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THERE IS NO LACK OF THEORIES about the French-Canadian 
family. Practically all writers on the French Canadians have said some-
thing about their family organization. Most have seen it as the institu-
tion through which the survival of the French Canadians was achieved. 
The "battle of the cradles," as their high birth rate has been called, 
has either been applauded or vilified. To explain it has taxed the inge-
nuity of all who have written about it. Some have seen it as the survi-
val of an older society, some as the expression of a manifest destiny, 
and others as the result of environmental conditioning. In this paper 
we shall deal only with those hypotheses which are thought to be so-
                                         
*  The author wishes to acknowledge the award of a grant from the Faculty of 

Graduate Studies and Research of McGill University, which enabled him to col-
lect the data upon which this paper is based. He also wishes to acknowledge his 
debt to Prof. Father Norbert Lacoste, who in discussions with him helped him 
to clarify a number of points. 
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ciologically relevant. As a rough and ready classification of these hy-
potheses at least two extreme types can be separated : first, those 
which stress origin, and second, those which stress environment. Most 
of the sociological explanations are of the second type. However, the 
few authors who have used the first have had so much influence that 
it is thought worth while to begin with them. 

Among these authors it has been the practice to identify the 
French-Canadian family with the French family of the seventeenth 
century. Sometimes it is also generally classified as the equivalent of 
the French peasant family. These can also be called the oldest theo-
ries about the French-Canadian family, for one of the first courses of 
lectures on the family ever taught in Montreal, in 1880, and given to 
the students of the Jacques Cartier School of Teachers, identified 
the French with the French-Canadian farnily. 1 Half a century later, 
Miner, in his study of [182] St. Denis, made the statement that the 
French-Canadian family system is one which was brought over from 
France in the seventeenth century, and has remained unchanged. 2 
This identification of French Canadian and French is at the core of a 
number of propositions about the traditional nature of French-
Canadian society and family organization. Its acceptance can be seen 
in all the theories which have a tendency to overstress what are 
thought to be the French characteristics of the French Canadians. 

However, an examination of the traditional French family and of 
the early French-Canadian family will show that although certain 
traits show close similarities, the total organization is different. The 
first French settlers who arrived in Canada left a rural France in 
which life was still mainly regulated according to custom. 3 The enclo-
sure of land, which was to revolutionize rural life, bad not yet had any 

                                         
1  L. A. Brunet, La Famille et ses traditions (Montréal, 1881). 
2  Horace Miner, St. Denis : A French Canadian Parish (Chicago, 1939), p. 72. 

[Livre disponible, en version française, dans Les Classiques des sciences socia-
les, sous le titre : Saint-Denis: un village québécois. JMT.] 

3  A. Esmein, Cours élémentaire d'histoire du droit français (14th ed., Paris : 
Recueil Sirey, 1921), p. 114. 

http://dx.doi.org/doi:10.1522/030077107
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influence on family organization. 4 What existed was a customary mo-
de of life in which land tenure, ties of kinship, and other social rela-
tionships maintained a highly specific form of family organization to 
which the name of communauté taisible has been given. This type of 
family unit has been traced back to the tribal structure of early 
France, and recent research has shown that it was in existence, in so-
me rural areas, as late as the beginning of the twentieth century. 
These communautés taisibles were based on the practice, among com-
moners, of a father keeping with him his married sons, and of married 
brothers often remaining together after the death of their father as 
a joint family living under the same roof. 5 Property, and especially 
land, was held for the benefit of all the members of the household, 
who pooled their resources. More than two generations thus lived to-
gether, and the household could be composed of anything up to seven-
ty persons. 6 At marriage, a woman came to live with her husband’s 
family, and so came under the authority of her father-in-law, who ap-
propriated the product of the couple's labour as well as the marriage 
dowry. 7

The communauté taisible was never introduced as an institution in-
to New France. There were a number of reasons. First of all, the mi-
gration from France was very slow and relatively limited. Altogether, 
[183] about 10,000 persons, most of them single , are said to have ma-
de the crossing in the 150 years of New France. At the time of the 
conquest, in 1760, the population of 60,000 persons was overwhelmin-
gly Canadian-born. Rather than migration it was the high birth rate 
which had peopled New France, since in that period over 25,000 wed-

                                         
4  Marc Bloch, Les Caractères originaux de l’histoire rurale française (Oslo : 

Inst. for Samm. Kulturforskning, 1931), p. 210. [Le tome I et le tome II sont 
disponibles dans Les Classiques des sciences sociales. JMT.] 

5  Esmein, Cours élémentaire, p. 223. 
6  Bloch, Les Caractères originaux, p. 170. 
7  G. Fagnez, La Femme et la société française dans la première moitié du XV11e 

siècle (Paris, 1929), pp. 144-145. 

http://dx.doi.org/doi:10.1522/030078809
http://dx.doi.org/doi:10.1522/030079497
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dings, and 138,000 births, had taken place 8, or an average of about 
nine births for every mother who lived through her normal child-
bearing life. 9 Furthermore, the migrants did not come as organized 
communities, but as small groups from practically all the regions of 
France, many of them from the growing urban centres. 10 It is not 
surprising, therefore, if the special family structure of rural France 
was never transplanted. Instead, the family organization which came 
to be had features which had not existed in France. 

