Zwickau, Germany including the 

Zwickau civic prostitutes. What is significant about Karant-Nunn‟s work is 

that it does not claim that the Reformation had a positive effect on women. 

Works like Steven Ozment‟s The Reformation in the Cities argue that 

                                                           

10 Susan C. Karant-Nunn, “Continuity and Change: Some Effects of the 
Reformation on the Women of Zwickau,” The Sixteenth Century Journal 13, no. 2 
(Summer 1982) 17-42. 
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Protestantism improved the status of European women because some 

Protestant reformers provided certain women with education and 

sometimes preached that wives should be considered equal partners in 

marriage.
11

 Even though Karant-Nunn looks at both the education of 

women and the role of wives she concludes that Protestant reform did not 

improve the status of women, but rather that it only reshaped and disguised 

the traditional patriarchy.  

In her exploration of prostitution, Karant-Nunn states that despite 

the closure of the civic brothel, the prostitutes of Zwickau continued to 

work. Considering the time that Karant-Nunn is writing, “Continuity and 

Change” can be grouped with a larger body of work which attempted to 

prove that women were left out of the spiritual, cultural and social 

renovations of the early modern period. Most notably from this body of 

work is Joan Kelly-Gadol‟s “Did Women have a Renaissance.”12 In her 

work, Kelly-Gadol argues that the early modern historical experience of 

women is substantially different than the experiences of men, for women 

did not benefit culturally or socially from early modern Renaissances as 

some men did.  

Following the momentum of works like Kelly-Godal‟s and 

Karant-Nunn‟s that made women “visible” in the history of early modern 

Europe, historian Merry Wiesner-Hanks wrote an article entitled, “Beyond 

Women and the Family: Towards a Gender Analysis of the Reformation.” 

In “Beyond Women and the Family,” Wiesner-Hanks calls for historians to 

not only look for women in historical sources, and use women as the 

                                                           

11 Steven Ozment, The Reformation in the Cities: The Appeal of Protestantism 
to Sixteenth Century Germany and Switzerland (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1975) 
12 Joan Kelly-Godal, “Did Women Have a Renaissance?” in Becoming Visible, 
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subject of historical works, but to “integrate gender as a category of 

analysis as fully as we now integrate class.”
13

  Lyndal Roper‟s work, The 

Holy Household, is the first examination of early modern prostitution to 

successfully use gender as a category of analysis like Wiesner-Hanks 

prescribed. 

In 1987, The Holy Household definitively changed how historians 

would look at the relationship between prostitution and Protestant reform. 

In The Holy Household, Roper looks exclusively at Augsburg, Germany in 

the 1530s and 1540s and examines the politics of marriage and sexuality in 

relation to patrician and guild power.
14

 In sixteenth century Augsburg, a 

household was not only a family but a craft workshop. After 

contextualizing what constituted a household, Roper illustrates how 

Protestant rhetoric and teachings fit within the dynamics of craft 

workshops.  In the ideal household, the sexual economy of man and woman 

mirrored the productive economy of craftsman and his wife, “the guarantor 

of her husband‟s achieved adult masculinity.”
15

 As articulated by Roper, 

“A master who had never been married was a contradiction.”
16

 Marriage 

was therefore seen as “the boundary around which distinctions of status 

and function were organized.”
17

 Roper‟s work is, therefore, carefully 

founded on early modern notions of femininity and masculinity.  Roper 

convincingly uses such notions of gender to illustrate how Protestant ideas 

were disseminated and integrated into sixteenth century Augsburg. Roper 

proves this through her discussion of guild values. For guild corporate 

                                                           

13 Merry Wiesner-Hanks, “Beyond Women and the Family: Towards a Gender 
Analysis of the Reformation,” The Sixteenth Century Journal 18, no. 3 (Autumn 
1987) 311. 
14 Lyndal Roper, The Holy Household (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1989) 16. 
15 Lyndal Roper, The Holy Household (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1989) 31. 
16 Lyndal Roper, The Holy Household (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1989) 31.  
17 Lyndal Roper, The Holy Household (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1989) 31. 
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identity, the greatest collective possession was honour. Honour however 

could be lost through sexual comportment.
18

  

