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CREATING A 'NORTHERN MINERVA':

JOHN WILLIAM DAWSON AND THE ROYAL SOCIETY OF CANADA

Robert Daley* and Paul Dufour**

(Received 2 September 1980. Revised/Accepted 8 December
1980.)

... the lonely worker finds his energies flag,
and is drawn away by the pressure of more popular
pursuits, while his notions become one-sided and
inaccurate through want of friendly conflict
with men of like powers and pursuits. Even if
this Society can meet but once a year, something
may be done to remedy the evils of isolation.

Approaching its centenary in 1982, the Royal Society of
Canada has defied attempts by historians to explain ade-
quately its organizational difficulties in bringing to-
gether Canada's intellectual luminaries. 1In a survey of
Canadian learned organizations Peter J. Bowler remarks
that, from the outset, amateurs were excluded from member-
ship in the Society.2 1Instead, an elite corporation of
scientists, scholars and literary figures was created. Al-
though Canada's local scientific societies did not discrim-
inate against amateurs, they were unsuccessful in their
pretensions to national status as organizations homologous
to the democratic American or British Associations for the
Advancement of Science. One of the principal reasons for
this failure, according to Bowler, was that many Canadian
scientists satisfied their needs for professional identity
through membership in these foreign associations and there-
fore saw no need to achieve similar gratifications in a
Canadian association. There was however an apparent desire
to promote national excellence in science and literature
and the Royal Society of Canada's founding was seen as the
fulfillment of this objective. In Bowler's view, the
spirit of nationalism governing the creation of the Society
gave its elected members a sense of unity and purpose.3

A more recent analysis by Vittorio De Vecchi elaborates on
this interpretation of the Royal Society's origins.

De Vecchi emphasizes how the search among Canadian intel-
lectuals for status and legitimation in the eyes of their
British colleagues played a role in the birth of the Soci-
ety. He observes that national Canadian status did not
lead to a national function. The Society's institutional
and the members' intellectual links with British science
and its practitioners led to doubts by the Canadian
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government about the Royal Society's pragmatic objectives.
The Society's scientists, like their British fellow wor-
kers, were perceived to be excessively theoretical. The
colonial government in Canada, partial to utilitarian pol-
icies, found it difficult to support an organization pri-
marily devoted to furthering intellectual visibility
abroad. °

These two evaluations of the Royal Society's early years
raise important points, but they ignore several issues in
the Society's creation. From the beginning the Society was
plagued with confusion of purpose and internal strife. The
men who founded the Society could not resolve difficulties
that became, over the next century, structural features of
Canadian scholarly life. In this communication we re-
examine the founding of the Royal Society of Canada in
light of archival material recently catalogued at McGill
University. This material, the science-related correspon-
dence of John William Dawson, provides a more detailed pic-
ture of the motivations behind the Society's creation and
of the unique mold in which the Society was cast. The cor-
respondence also reveals how, by 1885, a web of profession-
al scientists, working in private colleges and universities
as wvell.as in government geological surveys, had spread out
across Canada. It became the ambitious task of the Society
to galvanize these scattered professionals into a national
scientific elite.

Before 1882, Canada claimed several local scientific and
literary societies, but few had aspirations to national
status. The Canadian Institute in Toronto did apply in
1859 for a charter to change its name to the 'Royal Society
of Canada,' but this request was refused because of_ the
Institute's predominantly Upper Canadian character. It
remained for John Douglas Sutherland Campbell, Marquis of
Lorne and Governor-General of Canada, to resurrect the
notion of a national scientific society almost fifteen
years later. He was a poet more prolific than proficient,
and his blue-blooded and influential wife, Prihcess Louise,
was an amateur painter and avid sponsor of artistic en-
deavour. Two years earlier, in 1880, the couple had sup-
ported the foundation of the Royal Canadian Academy of Art,
and its success undoubtedly motivated the Governor-General
to move on to the next phase of his cultural institution-
building.