The organization of the French-Canadian family of that period can 
be described as that of a conjugal household with strong ties of kins-
hip with other households, but with a high degree of autonomy. For 
instance, married brothers would take adjoining lots, and not work to-
gether on the same property. The economic difficulties, the dangers, 
the scarcity of women in the early days, resulted in a different type 
of family relationship. It was very early remarked that women had a 
higher status there than in France. 11 Peter Kahn, who visited New 
France in 1749, reported that they had a tendency to assume an equal, 
if not a superior, status to that of their husbands. 12 Much of the law 
of France was set aside in the new situation. 13 For instance, in Fran-
ce, both law and custom had discouraged remarriage, but in New Fran-
ce the law was ignored and the custom changed, so that even the usual 
year of mourning was not observed. Most widows remarried within 
three months, and one instance is recorded of a widow who remarried 
before her husband was in his grave. 14 Many women and men married 

                                         
8  G. Langlois, Histoire de la population canadienne-française (Montréal, 1935), p. 

258. 
9  G. Sabagh, "The Fertility of French Canadian Women during the 17th Century," 

American Journal of Sociology, vol. XLVII, no. 5, pp. 680-689. 
10  A. Godbout, Origine des familles canadiennes-françaises (Lille, 1925). 
11  I. Foulché-Delbose, "Women of New France (Three-Rivers ; 1651-63)," Cana-

dian Historical Review, vol. XXI, no. 2 (June 1940), pp. 132-49. 
12  Travels into North America (London, 1771), vol. III, p. 82. 
13  L. Baudouin, Le Droit civil dans la province de Québec (Montréal, 1953), pp. 67-

79. 
14  Foulché-Delbose, "Women of New France," p. 141. 
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twice, or three times, thus making for an extreme complexity of kins-
hip, as well as extending the child-bearing life of the women. Because 
of the high frequency of death among the men, as well as their fre-
quent [184] and long absences in either the fur trade or the wars, the 
women were often left in complete control of family affairs, and they 
thus built for themselves a tradition of independence, better educa-
tion than their menfolk, and self-reliance. It was they who looked af-
ter the family property, and assumed custodial rights in their husban-
d's absence. The only type of discrimination which seems to have been 
practised against them only underlines their new status. In France the 
practice has developed, according to the Law Code of the Kings of 
France, which also became the Law Code of New France, of redistri-
buting property equally among all the children of a commoner, irres-
pective of sex. In New France the law was often set aside, and pro-
perty was often inherited by the sons only, to the detriment of the 
daughters. 15 The reason was that sons needed the inheritance to set 
up a new household, whereas the poorest girl was certain of a husband. 
But women could, and often did, inherit property, many of them acqui-
ring real wealth with the corresponding high social status. 16

The relationship between parents and children was also different 
from that in France. The inhabitants of New France were in a situa-
tion in which great advantages were to be bad from having many chil-
dren. This was different from the situation in France for the same 
period. 17 In New France there was a close relation between social se-
curity, wealth, status, government policy, and large families. 18 Chil-
dren were regarded as a most welcome addition and this attitude was 
reflected in the way they were treated. Writing in 1709 a Jesuit mis-
sionary remarked that “it was here different than in France, they love 
their children too well to make them do anything against their will, and 
the children have so little respect for their parents that they leave 
                                         
15  Ibid., p. 143. 
16  A. Tessier, Canadiennes (Montréal, 1946), pp. 88-91. 
17  Langlois, Histoire, pp. 5-14. 
18  G. Frégault, La Civilisation de la Nouvelle France (Montréal, 1944). 
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them when they want.” 19 The economic opportunity of being able to 
live independent of their parents, as well as the frontier mentality, 
gave French-Canadian youth a status unknown in the France of that 
period. 

While the lack of data about the period prevents a more thorough 
analysis, there is no doubt that by the middle of the eighteenth cen-
tury the French-Canadian family had become a special form of family, 
different from that of the French. As a type it had many similarities 
with the description given by Cahoun of the families of New England in 
the same period. 20 The French-Canadian family is more North [185] 
American than European. Furthermore, it is not a variation of another 
national family form, but a specific form by itself. The characteristics 
which the French-Canadian family had acquired by the end of the 
eighteenth century were not to remain static, but to change further. 
The conquest of 1760, the end of the fur trade, the agricultural, 
commercial, and early industrial developments, and the gradual change 
from a predominantly rural to a predominantly urban society created 
situations which were peculiar to French Canada and which further 
heightened its characteristics as a special type. It is beyond the sco-
pe of this paper to trace in detail the historical changes which took 
place, and how these influenced the structure of the French-Canadian 
family. It is enough if it is stressed that these historical changes we-
re correlated with a demographic and geographic expansion, as well as 
with an intensification of social differentiation. While it has been re-
peated before and after Lord Durham that French-Canadian society 
was remarkable for its equality of status and wealth 21, there are in-
dications that important social differentiations came to exist among 
its various communities, as well as within each community. 

                                         
19  A. Silvie, Relations par lettres de l’Amérique septentrionale (années 1709 et 

1710) (Paris, 1904), p. 4. 
20  A. W. Cahoun, A Social History of the American Family (Cleveland, 1918), vol. 

