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This article discusses the place of McGill University on the landscape of Canadian higher education in the
early twentieth century and attempts to identify some of McGill’s unique characteristics. In probing this
issue, the author ezamines selecied themes in the academic, adminisirative and eztra-curricular life of the
institution, and concludes with some speculative comments about the university’s future.

Cet article porte sur la place que ’Université McGill occupait dans 'enseignement supérieur canadien au
début du XX® siécle et tente d’identifier certaines des caractéristiques unigues de McGill. L’auteur se penche
sur certains aspects de la vie universitaire, administrative et pare-universitaire de McGill et formule quelgques

hypothéses sur 'avenir de ['Université.

Historians have written a great deal about the
development of individual universities in Canada,
but their work has rarely been informed by a com-
parative perspective. While the differences be-
tween Canadian and American higher education
have drawn some recent scholarly interest,? aca-
demics are still inclined to explore university life
through the prism of the single institutional case
study in which the experiences of other universities
are referenced minimally.

The discussion of McGill University in this arti-
cle was written for presentation at a 175th anniver-
sary event, and does not escape the institutionalist
genre. However, its attempt to identify some unique

“This article has been published previously in Higher Ed-
ucation Perspectives, Vol. 1, 1996/97, a journal of the Higher
Education Group, The Ountario Institute for Studies in Edu-
cation, University of Toronto, and is reproduced here by kind
perission of the Higher Education Group.

17

characteristics of McGill arises from a comparative
question: in the early twentieth century, what was
McGill’s place on the landscape of Canadian higher
education? In probing this issue, I examine selected
themes in the academic, administrative, and extra-
curricular life of the institution, and conclude with
some speculative comments about the university’s
future.

Goals of the Canadian University

Who attended universities in Canada at the turn
of the twentieth century and why did they do so?
While answers to these questions are far from defini-
tive, case studies of Queen’s and Dalhousie suggest
that the children of clergy, professionals, merchants,
managers and civil servants were particularly well
represented among the student body. In addition,
more than 30 per cent of Queen’s students between
1895 and 1900 were from farming families. Their
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economic status was unclear, though it is likely that
they were relatively well off. That not all Canadian
students were the progeny of affluence is indicated
by the fact that 16 per cent of Queen’s registrants
were the children of skilled or unskilled workers.?

The students aspired to careers in medicine, teach-
ing, engineering, and the ministry. Their actual oc-
cupational destinies were somewhat broader. Ulti-
mately, they did indeed work in the areas of health,
education and the clergy, but also in science, law,
commerce and government. Women graduates who
entered the labour force — typically until marriage —
would find employment in schools, libraries, offices,
or as nurses. In most occupational fields, married
women were not allowed to continue working and
were fired if they did not resign. The Queen’s and
Dalhousie cases indicate that a higher proportion
of university women remained single (and thus em-
ployed) than was true of the Canadian female pop-
ulation as a whole.

While we have less detailed information about the
origins of McGill students, the national patterns evi-
dently applied there. McGill historian Stanley Frost
concluded that, at the beginning of World War I,
“the student body was still a compact and homoge-
neous group of young men and women, mostly from
the middle economic strata of society, and of British,
or at least anglophone Protestant stock.”* If the stu-
dents’ collective profile mirrored the upper end of
their communities’ class structures, then the aver-
age student at McGill or the University of Toronto
was probably somewhat more affluent than his or her
counterpart in the more modestly endowed commu-
nities of Wolfville, Halifax, or Saskatoon. Indeed,
at the University of Saskatchewan in 1934, in the
midst of the Great Depression, one-third of the stu-
dents could not afford to pay their tuition fees and
instead submitted promissory notes. The situation
was by no means so dire at McGill, but during the
grim years of the 1930s, students from poor families,
like David Lewis, future parliamentarian and leader
of the NDP, could certainly be found.

These trends continued through to at least the
Second World War. Canadian students, who in 1930
represented only 3 per cent of their age group, for
the most part, came from middle-class families, and
through their subsequent occupations or through
marriage, they hoped to secure or improve their po-
sitions within the middle class. A minority were ex-
tremely well off, a minority were poor. Universities
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were home to a relatively privileged group, but con-
trary to popular myth, they were not playgrounds
of frivolity and ostentation. Neither were they, as
charged by one citizen, mere “loafing grounds for
rich men’s sons,” a (1930) comment that among
other things, ignored nearly one-quarter of the stu-
dent body — women. A university education pro-
vided the graduate both material opportunity and
the lustre of respectability in an increasingly secular
world, though the Depression made it difficult for
many students to reap immediately the rewards of
higher learning.®

From the perspective of its leaders, the university
had a very serious purpose. H.J. Cody, president of
the University of Toronto, contended that the edu-
cated man should be able to “use the mother tongue
correctly and precisely,” demonstrate “a refinement
of manners,” be possessed of the “habit and power
of reflection,” the “ability to grow,” and the “power
to earn money in the workaday world.” McGill
spokespersons shared these values. FEnglish pro-
fessor Cyrus MacMillan submitted that “The stu-
dent who is sent up to college to-day is expected
by his parents and those interested in his career to
gain along three definite lines: he is to train...his
mind...through class-room...study; he is to gain from
association with his fellows outside the class-room;
[and] he is to benefit from the influence of the college
atmosphere on his point of view, his purpose in life,
his habits of judgement. These three lines...converge
into one main idea — the making of a man,”® a for-
mula which also ignored university women.