That Lorne borrowed the model of the Institut de France
with its five independent academies is not surprising,
given his admiration for French culture. He combined
Canadian homologues of the French AcadZmie des Belles
Lettrnes and the Académie des Sciences into one single or-
ganization, the Royal Society of Canada. In place of aca-
demies, sections emerged: French Literature, History and



Allied Subjects; English Literature, History and Allied
Subjects; Mathematical, Chemical and Physical Sciences;

and Geological and Biological Sciences.6 Lorne served as
founder and patron of the Society, leaving matters of
title, membership, rules and procedures to the Canadian in-
telligentsia. The man selected by the Marquis to organize
and direct the Society's provisional council and first
meeting was the paleontologist, Principal of McGill Univer-
sity, John William Dawson.

Dawson was no stranger to institution-building. Under his
guiding hand, McGill University had emerged as the premier
educational institution in Canada. Dawson possessed a re-
markable ability to cajole Montreal's business community
into donating large sums of money for the development of
the university, particularly for its professional chairs
and scientific facilities. This 'building up stone-by-
stone' of McGill was a labour of love for Dawson, a task to
which he unstintingly devoted himself despite appealing
offers of grofessorships at other colleges, such as
Princeton. Numerous publications, scientific as well as
educational, issued from his hand, but Dawson still found
time to promote and develop other scientific organizations.
As president of the Natural History Society of Montreal, he
was instrumental in inviting the American Association for
the Advancement of Science to the city in 1857, and again
in 1882. A number of Canadian scientific societies, such
as the Nova Scotian Institute of Natural Science, the
Natural History Society of New Brunswick, and the Histori-
cal and Scientific Society of Manitoba benefited from
Dawson's ceaseless travail. His efforts did not go unre-
warded. In 1881, Dawson was named to the Order of

St. Michael and St. George.

The paleontologist's honour prompted his outspoken confi-
dant at the University of Toronto, the archaeologist Daniel
Wilson, to remark:

. . .when I saw your name coupled with that of
(Sir Hector) Langevin, I confess it robbed it

of all its grace. Royal favours to political
leaders are, I suppose, necessarv and reasonable.
But to class (Sir William) Logan and Dawson
indiscriminately with (Sir Charles) Tupper,

(Sir Leonard) Tilly, Albert Smith, (Sir Hector)
Langevin, etc. can only tend to make a D.C.L.

or an FR§, a hundredfold more covetable than

a K.C.B.

Like Wilson, Dawson distrusted politicians and their views
on scientific organization. In contrast to Lorne's vision
of an elitest national academy, Dawson entertained the no-
tion of a democratic organization similar to the British
and American Associations for the Advancement of Science.
Dawson expressed skepticism, too, about Lorne's wishes to



include French and English literary sections. The
Edinburgh-educated scientist would have been more comfor-
table with a society wholly devoted to the sciences not
unlike the structure of the Royal Society of London.
Overcoming his vacillation concerning an organizational
model, Dawson was shrewd enough to accede to Lorne's wishes
because of the need for the latter's patronage, without
which no society could promote scientific and cultural de-
velopment on a national scale. Dawson also recognized that
the Royal Society could 'increase the visibilitx of
Canadian researchers' through its publications.ll

Daniel Wilson, Dawson's counterpart at the University of
Toronto, was even more critical of Lorne's formula for the
Royal Society. His main complaint was that the literary
sections would have no merit., Elected as first president
of the English Literature section, Wilson wasted little
time in relating to Dawson_his displeasure with this
'Noble Order of Nobodies!'l2

I do not see why I should march through country,
at the head of a troop, not one of whom, would
in England be thought otherwise than ridiculous,
in such a body....I shall suggest to the Marquis
to retain the French literary class, as the
Quebec gentlemen seem so highly pleased with it,
but otherwise to limit it at gresent to Science,
where it will be respectable.l3

In a later letter Wilson's attitude had not changed, and
he once again complained to Dawson:

But what is it proposed or expected that the
Section of English Literature do? Shall we write
school-boy essays, or criticisms on the literature
of the day; or theses on the want of literature?
It is certain, looking to the material out of
which such a section has to be formed, that it
will either do nothing, - or a great deal worse,14