11, pp. 11-26. 
21  Lord Durham, Report on the Affairs of North America (London, 1839). p. 13. 
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It is this background of extensive social differentiation which 
clashes with a number of “Situational” theories which have been ad-
vanced about the French-Canadian family. Practically all these theo-
ries analyse the French-Canadian family according to a simple logical 
model. A number of indices are selected and said to be the elements 
of a homogeneous, traditional, French-Canadian rural culture and so-
ciety. In opposition to these, other elements are also selected and 
said to be caused by the development of an Anglo-Saxon industrial and 
urban culture. As far as the family is concerned, these assumptions 
are based on the belief that what is traditional French-Canadian is 
rural. This rural culture is held to have remained unchanged for some 
two centuries, and it is only now, under the pressure of an industrial 
urbanization brought about by English-speaking persons, that a new 
type of family structure is emerging. What is interesting about these 
theories is that they are found among such different authors as the 
French-Canadian Catholic reformers of the Semaines sociales du Ca-
nada 22, and the anthropologists and sociologists trained at the Uni-
versity of Chicago. Not only do these authors stress the supposed 
traditional rural characteristics of the French-Canadian family, but 
they also present the change from rural to urban as implying the deve-
lopment of “instabilities” unknown in the rural areas. 

[186] 

The theories which have been used to explain these traditional 
characteristics do, however, differ widely in their stress. A classifi-
cation of them would place at one end those which use the folk society 
frame of reference as a method of analysis, and those which stress 
that the urban-rural continuum in the province of Quebec rests on an 
important social difference. The folk society concept is now so well 
known that there is little need here to do more than outline its premi-
ses. According to Redfield's latest formulation, it is a small communi-

                                         
22  Semaines sociales du Canada, La Famille (Montréal, 1923) ; Le Chrétien dans la 

famille (Montréal, 1940) ; La Jeunesse (Montréal, 1946) ; Le Foyer (Montréal, 
1950). 
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ty, isolated, illiterate, and with strong solidarity, in which the sacred 
prevails over the secular. Behaviour is traditional, spontaneous, acriti-
cal, and personal. Kinship, its relationships and institutions, are the 
typical categories of experience, and the family group is the unit of 
action. 23 In its totality the folk society concept obviously does not 
apply to French Canada at the present day, or at any moment of its 
history. However, even Redfield's statement, in his Introduction to 
Miner's book on St. Denis, that rural French Canada was half way 
along the continuum between the fold and the urban type of societies, 
is not a valid generalization. Redfield's argument rests on Miner's 
presentation of the data he collected at St. Denis. According to Miner 
this community had remained untouched, since its foundation, by in-
dustrialization and urbanization, and the traditional customs of the 
French Canadians had remained unchanged. The information which he 
reports does not, however, support this “survival” theory. By 1936, 
when Miner did his field research, St. Denis had known fifty years of 
decline in population. The birth rate for that year was given by Miner 
as 25 per thousand, which is below the average of 27.1 per thousand 
for the whole of Kamouraska County 24 Furthermore, two demographic 
trends have been observed for this county : a high birth rate and an 
increase in population for a number of rural parishes situated in the 
interior ; and a low birth rate and a decrease in population for a num-
ber of rural parishes situated on the shore of the St. Lawrence. Ac-
cording to this report St. Denis had the second-lowest birth rate 
among the parishes of this county. 25 The decrease in population is 
noticeable in St. Denis in the abandonment of farms : not only do sons 
not follow their fathers as farmers, but whole families migrate from 
the parish. 26 Miner's study was of a community which was withdra-
wing into itself, with all the social and [187] psychological effects of 

                                         
23  R. Redfield, "The Folk Society," American Journal of Sociology, vol. XLII 

(1947), pp. 292-308. 
24  Quebec Statistical Year Book, 1937, p. 94. 
25  R. Blanchard, L’Est du Canada français, vol. I (Montréal, 1935), p. 190. 
26  Miner, St. Denis, p. 27. 



 Philippe Garigue, “The French Canadian Family”.  (1960) 14 

 

such a trend. It cannot, therefore, be a suitable example on which to 
base generalizations about rural French Canada. There are a number 
of other reasons why the folk society concept cannot be used in analy-
sing the French-Canadian family. Social institutions of the sort which 
exist in rural French Canada are the product of complex social change, 
whose complexity demands a different analysis from the one carried 
out in the logical model which has been described. There are a large 
number of institutions within each community whose nature is contra-
ry to the basic assumptions of the folk society. Among these are the 
rang and the parish organization. The rang is the peculiar long-lot sys-
tem of land tenure developed by the early settlers along the shores of 
the St. Lawrence, a system which is specific to French Canada. All the 
farms are at one end of the long lot and they are connected by a road, 
the length of the road being called the rang. Its use throughout Que-
bec has given to that province its peculiar appearance of rural urba-
nism, reminiscent of ribbon development. Each rang is to a point a so-
cial unit, and the ties between immediate neighbours become very im-
portant through the daily exchange of services. These ties are of 
greater importance than certain ties of kinship. Gérin, in his study of 
St. Justin in the 1890's, reported a farmer as saying to him that his 
daughter was having a quiet wedding as he had only invited his bro-
thers and his two neighbours in the rang. The rang is thus a secular 
institution, whose size varies with the number of farms on the road, 
and whose social cohesion is due to propinquity. While ties of kinship 
may develop between members of the same rang through marriage, or 
through the settlement of kin in farms along the same road, its social 
function does not arise from familistic conceptions, but from an admi-
nistrative and general preference for this form of land tenure. 27