Somewhat less verbosely, Arthur Currie, McGill’s
principal from 1920 to 1933, claimed that the uni-
versity should “place in the plastic minds of the
students the seeds of a courageous citzenship...Let
students always be devoted to duty.”” Whether one
was entering a profession, the business world, or a
white-collar occupation, these prescribed qualities
were intended to mark the graduate as a worthy cit-
izen with sound values, lofty morals, enviable educa-
tion, prized, marketable skills, and the potential of
exercising sober community leadership. Though fre-
quently overlooked in convocation addresses, women
graduates were also expected by university leaders to
contribute to the propriety, refinement and civility
of Canadian life, but less as employed workers and
professionals than as middle-class wives, domestic
organizers, and community volunteers.® Cultivating
these myriad attributes was the central mission of
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Figure 1. Sir William Peterson, Principal 1895-1919.
McGill University Archives, Photographic Collection,
PR 008099.

Figure 2. Sir Aukland Campbell Geddes, Principal
1919-1920. McGill University Archives, Photographic
Collection. PU 010538,
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Figure 3. Sir Arthur Currie, Principal 1920-
1933. McGill University Archives, Photographic
Collection. PR 010537

Figure 4. Chancellor Sir William Edward Beatty.
de facto Principal 1933-1935. McGill University
Archives, Photrophic Colection. PR 001861.
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the Canadian university in the early twentieth cen-
tury.

On the general landscape of Canadian higher ed-
ucation, then, McGill was comfortably placed. But
Canadian universities were not identical, and the dif-
ferences among them, even if subtle, shaped their
particular auras. The following observations are my
attemnpt to capture some unique aspects of McGill.

Utilitarianism

Perhaps the most distinctive feature of McGill was
its history as a private university. For McGill's
first 140 years, government funding was minuscule
and unreliable. Beginning with the example of
James McGill, prominent and frequently wealthy in-
dividuals sought to meet the educational needs of
their class and community.® Lean times notwith-
standing, the years of J.W. Dawson’s principalship
(1855-1893), witnessed significant donations from
Peter Redpath, from the Molson family, and from
financier Donald Smith (a.k.a. Lord Strathcona)
whose contributions funded the Donalda program
for women’s education and the construction of Royal
Victoria College. Of course the major benefactor of
McGill was the anti-smoking, tobacco manufacturer
Williamm C. Macdonald, whose association with the
university spanned the latter years of the Dawson
and most of the William Peterson principalships.!®
He provided unprecedented funding for science, en-
gineering, an agricultural college, student residences,
and chairs in history and moral philosophy, among
other things. His contributions to McGill totalled
some 14 million dollars, and he is described by one
historian as the “greatest educational philanthropist
of his day.”!!

These donations were augmented by the Ameri-
can Carnegie and Rockefeller foundations which, fol-
lowing World War I, subscribed one million dollars
each to McGill, partly in recognition of the insti-
tution’s “outstanding contribution” to the war. A
fund-raising campaign in the early 1920s earned 5
million dollars and, between 1920 and 1933, McGill’s
annual income from all sources increased from 1 mil-
lion to 2 million dollars,'?

Like other Canadian universities, McGill endured
a near fiscal drought during the 1930s, made more
challenging by the continuing scarcity of public fund-
ing. In 1911, McGill had received all of $3000
from the provincial government, in comparison to
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the $750,000 provided to the University of Toronto
by the Ontario government.'® In 1940, while Cana-
dian universities as a whole received more than 40
per cent of their operating income from government
sources, McGill secured less than 10 per cent.'