Sixteen-century Augsburg households adopted Protestant 

conservatism to maintain corporate honour. For Protestant and guild 

leaders, the greatest threat to this sexual, religious and economic ideal was 

the prostitute. The prostitute was a temptation and threat to the sanctity of 

marriage. Prostitutes not only infected men with venereal disease, they also 

infected men with insatiable lust. Prostitutes threatened “the holy 

household” for such lust could corrupt a marriage. As a result of this belief, 

Augsburg‟s brothel was closed to prevent marital dysfunction from 

breaking the economic and social fabric of society. Overall, Roper argues 

that, “The moral ethic of the urban Reformation, both as religious credo 

and social movement must be understood as a theology of gender.”
19

 It is, 

therefore, Roper‟s thesis of gender theology that separates her work from 

other examinations of the Reformation and sexuality. Roper not only 

examines early modern gender, but she uses it as a lens of analysis. Roper‟s 

work marks a shift from gender history of the early 1980s such as Karant-

Nunn‟s to the history of the late 1980s that used gender as a theoretical 

framework.  

By comparison, Catholic reformers did not close civic brothels. 

Instead civic brothels were relocated, ghettoized or decreased in size. 

Stricter regulations were also imposed on prostitutes, which greatly limited 

when and where they were legally permitted to work. Another major 

difference in Catholic versus Protestant reform of prostitution was the 

refuges Catholic reformers opened. In sixteenth century Italy, 

conservatories were opened to prevent teenage girls from entering 

                                                           

18 Lyndal Roper, The Holy Household (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1989) 36. 
19 Lyndal Roper, The Holy Household (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1989) 1.  
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prostitution out of necessity and reformatories were opened to help 

contemporary prostitutes leave the profession. Because reform materialized 

so differently in Protestant and Catholic lands it is only natural that the 

ways in which historians have studied them is different. Where historians 

of Protestant reform opted for gender-conscious analyses of prostitution, 

historians of Catholic reform used traditional theoretical frameworks such 

as political and economic lenses.  

Sherrill Cohen‟s work‟s The Evolution of Women‟s Asylums 

since 1500 is among the first in the postmodern era to examine the 

institutions opened for prostitutes during times of Catholic reform.
20

 What 

is most ambitious, but also most problematic about Cohen‟s analysis is that 

she attempts to give contemporary social welfare policy an early modern 

reform inheritance. Cohen claims that the battered women‟s shelters of 

today are a result of the reformatories opened for prostitutes and “badly 

married” women during the Catholic Reformation.  Cohen‟s work fails 

however to bridge the two time periods successfully. Little is written about 

the changes that occurred between the early modern period and today. This 

leaves the reader uninformed about important shifts in policy and social 

mores that would have had much effect on societal attitudes and 

consequently the funding available for charity and charitable institutions. It 

could therefore be argued that Cohen‟s work is unreliable as an early 

modern authority because it has linear progressive aims. Cohen‟s use of 

modern philosophy and sociology is also problematic for it prevents her 

primary sources from “speaking” for themselves. Cohen, for example, 

                                                           

20 Sherrill Cohen, The Evolution of Women’s Asylums since 1500 (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1992) 
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discusses modern notions of institutional correction that are anachronistic 

of Early Modern Europe.
21

 

In 1993, J.K. Brackett wrote “The Florentine Onesta and the 

Control of Prostitution.” His study begins when the Florentine Onesta was 

founded in 1403 up until 1680. The term “Onesta” means “Office of 

Decency.” Composed of a board of citizens, the Onesta was a magistracy 

which performed administrative and judicial duties in medieval and early 

modern Florence. Primarily, the Onesta‟s role was to issue the licenses and 

permits for prostitutes, investigate suspect women, and adjudicate 

violations of decency regulations.
22

  

Brackett‟s study emphasizes that at its inception, segregation was 

a key responsibility of the Onesta. Prostitutes were to be visually 

identifiable and spatially separate.
23

 This segregation would continue 

throughout the early modern period. When repression was preferred by 

Protestant reformers, Catholic reformers opted for continued regulation.
24

 