The other social institution whose presence prevents the develop-
ment of anything like a folk society is the parish organization. Miner's 
presentation of the function of the Catholic religion in St. Denis 

                                         
27  P. Deffontaines, Le Rang : type de peuplement rural du Canada français (Qué-

bec : Presses Universitaires Laval, 1953), pp. 23-25. 
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stressed its integrative and traditionalistic role within the parish. 28 
However, the parish organization must also be seen as part of the or-
ganization of the Catholic Church in Quebec, and, for that matter, of 
the Catholic Church everywhere. The parish organization is not an au-
tonomous unit, resulting from the functional operations of the commu-
nal life of the members of the parish. This organization is imposed 
[188] upon the community, and its structure is based on the acceptan-
ce, by the members of that community, of directives formulated el-
sewhere. The implication of this for an understanding of French Cana-
da is that the parish, a religious unit found in rural and urban areas, is 
not only, or mainly, determined by the social characteristics of a 
community, but by an ideology involving the whole history of the Ca-
tholic Church. 29 The life cycle of the people of St. Denis as described 
by Miner, or the yearly cycle of ceremonies in Cantonville listed by 
Hughes, could be used, with only slight modifications, for describing 
the life cycle, or the yearly ceremonials, of all the communities that 
use the Roman ritual. These are not the product of the special social 
life of a community, but the result of pronouncements and discussions 
which have taken place in the intellectual life of the Catholic Church, 
and which must be accepted by anyone who wants to be a Catholic. The 
French Canadians do not have a religion which is derived from the 
communal life of their rural communities, or directed at maintaining a 
rural society in the province of Quebec, or at perpetuating the type 
of behaviour described by Miner. While it can be shown that, for a 
long time, there was a tendency among some of the Catholic hierarchy 
of Quebec to present the rural way of life and the rural family as su-
perior to urban life and the urban family, the development of a new 
Catholic “spirituality” in urban centres, and recent pronouncements of 
the Catholic hierarchy, show that they are convinced that there is 
nothing incompatible between urban life and the Catholic family. 30

                                         
28  St. Denis, pp. 91-105. 
29  Semaines sociales du Canada, La Paroisse (Montréal, 1953) 
30  Lettre Pastorale Collective, Le Problème ouvrier (Montréal, 1950). 
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The folk society concept sees the integrative and traditionalistic 
character of religion, but it ignores religion as the cause of change or 
minimizes its ability to reformulate some of its teachings. This 
concept also ignores religion as a factor breaking down the isolation of 
separate communities, seemingly because it has no criteria within it-
self for differentiating between a tribal cult and a universal church. 
There can be no doubt that even a watered version of the folk society 
concept cannot be used in the formulation of a research hypothesis 
about the French-Canadian family. There are rural communities in 
Quebec, but they are not folk societies. 

There are equally good reasons why the theory advanced by a num-
ber of authors that the French-Canadian family is essentially rural is 
not a satisfactory explanation. The weakness of this generalization is 
that it reduces itself to one major proposition, and that is that 
French [189]  Canada was formed as a peasant community and can only 
retain its characteristics by remaining a peasant community. The his-
torical evidence does not support this. New France was for long a 
“frontier”, society, whose main activity was the fur trade. As late as 
the eighteenth century agriculture was still a secondary occupation. 
Furthermore, the dominant activities of the period were located in 
the towns. In the middle of the eighteenth century, one-quarter of 
the population lived in three towns, while the other three-quarters 
lived in a continuous settlement along the shores of the St. Lawren-
ce. 31 The economic life of the period was diversified, and commercial 
as well as industrial enterprises were active. After the conquest of 
1760 many of these fields of activity were no longer open to the 
French Canadians, and it was then that agriculture became the domi-
nant activity. But a considerable proportion of the French Canadians 
continued to live in the towns, and many had non-agricultural occupa-
tions. One author remarked on the existence of a proletariat in the 

                                         
31  Frégault, La Civilisation de la Nouvelle France, pp. 100, 217. 
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Province of Quebec in the first decade of the nineteenth century 32, 
and urbanization spread rapidly during that century.  

While the classification of what is rural and urban in Quebec was 
long far from clear, one author has commented that by 1941 only a 
very small number of communities in Quebec could be called rural. The 
overwhelming majority of communities, if the criterion of density is 
taken, were semi-urban. 33 Since 1951 the Canadian census has classi-
fied any community larger than 1,000 inhabitants as urban. According 
to this there were 212 rural communities in Quebec in 1951 , of which 
75 had come into existence since 1921 and had remained below the 
1,000 inhabitant mark. 34 However, density alone is not a safe crite-
rion for assessing rural life. The greatest majority of these rural 
communities are within the belt of territory, 200 miles by 50, through 
which the St. Lawrence passes, and which forms the centre of French 
Canada. There is a complex system of communication which links rural 
and urban, and an easy diffusion of ideas among all these communities. 

A clearer idea of the relation between rural and urban can be had 
by following the fluctuation in farms. In the period between 1841 and 
1951, there was a total decrease of about 10,000 farms in the provin-
ce of Quebec. There were, however, many periods of rapid fluctua-
tion. [190] Between 1844 and 1861, for instance, nearly 40,000 farms 
were abandoned, or over a third of the 1861 figure. Similarly, since 
1891, about 40,000 farms have also been abandoned, or under a third 
of the 1951 figure. By 1931, when the first count of persons living on 
farms was taken, the proportion was 27 per cent. By 1951 it had de-
creased to 18.9 per cent of the population of Quebec, irrespective of 
their occupation. 35 The impression which remains from a study of the 
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statistics of farming in Quebec is of recurring cycles of migration and 
colonization, not of an over-all stable agricultural population. It seems, 
therefore, that many qualifications must be made about what is called 
the traditional rural character of French Canada. 