The reliance of McGill on its sponsors and alumni
led to what was surely one of the most unusual
fund-raising campaigns in the university’s — and
Canada's — history. In the 1930s McGill sought to
raise money for the building of a gymnasium, no
less, by distributing its own brand of cigarettes. An
advertisement published in the McGill News noted
that of the five billion cigarettes sold in Canada in
1935, “McGill students and graduates smoked some
six million of these. At fifty cents per thousand,
that would mean $3000” to the gymnasium building
fund.'®

The especially heavy dependence of McGill on
private sponsorship, combined with the accomplish-
ments of its most famous researchers, account, in all
likelihood, for the institution’s particular academic
orientation and for its enviable reputation. Though
the arts were by no means absent at McGill, clearly
the lion’s share of funding from the 1890s to the
1930s went to medicine, other professions, and the
applied sciences. William Osler, whose pioneering
work in clinical medicine began at McGill, is de-
scribed by the Canadian Encyclopedia as the “best
known physician in the English speaking world” at
the turn of the century.'® Ernest Rutherford won
the Nobel Prize in 1908 for his work on radioactiv-
ity. Continuing in the superlative vein, the Cana-
dian Encyclopedia found that he was “considered the
greatest experimental physicist of the century.”!”
Wilder Penfield’s decision in the early 1930s to es-
tablish the Rockefeller-funded Neurological Institute
at McGill, rather than in the U.S., was certainly a
coup for the university, as was the innovative work
he conducted there. By way of interest, not to
be outdone — never to be outdone — McGill polit-
ical economist Stephen Leacock was described by
his biographer in the Encyclopedia as “the English-
speaking world’s best known humorist” from 1915
to 1925.18

It was McGill’s good fortune to come of age in
an era when science and technology were in ascen-
dance. The period in which the status of leading
universities was linked exclusively to the reputations
of their classically-trained clergymen or renowned
gentleman scholars had yielded to an age of utili-
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tarianism. Institutions and academics perceived to
be contributing to the improvement of material life
were especially acclaimed. As Robin Harris notes,
by 1920 McGill “was unquestionably Canada’s most
famous university,” owing in part “to the enthusi-
asm of the many Americans who had been attracted
to and graduated from its medical school.”'?

Indeed, when Abraham Flexner of the Carnegie
Endowment for the Advancement of Teaching as-
sessed the quality of medical education in North
American universities (1910), he could barely con-
tain his enthusiasm for McGill. Despite being dam-
aged by a recent fire, the university’s laboratories
were well funded and equipped, showing “what en-
ergy and intelligence can accomplish in the face of
disaster. The anatomical and pathological museums
are among the most famous on the continent. The
school possesses an excellent library and all neces-
sary teaching accessories.” Clinical facilities “are ex-
cellent” and the school “enjoys a most favorable rela-
tion to two large hospitals.” He had kind words too
for the University of Toronto’s medical school. By
comparison the programs at Laval and Halifax, were
considered feeble, and “Western University (Lon-
don) is as bad as anything to be found on this side
of the line.”20

Principal William Peterson (1895-1919), himself
a classicist, had hoped to improve the scope of hu-
manistic studies at McGill, but as E.A. Collard ob-
served, “the benefactors of McGill under his prin-
cipalship had almost passed by the Faculty of Arts
to concentrate their attention on the sciences and
professions.”®! That the arts were not totally ig-
nored was indicated by the presence of a number of
respected scholars, including classics professor John
Macnaughton, who worried publicly in 1904 about
the utilitarian orientation of McGill at the expense
of more traditional, scholarly values. “It will be
black shame to us if it can be said [of an engi-
neer| in his epitaph that he was born a man, went
through McGill University, and died a plumber.”?2
In 1911, perhaps as much a statement of resigna-
tion as an academic prescription, Peterson wrote:
“It is in great measure the pressing demands of
industrial and commercial life that are giving our
colleges so practical a turn at the present time.”??
Edward Beatty, a prominent businessman, Chancel-
lor of McGill, and its de facto Principal for a two
year period in the 1930s, was no major enthusiast
of the abstract arts, or even the applied ones. He
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believed the university’s most vital role was to de-
velop the country’s natural resources, by teaching
“facts.” He felt that there had been too much “wan-
dering” in the universe of metaphysics. Students
must be prepared for practical work.?* Reflecting its
academic priorities between 1917 and 1939, McGill,
along with the University of Toronto, received the
overwhelming majority of National Research Coun-
cil post-graduate awards for studies in the sciences.?®

During World War II, Principal Cyril James sup-
ported a proposal to the National Conference of
Canadian Universities that, if implemented, would
have dramatically diminished the teaching of arts
subjects in Canadian universities in favour of ap-
plied, war-related academic programs.?® After the
war, James confirmed the legacy of McGill’s priori-
ties. He noted “the reputation of our greatest names
were not forged in the slow studies of humanities and
the social sciences, yet McGill, as the greatest pri-
vately endowed university, has a unique opportunity
in these fields.” He called upon McGill to give more
attention to these underdeveloped areas of study in
the future.?”