Brackett argues that Florentine officials opted for regulation versus 

eradication because they were attracted to the revenues earned through 

regulation. Brackett also argues that many of Florence‟s foreign affairs 

were dependent upon the availability of courtesan prostitutes to visiting 

diplomats. It was, therefore, in the interest of the Florentine elite to 

maintain rather than eradicate legal prostitution. Brackett‟s conclusions are 

quite different than Sherrill Cohen‟s. Written only a year later, the 

theoretical differences between the two works illustrates the varying 
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22 John K. Brackett, “The Florentine Onesta and the Control of Prostitution, 
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23 John K. Brackett, “The Florentine Onesta and the Control of Prostitution, 
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interpretation, relevance and importance that is present in the 

historiography of prostitution under Catholic reform. Unlike the 

historiography of prostitution under Protestant reform, there is no common 

thread of analysis, like gender, that links the works of prostitution under 

Catholic reform together.   

Over fifteen years after Brackett and Cohen, gender was used by 

Nicholas Terpstra in 2010. Like Cohen, Nicholas Terpstra‟s recent work 

Lost Girls: Sex and Death in Renaissance Florence explores reform 

institutions. Terpstra, however, unlike Cohen, uses a different approach.
25

 

Instead of focusing on how Catholic reform institutions developed over 

time, Terpstra focuses on the various reasons why such institutions were 

founded. In particular, Lost Girls examines three shelters that Florentine 

officials opened for teenage girls in the 1550s. These shelters were 

intended to prevent girls from resorting to prostitution. Often called 

conservatories, the shelters were meant to conserve the honour and 

virginity of girls made vulnerable by the economic collapse or death of 

their families.
26

 Though prostitution is not the primary focus of Lost Girls, 

Terpstra‟s analysis of virginity is closely tied to the circumstances that led 

teenage girls to prostitution in sixteenth century Florence. Terpstra suggests 

that some sixteenth century Florentine men perceived virginity as a cure for 

their own problems of dynastic politics, sexual appetite, or venereal 

disease.
27

 This made young, chaste, abandoned girls ideal for prostitution 

markets. Unlike most teenage boys, “cultural values, family expectations, 

and legal limitations all combined to raise walls,” around the girls and 

                                                           

25 Nicholas Terpstra, Lost Girls: Sex and Death in Renaissance Florence 
(Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 2010) 
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prevent them from seeking other means of financial support.
28

 With 

prostitution as one of the few employment opportunities available to 

abandoned girls, conservatories were opened to offset their economic 

desperation. Terpstra‟s study of virginity and sixteen century Florentine 

conservatories, therefore, is relevant in the historiography of early modern 

prostitution. By highlighting notions of gender within the early modern 

employment industry and economy, Terpstra‟s history effectively uses 

gender as a theoretical lens to examine prostitution in Renaissance 

Florence. 

 When comparing the historiographies of prostitution under 

Protestant and Catholic reform their methodologies are quite different. The 

difference in method and analysis is linked to how reform manifested 

differently for each confession. This difference does not explain why 

historians of prostitution under Catholic reform did not use gender as a 

theoretical framework until the recent work of Nicholas Terpstra. As is 

evident in the historiography of prostitution under Protestant reform, 

specifically in the work of Lyndal Roper, gender has proved to be useful as 

a theoretical lens for early modern prostitution.  

Aside from method, the historiography of prostitution under 

Catholic reform is in need of sources that look specifically at how the 

Catholic Reformation changed the organization of prostitution. Aside from 

Brackett‟s article, the focus of Catholic historiography surrounds reform 

institutions. This could be because historians of the Catholic Reformation 

looked for changes that were unique to Catholic reform. Following such 

reasoning, reformatories and conservatories are excellent examples of 
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Catholic reform specific phenomena and could consequently explain their 

appeal to historians of Catholic reform. 

  Both the historiographies of prostitution under Catholic reform 

and Protestant reform are in need of analyses from various geographic 

areas. The historiography of prostitution in Early Modern Europe thus far 

has demonstrated that prostitution is best observed with narrow rather than 

broad geographic and temporal parameters. This is evident when 

comparing the efficacy of Lyndal Roper‟s narrow methodology to 

Bullough‟s less effective, broad methodology. For prostitution in Early 

Modern Protestant Europe, little has been done aside of Germany where as 

in Early Modern Catholic Europe little has been done outside of Italy. The 

historiographies of the rest of Early Modern Europe could greatly benefit 

from historical examinations of prostitution. This further examination is 

important because prostitution is indicative of early modern sexuality and 

gender and is a subject that sits at the intersection of political, religious and 

social reform. This would also give Reformation scholars, in general, a 

better idea of what early modern prostitution looked like on a whole and 

reveal whether or not it was affected by cultural regionalism. 
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The King-Byng Affair and Canadian 