Criticism can, in fact, be directed against a very high number of 
generalizations about the supposed traditional characteristics of the 
French-Canadian society. For instance, one of Miner's statements, 
which has been repeated by a large number of other social scientists, 
was that one of the characteristics of rural French Canada is that the 
farm is handed over to one son, and that the other children leave ho-
me to make their living elsewhere. This statement does not take into 
account the fact that there were periods in the history of Quebec 
when a large proportion of farmers did not hand over their farms, but 
migrated with their whole families. Furthermore, it is to be recalled 
that since 1865, with the coming into force of the Civil Code of Que-
bec, a person can leave his property to whom he chooses, and cut off 
his relatives from inheritance. 36 If Miner's report is taken to be pu-
rely a description of a rural custom, it is found that it does not des-
cribe the historically oldest, or the only way of rural inheritance. Wri-
ting in 1832, Bouchette remarked that a very minute subdivision of 
land had taken place because of the equal division of property by inhe-
ritance. 37 Another author has pointed out that in certain areas, by 
1820, the size of farms differed according to the subdivision practi-
sed at inheritance, and also according to the number the land could 
support. 38 Another author has remarked that in the parish of St. 
Justin, in the last decade of the nineteenth century, there were two 
systems of inheritance, varying according to the size of the farms and 
the wealth [191]  of the families concerned : the farm was either 
equally divided between a number of sons, or handed over to one son. 
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At St. Dominique, at the turn of the century, the same author found 
that inheritance was equally divided between all siblings, irrespective 
of sex. 39

There are indications that other variations in inheritance procedu-
re can be found in rural Quebec, and that they are not limited to a 
single item. For instance, Miner reported that, at St. Denis, it was the 
father who decided which one of the sons was best suited for taking 
over the farm. However, Gérin has also reported that there was a pe-
riod, at St. Justin, when the position was reversed, and the father 
had to convince one of his sons to stay and take over the farm, and 
that a son would impose his own conditions regarding his obligations to 
his parents and other relatives, if he agreed to stay. 40 Furthermore, 
a farm is not always handed down from father to son. Gérin described 
an instance at St. Dominique, at the beginning of the century, in which 
a wife inherited the farm and administered it with complete rights of 
disposal. 41 It can be seen that far from having become traditional 
behaviour, the handing over of a farm shows many variations. Hughes's 
remark that around Cantonville the practice of handing over a farm to 
a son had fallen into desuetude is, therefore, not to be taken as an 
indication of critical changes, but simply of the application of a mode 
of behaviour which existed in French Canada before the development 
of industrialization. Another instance of generalization on the basis of 
limited evidence is Hughes's hypothesis that there is friction among 
siblings as the result of competition over the farm. 42 There is no 
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doubt that instances of competition for a farm can be found, but the-
re are also indications that conditions in Quebec have always tended 
to minimize friction between siblings over a farm. 

Far from showing homogeneity, the French-Canadian family has 
many variations within the same general form. This diversity is not 
simply a question of a difference in the stress given to certain items, 
but of important variations in the relationship of family members. For 
instance, Gérin, in his study in 1898 of an area on the north shore of 
the St. Lawrence, was able to point to the differences which existed 
in the modes of relationship of family members in the three communi-
ties of Maskinongé, St. Justin, and St. Didace, all within a few [192] 
miles of each other. 43 At Maskinongé and St. Didace, he found family 
relationships which he labelled "instable" for two different sets of 
reasons : at Maskinongé, the extensive social differentiation which 
existed in the community was said by him to have weakened family co-
hesion ; and at St. Didace, economic hardships had caused friction 
between family members. Only the families of St. Justin were classi-
fied by him as having a "stable" relationship. 

This high degree of variation in family relationships in a small geo-
graphical area was shown by Gérin to exist also in the various regional 
subdivisions of Quebec. In a later analysis of four more rural families, 
spread between 1900 and 1930, he was able to show quite clearly the 
differences to be found between the families of : (1) the farmer of 
the lower St. Lawrence, who also colonized the Saguenay ; (2) the 
stay-at-home farmer of the middle reaches of the St. Lawrence ; (3) 
the progressive farmer situated at the junction of the main roads of 
the St. Lawrence Valley ; (4) the uprooted farmer on the sandy soils 
of southern Quebec ; (5) the emancipated farmer of the St. François 
Valley. 44

From Gérin’s evidence it seems that, cutting across similarities, 
there are extensive variations in family behaviour in rural French Ca-
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nada. Neither the word "traditional" nor the word "rural" means "ho-
mogeneous" in the province of Quebec. In fact, considering that the 
urban way of life has always been a part of French-Canadian society, 
the theories which have been advanced about the "essentially" rural 
nature of the French-Canadian family, or its uniformity, could be 
considered as the "myths of origin" of the French-Canadian family, 
with no more empirical foundation in them than most myths. 