Imperialism

A symbol of the growing links between education
and industrial growth, McGill was also a beacon
of Canadian nationalism and loyalism through the
early twentieth century. Seeking a Principal who
was “highly representative of the culture of impe-
rial institutions,”2® Chancellor Donald Smith found
those qualities in William Peterson, a Scot schooled
at Edinburgh and Oxford, and a Principal of Univer-
sity College at Dundee. Peterson’s imperial loyalties
were unquestionable, so much so that he appeared
to suffer from a permanent case of homesickness. He
was never entirely happy in Canada, sent his sons to
school in Britain, returned there every year himself,
and spurned Canadian citzenship.

While Peterson’s tentative commitment to Mon-
treal and Canada were grounds for periodic reproval,
his patriotic predelictions were shared by McGill
spokespersons both before and since. The univer-
sity recruited as Peterson’s successor, Arthur Cur-
rie, the war time leader of the Canadian Corps in
France. In Stanley Frost’s words, “As long as Currie
flourished as Principal, the passing of the imperial
age and the birth of the new Canadianism were not
easily discerned.” He spoke frequently at Canadian
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Figure 5. Arthur Eustace Morgan, Principal Figure 6, Lewis William Douglas, Principal
1935-1937. McGill  University  Archives, 1937-1939. McGill University  Archives,
Photographic Collection, PR 010532, Photographic Collection, PU 010535,
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Club luncheons, legion rallies, and Armistice day cel-
ebrations — serving as a kind of “father figure for all
of anglophone Canada.”?

His successor was an actual Englishman, though,
in the end, not of the variety that the McGill
board had had in mind when they appointed him.
Perceived as idiosyncratic and ideologically unre-
liable, Arthur E. Morgan, Principal from 1935 to
1937, had nevertheless been plucked from Eng-
land’s Hull College. McGill’s perception of itself as
an Anglosaxon bastion in a predominantly French-
speaking province undoubtedly reinforced its impe-
rialistic orientation.

Other Canadian institutions could also be zeal-
ously protective of the imperial connection. In 1937,
the University of Toronto reportedly cancelled its li-
brary subscription to the American magazine, the
New Republic, because of an alleged slur on the King
of England. It referred to his “dull and negative
personality.”3 Still, it would appear that among
universities, McGill’s brand of loyalism was second
to none in Canada. It was the first university to
create a Canadian Officers’ Training Corps in 1912;
driven by the initiatives of Professor Henry Marshall
Tory, it played a critical role in the creation of the
Khaki University for soldiers serving overseas during
World War One; in Currie, it had chosen for its Prin-
cipal a military commander, who was neither a cler-
gyman nor an academic; and its contribution to the
wars, in terms of personnel, casualties, research, and
veteran training were substantial, celebrated, and
frequently recalled. In sum, its self-image and iden-
tity appeared bound to its Anglo-Saxon mission and
legacy, both within Quebec and the wider English-
speaking community.

Academic Freedom

The concern for moral and intellectual order in-
formed the purposes and regulations of Canadian
universities in the first half of the twentieth cen-
tury. Indeed, University of Toronto historian George
Wrong claimed in 1931 that “in the main the uni-
versities of the western world are strongholds of
conservative thought and a steadying influence on
our society. This is not less true of McGill and
Toronto than of Oxford and Cambridge.”3! Aca-
demic freedom, the ability of professors to pursue
scholarly work unimpeded by institutional or exter-
nal restraints, existed in Canada, but as Wrong im-
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plied, on a qualified basis. This does not mean that
universities were merely narrow-minded, intellectual
penitentaries. An era which spawned scholars of
the calibre of Harold Innis and Northrop Frye could
hardly be entirely inhospitable to creativity. No one
dared censor the irreverent Stephen Leacock; and his
colleague in the Department of Political Economy,
J.C. Hemmeon, whose intellectual and ideological
outlook were liberal and arguably left of centre, en-
joyed a long career at McGill. So did poet, Professor
of Law, and social reformer Frank Scott, though not
everyone at McGill was happy about this.3? Further-
more, the McGill Daily, whose rate of publication
had no equal among campus newspapers in Canada,
was an important outlet for student opinion, and
successfully tested, at least on occasion, the bound-
aries of political propriety and sheer good taste.