Nationalism 

 
Taylor Hodgins 

 
 
William Lyon Mackenzie King, Canada‟s longest serving prime 

minister accomplished many feats during his time as leader. One of these 

feats was challenging Canadian ties to the British Empire and obtaining the 

growth of Canadian autonomy and nationalism in the 1920s. One of the 

events that helped secure independence from Britain was the King-Byng 

affair, an event manipulated by King to spur Canadian nationalism due to 

his growing concerns of British involvement in Canadian matters. During 

the King-Byng Affair of 1926, Governor General Lord Byng interfered in 

Canadian political affairs which subsequently led to King‟s victory in the 

1926 federal election. This facilitated talks of independence from the 

British Empire during the 1926 Imperial Conference due to the 

dissatisfaction of having the British Empire rule Canadian affairs. Although 

highly controversial, King‟s leadership and the King-Byng affair were 

instrumental in obtaining a degree of Canadian autonomy. This essay 

argues that King‟s perception of the British Empire, the details of the King-

Byng affair and how a growing sense of Canadian nationalism was 

displayed at the Imperial Conference in response to the affair ultimately led 

to a simultaneous increase in Canadian nationalism and Canadian 

autonomy.  

 Throughout his career, King had mixed views in regards to the 

British Empire. King favoured Britain and did not consider himself anti-
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imperialist.
1
 His concerns lay with Canada‟s national interests, for instance, 

Canada would not blindly enter a war on Britain‟s request if it would be a 

detriment to Canadian citizens and the welfare of the country. King thought 

Canada owed Britain militarily and economically because of historical ties, 

but Canada‟s national interests had to remain primarily important.
2
 King 

viewed Canada as a young, inexperienced ally to Britain that had to adapt 

to become a strong Commonwealth country. King did not want to sever all 

ties but become more autonomous from the Empire and still support them 

as a strong ally.
3
 This evolution of Canada into a more powerful ally had 

the potential to give Canada more global clout, which would ensure 

Canada‟s autonomy from the British Empire. 

King‟s dissatisfaction with the short administration of Arthur 

Meighen influenced King‟s foreign policy views. Meighen took over for 

Robert Borden following the First World War and thought Canada should 

support the Empire wherever possible. Conversely, when King was elected 

prime minister in 1921, he did not want to be obligated to serve the British 

Empire again as Canada had been during the First World War.
4
 For 

example, the conscription crisis that occurred in 1917 resonated with King 

as he remained on the same side as Laurier opposing Borden‟s wartime 

decision. King noticed the divisions that occurred with the French and how 

they became alienated with this decision to support an English empire.
5
 

This increasingly persuaded King that Canada needed to put its own 

interests above the Empire‟s. Thus, King‟s leadership reflected national 
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unity as a pillar of foreign policy and yet ties to the Empire remained 

important.  

The Chanak crisis in 1922 further affected King‟s views of 

Canadian-Empire relations. The British controlled the Chanak territory 

from the neutral Dardanelles when Turkish forces threatened the British 

army. Britain requested that King send troops to the area as quickly as 

possible, but King refused to act and rested upon the decision that “only 

Parliament would and could decide whether Canada entered another war.”
6
 

King‟s statement showed that he would wait for the immediate threat of the 

crisis to pass and be reluctant to hand troops over to the British Empire. 

Criticisms for King‟s decision originated from Arthur Meighen and the 

Conservatives who supported the Empire. However, King‟s Undersecretary 

of State for External Affairs, Oscar Douglas Skelton, noted that “never 

again will a Canadian government be stampeded into giving blank cheques 

to British diplomacy.”
7
 Skelton, an anti-imperialist, had similar views to 

King concerning Britain‟s ties to Canada. Skelton‟s views encompassed 

what King thought about entering into any war with the British again and 

neither Skelton nor King wanted to be tied to the Empire in a way that 

could negatively impact Canada.
8
  

King remained sceptical about Canadian ties with the British 

Empire and throughout his early years as Prime Minister he treaded 

carefully on this matter. The only time in which King hesitated and 

deviated from his continuous quasi-anti-imperialist stance occurred around 

election time when he needed support from the electorate. King could not 
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alienate British supporters because they composed a significant component 

of the electorate. Conversely, Quebec had sixty-five seats, and King had to 

be careful not to alienate French-Canadians, could potentially secure future 

political success for King.
9
 Therefore, King had to be careful when stating 

his views concerning ties to the Empire, especially during elections.  