According to Gérin all these variations in family behaviour were 
caused by geographical, economic, and historical differences, which 
influenced the various communities of Quebec. 45 It would seem pos-
sible, simply by extending his classification, to cover all the communi-
ties to be found in Quebec. Each of these community types could then 
be duplicated by a family type, whose range would form a classifica-
tion of the French-Canadian family types. The present situation, for 
instance, could be analysed, if this suggestion is taken over, according 
to the classification of communities suggested by Hughes. According 
to him the following types of communities could be distinguisbed in 
Quebec : (1) the old settled agricultural parishes ; (2) the [193] new 
agricultural fishing communities ; (3) the old French-Canadian towns 
which have recently become industrialized ; (4) the frontier towns 
where industry came first ; (5) the former English towns where 
French Canadians have moved in ; (6) the cities of Montreal and Que-
bec as special instances. 46

Falardeau has offered a revised version of this classification, ac-
cording to an economic continuum of at least ten subdivisions, which 
even more clearly points out the variety of communities in Quebec. 47 
It can readily be expected that variations in family behaviour are to 
be found in such a wide-ranging typology. The problem, however, is 
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whether these classifications cover all the important differences in 
family behaviour, and whether there is a constant relationship bet-
ween community organization and family organization. The problem 
here is whether the major determinant of Hughes's and Falardeau's 
classification-the economic organization of the community-is the ma-
jor determinant of family organization in Quebec. This stress on the 
economic determinant is hinged on the proposition that industrializa-
tion is the criterion of differentiation, not only between rural and ur-
ban, but also between all communities. Underlining this are the perso-
nal criteria of the authors of these classifications who see in indus-
trialization the disintegrating cause of a previously integrated society. 
The industrialization of Quebec is blamed for having "abruptly distur-
bed a pastoral symphony," as Falardeau states it. The theoretical im-
plication of this attitude has been the drawing of too sharp a distinc-
tion between rural and urban, so that at least one author was led to 
make the puzzling remark that "the transitional character of the fa-
mily behaviour is seen in the wide and rather inexplicable variations in 
urban fertility of French Catholic towns." 48

While it is apparent that urbanization and industrialization have 
exercised a powerful influence on the fertility rate of the French Ca-
nadians, this influence has been modified by other, more complex, so-
cial and cultural conditions, which are as valid in urban as in rural 
areas. The argument which is here presented is based on three main 
generalizations : (1) the French Canadians have always had an urban 
life ; (2) the social and cultural differences in Quebec have never 
been as wide apart as the use of an extreme rural-urban dichotomy 
tends to present them ; (3) the French Canadians have always posses-
sed [194] numerous institutions which have tended to maintain their 
cohesion as a separate ethnic group. 

French Canada has neither a completely homogeneous family type 
nor variations in family behaviour so extensive as to necessitate their 
being classified as separate autonomous forms. For instance, Lamonta-
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gne and Falardeau have reported that the urban working-class families 
they studied in Quebec City were similar in size to those of rural 
communities. This similarity in size has, they explain, been caused by 
the retention of a "rural" culture in urban surroundings. 49 The au-
thors also imply that French-Canadian culture is paradoxical in as far 
as it does not seem to be aware of the industrial revolution which has 
taken place in Quebec. This theoretical conclusion seems to be caused 
by their expectancy that major differences should exist between ru-
ral and urban families. 

That such a differentiation is not as sharp as an extreme urban-
rural dichotomy would present it was seen in a recent study of fami-
lies in Montreal. In comparing the range of kinship knowledge of in-
formants born in Montreal with that of informants recently migrated 
from other ports of Quebec, it was found that there was only a limi-
ted adjustment in the second generation. Furthermore, informants 
reported few or no difficulties in the adaptation of their family mem-
bers to city life. One of the characteristics of kinship organization in 
Quebec is that all the informants so far interviewed have been able to 
name relatives in both rural and urban areas. This is not to say that 
persons cannot be found in Quebec whose relatives are all in a rural or 
all in an urban area, but simply that a type of family organization 
exists in Quebec which maintains a high degree of contact among rela-
tives who reside in different communities. This high degree of contact 
is kept, even though each sibling group of each generation scatters 
itself in all directions. The fact that the sibling group is large means 
that through this scattering a person has relatives in practically every 
major centre of French Canada. 50 One of the peculiarities of the 
French-Canadian family is the great strength of sibling and lineal re-
cognition, which is correlated to a high degree of family identity and 
reciprocity of services. Links among persons who recognize ties of 
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kinship are maintained even though migration may separate them for 
the rest of their lives. 

[195] 

The cultural background of French-Canadian family life can be 
shown to have two major characteristics : a strong sense of grouping 
and integration, superimposed on an extensive pattern of migration. 
Furthermore, this problem of migration cannot be reduced to a simple, 
one-dimensional proposition, like Miner's statement, repeated by 
others, that it is caused by population pressure which in turn is caused 
by the large birth rate. This, of course, does not explain the tradition 
of the coureur de bois, which constantly drained the population of 
New France. Neither does it face the problem, mentioned by Blan-
chard, that the agricultural land of Quebec could support a much 
greater density of population. 51 Furthermore, it does not account for 
the cycle in migration, for the frequent moves of families from one 
parish into the next. 52 This migratory practice of the French Cana-
dian can, in fact, become pathological, as in the instance of one house-
hold that moved twenty times in fifty years across the Quebec-
United States frontier 53, or in the instance of the family of Maria 
Chapdelaine, whose head was only happy when he was opening up new 
land. The migration of the French Canadians seems to be as much a 
cultural trait as the geographical mobility of the population of the 
United States. To refer to this migration as land hunger, or land pres-
sure, is to forget that the French Canadians were forced, at one stage 
of their history-after the conquest-to turn to the land to survive. 54 
It seems that as soon as they could they left their farms for other 
places and other occupations : witness the fact that by the 1930's it 
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is reported that there were two million French Canadians in the Uni-
ted States, and three million in Canada. 55