But qualifications there were, and those who ran
afoul of certain codes of academic respectability,
might well be at risk. Sir Edward Beatty wrote a
lengthy, thoughtful and logically tenuous article on
academic freedom, which on the one hand defended
freedom of thought as “sacred,” and on the other
claimed that there were “limits within which these
liberties may be exercised and that to exceed [them]
is not only foolish but wrong.”3% He claimed that
the university must be accountable to its sponsors.
If students were taught incorrectly, then “outside
the university walls there may well be men com-
petent to detect these errors. Every such case re-
flects discredit on the university and shakes public
confidence in it.”%* At McGill and elsewhere, two
types of sins could be committed by incautious pro-
fessors and irrepressible students: embarrassing the
university by speaking or behaving in ways which
might rouse the ire of the institution’s benefactors
in government or the private sector; and vigorously
promoting the cause of socialism in a world wary
of the prospects of insurgent Bolshevism.>® Histo-
rians have shown how government officials and the
RCMP, in their surveillance and internment prac-
tices during the 1920s and 30s, at times naively
and at times intentionally, blurred the distinction
between communists, socialists, outspoken liberals,
and civil libertarians.3® Universities were touched by
this censurious aura, and none more than McGill. Tt
did not help that McGill came under the purview
of the Padlock Law, that repressive, loosely worded
provincial legislation, passed in 1937, which made it
a criminal offence to circulate literature “tending to
propagate communism.” 7
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Indeed, throughout the Depression, McGill Uni-
versity was frequently criticized by “concerned” cit-
izens for harbouring, if not promoting, communist
and/or socialist activism, and university officials
were compelled to defend the institution’s name.
One such allegation came in 1931 from a Baron Eu-
gene Fersen who wrote that “McGill University is
contaminated with [Communist] ideas.” In this in-
stance, an RCMP Inspector wrote to his Commis-
sioner that it “is ridiculous to think of the University
as a hot-bed of Communism.”3® In the same year,
Quebec Premier Taschereau advised Currie that,
“Several good families of Quebec hesitate to send
their boys to McGill on account of the spirit which
seems to prevail among some of the professors. May
I be permitted to express my surprise that in these
hard times the great McGill University should lend
a helping hand to socialism.”®® In 1936, the head
of the Montreal Police Department’s “Red Squad,”
which scrutinized student meetings, asserted, in re-
sponse to public complaints, “there is no Red Men-
ace of any description at McGill.” At best some
students were interested in Communism “in an in-
tellectual way only and discuss it much the same as
they would any topic of an educational nature.”*?
When the war broke out, tolerance of dissident views
among the police and the public diminished even
further, and left-leaning organizations and individ-
uals were especially vulnerable. In 1940, some 500
McGill students opposed to the reformist, and anti-
conscriptionist, Canadian Student Assembly, broke
up one of its meetings, and manhandled some of its
members. All of this was followed closely and re-
ported on by RCMP agents who actually praised
the “loyalty” of the student vigilantes.!!

Another incident which pointed to the distinctive-
ness of McGill’s social and political environment,
occurred in 1936, and involved a confrontation be-
tween McGill and 1'Université de Montréal students.
Three delegates from the anti-fascist, Loyalist gov-
ernment of Spain, were invited to Montreal and, hav-
ing been denied the right to speak at City Hall,
were asked by the McGill Social Problems Club
to lecture at the university. A group of students
from "Université de Montréal gathered outside the
McGill Union, where the event was to occur, and
threw rocks at those on the steps of the building.
Later a mob of some 250, consisting mostly of Uni-
versité de Montréal students, marched through the
streets shouting anti-communist and anti-Jewish slo-
gans. They proceeded to the Mount Royal Hotel,
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where the Spanish delegates were staying and, ap-
parently unprovoked, assaulted a McGill professor.
The turbulent weekend ended with a massive anti-
communist, pro-Catholic demonstration at Champs
de Mars.

Termed a “riot” by the press, these confronta-
tions seemed to symbolize deep political cleavages
between students from the two universities, though
the majority from both campuses were uninvolved in
the events. In the heat of the moment, rhetoric was
rife; subsequently, attempts were made by the stu-
dent councils of both universities to “patch up their
differences” by publicly shaking hands and symbol-
ically “burying the berets.” To encourage better
communication, the editors of the McGill Daily and
the Quartier Latin agreed to write columns in each
other’s papers. This — admittedly extreme — incident
signified both the different worlds which French and
English Canadian youth occupied, and the efforts by
student leaders to forge, in moments of crisis, polit-
ical accomodation. Such challenges, which faced all
of Canada, were of course heightened in Montreal.

French-English relations aside, the activities of
certain McGill students were of special interest to
the RCMP in this period. The speeches and trav-
els of David Lewis were closely monitored, as were
those of the group he headed, the McGill Labour
Club.*? Indeed, because of their irreverent and crit-
ical content, the Alarm Clock, a publication of the
McGill Labour Club and the Black Sheep, a mag-
azine which especially angered McGill benefactor
J.W. McConnell, and according to Principal Currie,
“was a criticism of everything,” were banned from
the campus by university officials in 1933.13

Sharing a commitment to keeping the campus
politcally quiescent, particularly in light of public
complaints (however unfounded), Currie and the
RCMP had carried on a regular correspondence on
the activities of McGill members. As the Commis-
sioner of the RCMP told Currie in 1933, “I am quite
satisfied that you are doing all that is possible at
McGill to assist in the control of Communism.”** He
looked for similar cooperation at other universities.
“It would be a big help if the University Authori-
ties would control the public actions of some of their
professors...” 45