Continental affairs affected Canada‟s stand on autonomy as well. 

In December 1922, a new issue emerged that forced Canada to have its 

own diplomatic relations with the United States. Both countries had to 

address the lack of halibut fish in the North Pacific Ocean and as a result 

they signed a treaty that would regulate overfishing in the area.
10

 The 

Department of Marine and Fisheries dealt with this issue without the 

interference of the British Empire at King‟s behest, because King thought 

the ordeal did not relate to anything the British Empire needed to be 

concerned about. While King still discussed the matter with London, he 

mainly dealt with aspects of the treaty on his own with some advisors in the 

Department of Marine and Fisheries.
11

 King‟s assertion of autonomy in this 

small case foreshadowed what would occur in the future.  

The 1923 Imperial Conference gave King a chance to voice his 

opinions on Canada‟s growing autonomy in the Commonwealth and his 

opinions concerning the ties to the British Empire. King‟s views 

concerning the Empire had been reflected in the people he surrounded 

himself with. King brought Skelton and John Dafoe, owner of the 

Manitoba Free Press.
12

 King did this because he realized that many 
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newspapers in Canada at the time supported the Conservatives and their 

support of the British Empire and this provided an opportunity for Dafoe to 

report positively about King and the Liberals. At the conference itself, 

King frustrated many Commonwealth leaders when he rejected any 

“imperial centralization under which Canadian foreign interests might be 

solely dictated by Britain.”
13

 Other Commonwealth leaders, such as Jan 

Smuts and Lord Curzon did not agree with King‟s stance on autonomy and 

yet this did not faze King; he continued to put Canada‟s interests first. 

Dafoe, who had initially criticized King, noted that “my regard for him 

[King] has perceptibly increased by what I saw of him in London. He is an 

abler man than I thought; he has more courage that I gave him credit for.”
14

 

This is due to the fact that King asserted Canadian interests over the British 

Empire and the Commonwealth, which fostered Canadian nationalism.  

After leading the country under a minority government for four 

years, King wanted to obtain a majority and in 1925 he approached the 

governor general, Baron Byng of Vimy to dissolve Parliament. Lord Byng 

granted this to King, but the Liberal party obtained a lower amount of 

seats.
15

 King won another minority government but lost his own seat along 

with eight of his ministers. He required the support from other political 

parties such as the Independents and the Progressives in order for the 

House of Commons to be able to meet.
16

 The options open to King 

included dissolving Parliament again or resign as prime minister, as Lord 

Byng wanted. King convinced Lord Byng to accept the formation of 
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Parliament and to allow the House of Commons to meet, which they did on 

7 January 1926. Lord Byng, however, only allowed this based on one 

condition: King could not do or accomplish anything “political” until the 

House of Commons met, which ultimately meant that King could not 

govern.
17

 This fostered tension and hostility between King and Byng, 

which resounded during the King-Byng affair.  

Shortly after the 1926 federal election, governmental officials 

discovered corruption in the Department of Customs and Excise. The 

Customs Minister, Jacques Bureau was fired as a result of the corruption 

along with numerous others as the investigation continued.
18

 The 

investigation turned into a judicial matter which angered the Conservatives. 

As a result of the corruption allegations, King approached Lord Byng again 

asking to dissolve Parliament and Lord Byng refused. Despite repeated 

attempts to obtain dissolution, Lord Byng declined because he believed that 

“King wanted a dissolution to avoid parliamentary censure and to retain 

control of the electoral machinery for the election.”
19

 As a result, King 

resigned as prime minister.  