But this migration took place without the complete loss of the 
cultural characteristics of family unity and obligation. One instance of 
this can be seen in the practice of the family reunion, which rural and 
urban French Canadians have maintained. It is also found in the deve-
lopment of anniversary meetings attended by those having the same 
family name. Notices can be found in French-Canadian newspapers as-
king persons having the same family name to come together at certain 
dates. These gatherings vary in size from a few hundred to thousands 
of persons. In 1939, for instance, the descendants of nine Frenchmen 
named Poulin, who had come over in the seventeenth century but who 
[196] were not related, gathered together for the third centenary of 
the arrival of the first Poulin. It is estimated that about 7,000 Poulins 
attended Mass at Ste-Anne-de-Beaupré on that day. In 1940, a smal-
ler reunion brought together 836 Gagnons in an anniversary ceremony 
in Quebec City. One hundred and eighty-six of these Gagnons were 
from Quebec City, 81 from Montreal, 509 from other communities in 
the province of Quebec, 29 from other provinces in Canada, and 37 
from the United States. 56 Some of these had travelled over a week 
to come to this family gathering. The range of status among them va-
ried, from a member of Parliament, priests, university professors, 
farmers, working men, shopkeepers, and so on, through practically 
every possible occupation. The fact that one of the organizers of this 
reunion was born and brought up in the United States, and that a 
number came from there, shows that this practice is no rural "survi-
val" limited to the province of Quebec. 

The mechanism of social change in the French-Canadian family is 
then more complex than it has usually been presented as being in the 
theoretical model which assumes a transition from a rural to an urban 
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type of family. The functions of the French-Canadian family cannot, 
furthermore, be limited to a direct correlation with the community in 
which the members of the household are living. In order to unders-
tand the family, the analysis must be transferred to the totality of 
French-Canadian society, and the role of the family as an institution 
peculiar to French Canada. Furthermore, any theories which assume 
that it is the English-speaking persons who are the dynamic cause of 
change only present a limited side of the problem. To say, as Keyfitz 
does, that the influence of the English-speaking world is transmitted 
to French Canada through the towns 57 is to assume that the social 
changes within French-Canadian society are the after-effects of 
changes in the English-speaking groups. This is to ignore the vitality of 
French Canada’s institutions. Besides schools and universities, its own 
press, and the radio and television stations, all of which provide for 
the diffusion of French-Canadian ideas about the family, the church 
organization is one of the most important means of spreading new 
ideas about the family. 

A recent study of Catholic literature on the family has shown that 
it has changed from interpreting the family as a hierarchical structu-
re [197] involving a scale of duties for its members to presenting it as 
reciprocal love among persons who have different, but not subordina-
ted roles. 58 The spreading of these ideas is helping to change family 
relationships in Quebec. A recent study of French-Canadian rural 
youth has shown that they are conscious that their own level of ex-
pectation with regard to the family relationship is changing as the re-
sult of their coming into contact with this new interpretation. 59 Al-
though the total influence of this change for the whole of the provin-
ce cannot be assessed for lack of data, it has been estimated that 30 
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per cent of all Catholic weddings in Montreal in 1954 were between 
persons who had followed the ten weeks' course of lectures on prepa-
ration for marriage given by the Jeunesse ouvrière catholique. 60 In 
1947, another Catholic association had over 200 groups throughout 
the province of Quebec making a study of problems facing the 
French-Canadian family. 61 In 1954, 5,925 persons attended the cour-
se of lectures on the family given by another association in Montreal. 
The number of these associations interested in the family includes 
practically every major Catholic association in Quebec. Other associa-
tions, directly interested in family affairs, have also been started, 
such as the Ecole des parents, the Ecoles ménagères, and so on. 

In this examination, the following basic facts seem to have been 
established about the French-Canadian family. (1) It is North Ameri-
can, rather than European. (2) It has gone through a number of chan-
ges since the first settlement of New France, but these changes have 
not been uniform, and they have created variations in types of family 
behaviour. (3) These variations do not, however, result in different 
kinds of family organization, but in degrees of variation within the 
same general family form. (4) At the same time, a number of factors 
are operating to maintain similarities. (5) Changes in family organiza-
tion have a complex origin, in which the influence of the English-
speaking world is only one element. (6) The main characteristics of the 
French-Canadian family can be said to be an extensive kinship recogni-
tion only partially weakened by geographical scattering, an extensive 
exchange of services among recognized kin, a strong sense of house-
hold unity, and a large sibling group. 

These characteristics have been reported as existing to a greater 
or [198] smaller degree in all French-Canadian communities, even out-
side the province of Quebec. A hypothesis which explains these cha-
racteristics as peculiar to French Canadians cannot, moreover, be cor-
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related with the origin of the French Canadians in France, or with the 
supposed folk character of rural French Canada, or with the "survival"  
of an inherent rural culture and family form. Neither can present-day 
French-Canadian society be compared to that of underdeveloped coun-
tries, for the history and scale of industrialization in the province of 
Quebec is closely similar to that of other areas of Canada. 