Two of the professors who most worried McGill
authorities and its external scrutineers were Eu-
gene Forsey, a lecturer in political economy, and an
important figure in the non-communist League for
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Figure 7. Frank Cyril James, Principal 1939- Figure 8, Harold Rocke Robertson, Principal
1962. McGill University Archives. Photographic 1962-1970. MecGill  University  Archives,
Collection, PR 026844, Photographic Collection, PR 023259,



MeGill Unwersity and Canadian Higher Educaiion

Social Reconstruction, and social scientist Leonard
Marsh. Forsey, ar outspoken socialist, angered Cur-
rie, who believed he roused “a good deal of criticism
upon the University for the things he says in his
public addresses.” % Currie told Premier Taschereau
that he had been searching for ways to sack Forsey
without provoking a “cause celebre.” He did not
want to leave the impression the McGill did not tol-
erate “freedom of speech.”*? In response to a com-
plaint about Forsey from A.B. Purvis, President of
Canadian Industries and a McGill Board member,
Currie wrote “Had [ dismissed him, it would have
whom too many already look upon as the mouth-
piece of St. james Street.”*® Under Currie, Forsey
kept his job.

Marsh headed the Social Science Research
Project, which was funded in 1931 by a Rocke-
feiler grant, and in the utilitarian spirit of McGill,
had originally been designed to explore the relation-
ship between industry and community life in Mon-
treal. Marsh, a Fabian socialist, believed he was well
within the project’s terms of reference by focusing on
the problems of unemployment and poverty which
gripped Montreal during the depression. His critics,
including Sir Edward Beatty, considered this work
too critical of capitalism, and the pressure to curb
the project intensified.*® During the brief tesure of
Principal Lewis Douglas (1937-39), the grandson of a
McGill benefactor, an industrialist and former bud-
get chief in the Roosevelt cabinet, the university’s
appointment rules were rewritten, or at least rein-
terpreted, in a way that finally allowed for the sev-
ering from the university faculty of both Forsey and
Marsh.®® They both went on to distinguished careers
in academic life and public service.

Was Mciill a less tolerant university than others?
The views of its leaders in fact were not dramat-
ically different from those of university presidents
elsewhere. INo institution permitted unqualified free-
dom of expression; none was consistently author-
itarian, though my impression is that universities
in western Canada were somewhat less vexed by ir-
reverent student behaviour than those in the east.
All worried about leftist faculty and students, far
more so, incidentally, than they did about those on
the right, imcluding the far right. In the late 1930s,
while fascist Adrien Arcand was permitted to speak
at McGill, communist Tim Buck was not. The con-
troversial speeches of Scott and Forsey elizited police
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attention, but when McGill chemist E.W. Steacie re-
turned from 4 trip to Germany and spoke favourably
of Hitler in 1935, no complaints were registered.>!
The political partisanship of socialist professors was
invariably questioned; of conservatives and liberals,
virtually never.??

In the concern they showed for dissenting faculty
and provocative students, the comparative experi-
ences of McGill and the University of Toronto are
striking. A report in November 1932 that McGill
students had imbibed on a tour of Molson’s Brew-
ery led to the dismissal of the managing board of
the McGill Daily. At Toronto in 1929, the editor of
the Varsity lost his job for acknowledging that “pet-
ting” was a common practice among the university’s
youth %3

The furor caused by Toronto historian Frank Un-
derhill, who could not stay out of trouble, mirrored
the controversies roused at McGill by the presence
of Forsey, Marsh and Frank Scott. Both universities
were surrounded and sustained by relatively conser-
vative communities, an aura which undoubtedly af-
fected campus culture. Underhill, however, never
lost his job. But two of McGill’s heretics did. The
university seemed especially sensitive to the views
of its benefactors and sponsors. From 1935-39, the
governors dug into their own pockets to keep the
uriversity afioat. As Stanley Frost notes, “Seeing
that they were carrying the university financially, it
seemed to the governors only just that some of its
professors should be presenting the capitalist view
of society as vigorously as the socialists were advo-
cating theirs.”5%

As we have seen, such private support built the
university and saw it through hard times, but it
may also have made McGill less receptive to minor-
ity opinion than was the case at other acaaemic in-
stitutions. if the piper did not consistently call the
tune, s bellows could scarcely be ignored.

Anti-semitisy

McGill was sensitive vo community opinion in
another way that differed not in kind but in de-
gree from its sister universities. Overwhelmingly
white, Anglo-Celtic, Protestant, and to a lesser de-
gree Catholic, English Canadian universities were
determined to preserve their cultural mix. Like
those administering immgration policy, university
ofhicials did this not by banning minority groups but
by rigidly controlling therr numbers. By virtue of
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the significant proportion of Jewish students who
sought admission, they were perceived as a particu-
lar threat to the composition of the campuses, and
extraordinary actions were taken, similar to those in
the United States, to limit, and in some cases reduce,
their presence.