Lord Byng then approached Conservative leader Arthur Meighen 

to form a government in which Meighen agreed. As the new opposition 

leader, King attempted to topple the Meighen administration because King 

could “challenge the constitutionality of the temporary 

government...questioning their right to advise the Crown... and to direct the 

business of Parliament” which meant that King could denounce the 

administration of Meighen because of its unconstitutionality.
20

 Thus, a vote 
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of non-confidence occurred and Lord Byng granted Meighen dissolution of 

parliament. 

As a result of the dissolution of Parliament, an election had to be 

called to determine the next prime minister, which occurred on 14 

September 1926.
21

Throughout the campaign, King manipulated what 

occurred during the affair to his advantage and had many convincing 

arguments that helped him win the election of 1926. First, he used the fact 

that Lord Byng granted Meighen dissolution and not King as one tactic. 

Secondly, this rallied Liberal supporters who sympathized with King to 

vote in favour of the Liberals.
22

 Conversely, Meighen displayed staunch 

imperialist tendencies in an era of growing Canadian autonomy and 

nationalism. Meighen campaigned on the basis of closer ties with the 

Empire, and that coupled with campaigning for higher tariffs successfully 

alienated Western Canadians and contributed to his defeat. As author Allan 

Levine stated, “For such a bright man, he [Meighen] just did not know how 

to handle people.”
23

  

The basis of King‟s platform directly related to the 

unconstitutionality of the entire King-Byng Affair and how the governor 

general disregarded the tenets of responsible government. According to the 

Liberals, Lord Byng forced the resignation of King when King had not yet 

been defeated and allowed the opposition to take over. In their view, this 

was unconstitutional and unfair.
24

 Historian H. Blair Neatby thought that 

“if the prejudices of a British governor could nullify the constitution, then 

Canada was not a self-governing Dominion. Autonomy was the foundation 
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upon which Canada and the entire British Commonwealth stood.”
25

 

Neatby‟s opinion summarized the Liberal party‟s views, which created a 

coherent argument for Canadians to believe in. Although many have 

debated the elements of the controversial issue and argue that King was 

wrong, he managed to use the King-Byng affair to his advantage.
26

 King 

exploited the fact that the governor general had no business interfering in 

the federal government to much success despite whether he was wrong or 

not. 

While King succeeded in his argument that the governor general 

ignored the tenets of responsible government, could the question be asked: 

did King deny responsible government when he asked for the dissolution of 

Parliament to occur for the second time? King appeared guilty to Lord 

Byng because King did not want to face Parliamentary censure, which 

responsible government would have “forced” him to do. Also, according to 

Meighen, the arguments King made concerning the validity of Meighen‟s 

government based on its constitutionality meant that King merely 

attempted to avoid Parliamentary censure, which the governor general as 

well as Meighen thought, as mentioned earlier. In his diaries, King stated: 

After my talk with G.G. I came back to Laurier House & dictated 

to measure the interview. Then went to first Cabinet meeting we 

have had at night-gave account of interview with His Excellency. 

Council unanimous his position impossible. We must insist on 

dissolution or having my resignation-talked till 11-with 

understanding that I was to see His Ex tomorrow. I felt much 

relieved as prospect of freedom from office draws nigh.
27
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This entry from King‟s diary alludes to the fact that he tried to 

avoid Parliamentary censure and that he remained confident that 

dissolution should have been granted. The other side to the debate is that if 

Lord Byng refused King‟s request for dissolution, then the governor 

general should have refused Meighen‟s request for dissolution as well.
28

 

Furthermore, Meighen had no choice but to accept Lord Byng‟s request to 

form a government, in which Meighen knew he was unprepared.
29

 

Therefore, while King may have neglected responsible government, Lord 

Byng should not have forced King‟s resignation when he had not lost the 

confidence of the House. This spurred King to fight for lesser involvement 

of the governor general in strictly Canadian affairs. This debate over 

responsible government has continued until the present day, however it is 

clear that the King-Byng affair led to talks concerning less British 

involvement in Canadian affairs and more autonomy for the Canadian 

government, which King wanted.  