Arising out of these findings are a number of postulates which can 
be isolated, and from which a hypothesis can be built. In the historical 
dimension it can be offered, as one of the postulates, that although 
there have been important social changes in a number of social institu-
tions, such as the political and economic organizations, as well as a 
shift from a predominantly rural to a predominantly urban society, no 
particular period can be pointed out as the breaking-up of a traditio-
nal family structure. In the functional dimension it can also be stated, 
as another postulate, that important supports have always been provi-
ded by other institutions, such as religion, law, education, and so on, to 
the maintenance of the characteristics of the French-Canadian family. 

Presented as statements, these postulates can be correlated in the 
following manner, which as a totality could provide the main structure 
of a hypothesis for further empirical research. The characteristics of 
the French-Canadian family are the results of : (1) an early history 
within a society whose survival demanded a rapid growth of population 
as well as a strongly integrated society ; (2) the acceptance, when 
New France was founded, of a family ideal based on extensive reci-
procal rights and duties which merged into religious obligations, and 
the need for the survival of French-Canadian society as its members 
fought the climate, the forest, the Indians, and the British ; (3) the 
development, after the conquest of 1760, of a society in which the 
religion, the language, and the family were the main social institutions 
left over from the period of New France, and in which these institu-
tions were highly valued because they were the links with the previous 
society, as well as because they became the accepted characteristics 
of the French Canadians as a separate ethnic group ; (4) the mainte-
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nance, to the present, of a strong ethnic consciousness, with its ac-
companying refusal of social and cultural assimilation. 

A sociological analysis of the French-Canadian family must, there-
fore, emphasize the fact that, besides its normal functions of fitting 
[199] its members into the various communities composing French Ca-
nada, it has been the instrument of survival of the French Canadians 
as a special group. This need to survive, both in the period of New 
France and after, has been so important that the other social deter-
minants, which normally have important bearings on family behaviour, 
have taken second place. Survival needed both numbers and a well in-
tegrated society. The most efficient sociological instrument for 
achieving those aims is the family. For that reason it can be stated 
that, as long as a feeling of ethnic difference exists among the 
French Canadians, then the special characteristics of the French-
Canadian family will continue to exist. 

The research hypothesis presented here as a conclusion is that the 
family has been and is even now the major instrument of cultural 
continuity of the French Canadians. Because, after 1760, the political 
and economic as well as other institutions became English in character, 
and because gradually the Catholic Church, with an ever increasing 
proportion of non-French Canadians among its members, ceased to 
identify the survival of Catholicism with the survival of French Cana-
da, the family has been the means of cultural continuity. 

Even today, family life does not, for French Canadians, mean only 
the socialization of children, and the providing of economic and psy-
chological security. It is for the overwhelming majority of them the 
centre of their cultural and social activities, the centre of what they 
hold to be French-Canadian values. It is therefore possible to suggest 
that the maintenance of over-all cultural similarities between the va-
rious rural and urban communities, the strength of kinship ties, the 
central position of the family in the behaviour of French Canadians, 
are the results of a compensatory attitude resulting from loss of 
control over the other institutions. Because the conquest decreased 
their participation, as well as their identification, with the political, 



 Philippe Garigue, “The French Canadian Family”.  (1960) 30 

 

legal, and economic, as well as other institutions developed by the En-
glish, French Canadians withdraw into their families, creating for 
themselves the only social and cultural world over which they were 
masters. Against a mainly Anglo-Saxon continent they found in their 
family the needed social and cultural security. 

This hypothesis would also explain another cultural characteristic 
of  French Canada : the identification between the general cultural 
values and the family values of French Canadians. Without under-
estimating the role and importance of other values in the history of 
French Canada, it can be said that the general cultural world view of 
French Canadians has been familistic. The reason why urbanism has 
not had [200] the same disintegrating consequences on the French-
Canadian family as it has on other societies is that, on the one hand, 
French Canada was not a folk society or a peasant society, and, on the 
other hand, there was an over-all familistic culture which minimized 
the impact of the urban way of life. These familistic values are not 
the result of a rural way of life, or of a folk survival, but seem to have 
resulted from, first, an adaptation to certain conditions, and, second, 
a compensatory reaction against a minority status in a dominant Anglo-
Saxon world. 

The importance of familistic values in the cultural world view of 
French Canadians can be seen in the dominant role played by these 
values in the development of nationalistic values. A number of the 
most famous slogans used by the nationalists, such as "la langue, la 
paroisse, la famille," "la terre de nos ancêtres," "la revanche des ber-
ceaux," and so on, are to be seen as an identification of familistic and 
nationalistic values. The French-Canadian national anthem, O Canada, 
carries two verses which epitomize this identification : "O Canada, 
terre de nos aïeux," and "protégera nos foyers et nos droits." Poets 
like Fréchette speak of the respect French Canadians have for those 
who started New France : "Ces hommes qui furent nos pères." Henri 
Bourassa, speaking in 1920, identified the society and the family : 
"Toute loi civile, toute mesure administrative qui porte atteinte direc-
te ou indirecte à la famille, est anti-sociale." The thread which links all 
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the various aspects of French-Canadian culture and social life seems 
to be, in all instances, the family. 
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