McGill led the way on this front. In 1924-25, Jews
constituted 24 per cent of the arts faculty, 15 per
cent of medicine and 40 per cent of law. A ma-
jor force behind the implementation of a new set
of admission policies was Ira MacKay, Dean of the
Faculty of Arts, a man who had once berated David
Lewis for his “backward race” and national origin.
On another occasion, he wrote, “The simple obvicus
truth is that the Jewish people are of no use to us in
this country...As a race of men their traditions and
practices do not fit in with a high civilisation in &
very new country.” In 1926, he called for the univer-
sity to limit the proportion of Jewish students in arts
to 20 per cent, and in 1934 to reject appeals for the
admission to the faculty “of displaced German schol-
ars,” many of whom were Jewish refugees. “There
are very few questions upon which I am defiant,” he
stressed to Currie, “but this is one of them.”??

The course followed by the university was, if any-
thing, more restrictive than that recommended by
MacKay. While he had suggested that Jewish high-
school graduates be required tc obtain averages of 70
per cent to qualify for admission, in fact at the end
of the 1930s they needed 75 per cent. By contrast,
gentile students achieving 66 per cent were allowed
to enrol. Under the impact of such policies, applied
with equal vigour in the professional schools, by 1939
Jewish representation had declined to 12 per cent in
arts, less than 13 per cent in medicine and 15 per
cent in law.5%

Admission quotas were also applied at the Uni-
versity of Manitoba, and the University of Alberta
normally refused to enrol Jews from outside the
province in the medical school. In 1934, when a
Jewish medical graduate was accepted as an intern
1n Montreal’s Hépital Notre Dame, French-Canadian
interns from the University of Montreal walked off
the job in protest. In British Columbia, Japanese
Canadian students endured the brunt of discrimi-
natory policies.’” Throughout the country, includ-
ing Montreal and Toronto, blacks were banned from
clinical practice in most hospitals, and generally
prevented from enrolling in university medical pro-
grams. Facing what it believed to be an especially

menacing challenge, McGill took exceptional actions
to stem the ethnic, non-Christian incursion on cam-
pus. Happily, these polices at McGill and elsewhere
were abandoned in the post-war era, as more liberal
social values and enrolment practices finally took
root.

The Experience of Women

For a time in its history, McGill also sought to re-
strict access of women to its classrooms. J.W. Daw-
son, Principal in the last half of the 19th century,
opposed co-education, and under the terms of a ma-
jor donation from Donald Smith, McGill adopted
a strategy, unique for Canada, of educating women
and men in separate classes. The will and resources
of the benefactor notwithstanding, segregated teach-
ing proved to be both unacceptable and unafford-
able, and co-education gradually became the norm.
By 1916 “it was no longer possible for a Royal Vic-
toria College student to complete even her first two
years entirely in separate classes.”

Through the early twentieth century, the expe-
rience of McGill women largely paralleled that at
other universities, in that they occupied a “sep-
arate sphere” both academically and socially. In
1912, McGill did appoint Canada’s first female
full professor, Carrie Derick, though as Margarei
Gillett notes, this did not exactly augur an egali-
tarian revolution.®® Women obtained admission only
in 1918 to the otherwise innovative Faculty of
Medicine. Throughout the country, by 1940, women
dominated the professions of household science, li-
brarianship, nursing, social service, and ¢lementary
school teaching. In the professions with higher sta-
tus, they were practicslly an invisible minority, com-
prising 2 per cent of lawyers, 3 per cent of doctors,
and less than 1 per cent of engineers.?® Their cause
was scarcely aided by perceptions such as those of
McGill psychology professor William Tait, who con-
cluded in 1930 that, cn the basis of “scientific” evi-
dence, women had less capacity for abstract thought
than men owing to the smaller size of their “frontal
lobes.” Many male students were evidently per-
suaded by these views. According to a 1939 editorial
in the MeGill Daily, while men were suited to the
economic function of production, “women’s quali-
fications run in the sphere of consumption,” sup-
posedly reinforcing their natural connection to the
household.®*

Between the wars, McGill women were barred
from running for the Student Council, joining the
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Political Economy Club, or participating in the
Mock Parliament, and rarely did they hold edito-
rial positions on the MeGill Daily. As was true at
other campuses, women in residence, unlike men,
were governed by a panoply of paternalistic curfew
and visitation regulations. Female faculty were not
allowed to eat at the “faculty” club. Professor of
Library Science Effie Astbury noted that, as late as
1979, the year of her retirement, it was still custom-
ary for women to be addressed as Miss or possibly
Ms, but not “Professor.” 5%