Following the King-Byng affair, the 1926 Imperial Conference 

occurred in which the central Canadian aim continued to be increased 

autonomy from the British Empire. The affair affected King‟s views 

leading into the conference because if the governor general did not 

interfere, King would not have had to resign unless the legislature passed a 

vote of non-confidence. A non-Canadian governor general forced King to 

resign, thus resulting in King to be persistent in his quest for increased 

autonomy.  King arrived in London with the purpose of expanding 

Canadian autonomy and lessening ties with the British Empire.
30

 In order 

to do so, his first task included opening Canada‟s own legation in 
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Washington and then creating a legation in Japan and Paris as well.
31

 King 

sought a new, independent relationship with the British Empire and that the 

governor general would represent the British Crown within Canada but it 

would not impose its political will on Canadian governmental affairs. The 

Department of External Affairs documents notes that 

Mr. Mackenzie King observed that there were two leading 

questions-the representation of the Crown and the Representation of the 

Government. His thought was that the Governor-General should be 

regarded purely as a representative of the Crown and not as the 

representative of the British government, which should have its own 

separate representative.
32

 

Therefore, at the Imperial Conference King asserted his view that 

the governor general‟s role should be re-evaluated and changed to 

accommodate Canada‟s growing autonomy. King attempted to compromise 

and discuss the issue of the role of the governor general and despite the 

tension that ensued the British officials nevertheless acquiesced.
33

 As a 

result, the governor general did not work for both the Canadian and British 

governments, and King achieved his goal: a governor general separate from 

the British government system. 

Another important event that occurred during the 1926 Imperial 

Conference included the Balfour Declaration. This declaration made by a 

British government official, Lord Balfour, consisted of newfound 

recognition of the Dominions‟ status in the British Empire.
34

 Balfour 
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recognized the autonomy of the Commonwealth nations, but stressed the 

importance of the countries to work together. This declaration allowed the 

Dominions to have a greater scope of autonomy and that the governor 

generals would no longer be messengers from the British government to 

the Canadian government or vice versa. This declaration also allowed the 

role of the High Commissioner to London and other areas around the world 

to have more power in each of the Dominions.
35

 The declaration and the 

Imperial Conference lead to the creation of more posts around the world for 

diplomats in areas such as London, Washington, Paris, Tokyo and 

Geneva.
36

 Therefore, the Imperial Conference and King‟s efforts succeeded 

in promoting Canada‟s national interests first and then ties to the 

Commonwealth and the British Empire second, and King received the 

recognition he fought for.  

Canadians‟ perception of the Imperial Conference generally 

favoured King‟s position. For a short time, the Conservatives also 

celebrated the newfound autonomy, however not long after the conference 

did complications with autonomy surfaced. The Conservatives argued 

again that Canada “severed” its ties to the British Empire, and used the 

plight of French Canadians to bring down the Liberals and gain more 

Conservative supporters in Quebec.
37

 Furthermore, while the Imperial 

Conference had been crucial to King and Canada asserting Canadian 

interests and autonomy from the Empire, this alone could not secure 

Canada‟s autonomy. This is due in part because Canadians thought that the 

British could still impose its will on all the Commonwealth nations, 

especially in areas of foreign policy decisions.
38

 The mere issue of 
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Canada‟s fledgling diplomatic corps within the government meant that 

Canada could not easily negotiate with Britain or assert its autonomy. 

King‟s solution to this problem included slowly expanding diplomatic 

capabilities and opening embassies around the world in areas that had 

significance to or directly related to Canada‟s foreign affairs. This era 

included the expansion of the Department of External Affairs to include 

very prominent Canadian diplomats such as Hume Wrong, Hugh 

Keenleyside, Lester B. Pearson, and Norman Robertson, all under the 

direction of O.D. Skelton.
39

 

The King-Byng affair of 1926 led to nationalism within the 

Liberal party that resulted in distant ties to the British Empire. William 

Lyon Mackenzie King, Liberal party leader and prime minister viewed 

connections with the Empire as important yet thought that Canada should 

first and foremost look after its own distinct interests. The King-Byng 

affair led to an increased amount of autonomy because Canada‟s governor 

general, Lord Byng of Vimy, interfered on matters of national interest and 

formed an unconstitutional government, or so King argued at the time. 

Therefore, King‟s feelings towards the British Empire during his earlier 

years of his administration influenced what would later happen at the 1926 

Imperial Conference: recognition of the Commonwealth nations‟ autonomy 

from the Empire and a decreased role of the governor general. A 

culmination of these events ultimately led to the Statute of Westminster in 

1931 and the eventual growth of Canada as its own independent country. 
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