Women were aware of this differential treatment,
and periodically challenged it, but like their fellow
students elsewhere, they tended to recall their uni-
versity years with enthusiasm and affection. When
Shirley Goldenberg was admitted as a mature stu-
dent to the graduate program in the late 1950s, a
university official inquired as to the occupation of
her husband — a prominent lawyer — and expressed
relief that she was unlikely to threaten his status and
position. Such indignities aside, she recalled that
“My undergraduate years [a decade earlier] could not
have been happier.”% Margaret Grant, who gradu-
ated in 1933, remembered the sport that women had
defying residence rules, and spoke fondly of the sense
of community that thrived among her classmates.%
Author Constance Beresford-Howe, who would even-
tually teach st McGill, was inspired by hLer fourth
year instructor, Gertrude Mason. “She breathed
such passionate life into Anglo-Saxon literature,
Chaucer and Jacobean dramatists, that her stu-
dents couldn’t easily avoid becorung infatuated with
them.”%% n this era, women derived from their uni-
versities not equality of treatinent, but the possibil-
ity of camaraderie that made campus life rewarding,
and, given the mtellectual and social skills they ac-
quired, a margin of independence that would ulti-
mately serve them well in the workplace, at home,
and in their communities 8

Post-War Challenges

As Canadian universities entered an era of un-
precedented expansion in the late 1950s and 60s,
the characteristics which had distinguished them,
i0 some degree, diminished. Collectively, they were
pressured to provide adequate space for a generation
of post-war baby boomers; consequently enrclments
ballooned. They were perceived, more than ever,
to be instruments of economic utility and consumed
unprecedented amounts of public funding, which in
McGill's case began in earnest in 1963. All universi-
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ties were reformed in the wake of the student move-
ment of the 1960s. The institutions virtually aban-
doned the goal of attempting tc cultivate charac-
ter and regulate social lives, and students, including
wormen, won more autonomy. Universities developed
academic programs that offered more breadth and
choice, and university faculty gained a greater role in
institutional decision making.5” At McGill the fields
of physics and chemistry remained major priorities,
but the arts too, responding to contemporary stu-
dent interest, achieved a far higher status than in
earlier eras. Relations with the Quebec government
ranged from tense to accomodating, amid a political
atmosphere that was frequently charged and uncer-
tain, perhaps never more than at present.®®

Today, all universities are consumed by the chal-
lenge of how to maintair enrolment, quality and
morale in the face of public funding rollbacks. A clue
to McGill’s future strategy can be found in a state-
ment called “Towards a New McGill,” delivered by
Principal Bernard Shapiro on October 1, 1995. As
he saw it, McGill’s financial difficulties were com-
pounded by the shrinkage of the Anglophone pop-
ulation of Montreal, and by the political instability
generated by the sovereigntist movement. But the
institution’s assets, literally, were significant. They
included the loyalty and generosity of its alumni,
which “provide a strong basis for private funding,”
and a projectea $500 million endowment trust, en-
hanced by the most recent fund-raising campaign.
MeGill had “established strengths in research” and a
“reputation for excellence...particularly in the areas
of privately fundec teaching programmes,” which
should facilitate new partnerships with “other uni-
versities or with industry.” The Principal’s down-
to-earth proposal anticipated a smaller university,
dependent again upon its own resources, carefully
selecting its priorities, as it secures an appropriate
niche in the academic and global marketplaces. In
this vision of McGill’s future, there are echoes of its
past.®®

Conclusion

The writing of institutional history is a valuable,
and frequently essential, precondition for mapping a
country’s educational experience. A fuller picture of
the cultural landscape, however, requires that one
university’s story be set ir a wider analytical con-
text. This paper has sought to explore selected as-
pects of McGill’s history against the background of
Canadian university development, focusing primar-
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ily on the first half of the twentieth century.

Devoted, like other universities, to the task of
preparing a select group of young people for middle
class occupations, McGill was especially dependent
on the material and moral support of its anglophone
sponsors. While turning inward for the resources
that sustained it, it cultivated an important educa-
tional role within a wider English-speaking universe,
where it was best known for its scientific endeavours.
Given its fiscal vulnerability, and the conservative
inclinations of the community it served, McGill ws
particularly sensitive to episodes that might sully its
image. Iconoclastic professors and students were al-
lowed autonomy — within limits. As the university’s
academic spirit became more liberal, and its admis-
sion policy more inclusive, its record of accomplish-
ment sustained its status and reputation.”® McGill’s
apparent response to current challenges is to narrow
its academic focus. It remains to be seen whether
this strategy will help maintain or diminish its ele-
vated place on the Canadian educational landscape.
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