Like Dawson, Wilson eventually accepted membership in the
society, largely as a favour to the Marquis, but Wilson
never overcame his initial skepticism. At the Society's
provisional council meeting in Dawson's Montreal home,
Wilson cynically replied to Dawson's request for nomina-
tions to the literature section: 'I shall try to make out
a list of illustrious nobodies; the more insignificant they
may be, the higher will be their delight when such honours
are thrust upon (them).'l5

Many agreed with Wilson's views about the composition and
function of the literary sections of the Royal Society, in
contrast to their acceptance of the scientific ones. In



addition to disgruntled echoes from within the ranks of the
Society itself, criticism came from two sources: intellec-
tuals who were overlooked in the selection_of members, and
the press, particularly the Toronto GLobe.l The latter
relentlessly attempted to drive a wedge into the English-
French cleavage within the Society. For Daniel Wilson it
was a sad business: )

Our Toronto Canadian papers got hold of a story
about a quarrel between Pé&re Hamel and Dr. Sterry
Hunt, and that the whole of the Quebec clergy
left Ottawa in a huff on Friday. In vain I have
assured Mr. Gordon Browne that I never heard of
such a thing till his paper gave currency to
it...0ur Toronto press has not been so friendly
to the CRS, as your Montreal papers.17

James MacPherson Lemoine, head of the French Literature
section and amateur ornithologist, also complained to
Dawson about efforts by the press to besmirch the Society,
but reminded the Society's first president that the British
Association for the Advancement of Science had likewise
been obliged to endure criticism during its formative
years.l8 Fortunately, the wide press coverage given to the
federal election of 1882 spared the Royal Society from
further attacks.l9

Literary aspirants assailed the society when they were
passed by for membership. The social historian and jour-
nalist Nicholas Flood Davin savagely attacked John George
Bourinot, the Society's honourary secretary and a noted
constitutional historian, for an article that the latter
published in the Canadian Monthfy entitled 'The Intellectual
Development of Canada.' Davin's critique of Bourinot and,
by implication, of the Society's literary sections was con-
tained in a pamphlet entitled The Secretary of the Royal
Society - A Literary Fraud. Contending that Bourinot was
'a man who could not at this moment pass an examination for
a third class clerkship,' Davin's publication was widely
circulated but did not evoke much response.20 The journal-
ist and parliamentary librarian Alfred Duclos DeCelles --
rejected because he had not written a book -- also bellig-
erently opposed the Society.21

Compounding the setbacks sustained by the Society. from ex-
ternal attacks was chronic absenteeism. During the first -
four years average attendance at the Society's annual meet-
ing never exceeded forty-five out of a total membership of
eighty. Canadian geography and lack of adequate transpor-
tation were evident excuses, yet several members lacked in-
terest in the Society's functions and disapproved of its
organizational structure.?

In spite of such annoyances, the Royal Society became the
most prestigious intellectual body in Canada. It persevered



largely because of the political and organizational skills
of its active founding members, whatever their initial mis-
givings about such an exclusive society. At no time during
its early years was the Royal Society's status jeopardized
by the jealousies of the regional literary and scientific
societies in Canada. The founding members of the Royal
Society recognized this potential threat and quickly
granted the regional societies affiliate status.23 ~Repre-
sentatives to the annual meeting in May were invited to
give progress reports on their respective organizations.
The practice has endured to the present day in the annual
convocation of the Canadian Learned Societies.

All of the members of the Royal Society recognized the need
to obtain government support, both political and financial.
This necessity raised problems for the Society's executive
council, particularly when they had to deal with 'provincial
politicians (who) are not sympathetic in literary and sci-
entific pursuits.' 24 To augment the skillful lobbying of
secretary Bourinot, the Royal Society secured several
powerful allies in the capital. One Society member, Joseph
Tassé, sitting for the City of Ottawa in Parliament,
stressed the Society's utilitarian role:

Let us not forget that science alone can enable
us to discover, to explore all the vast treasures
which are concealed in the lands of our vast
country. Let us not forget that science and
literature united can do much to attract to our
shores the vast flood of European immigration

in search of homes, of bread and liberty.

Sir John A. Macdonald, a personal friend of Dawson's, sup-
ported the bill to incorporate the Society, as did Sir
Charles Tupper. Bourinot also requested Tupper's aid in
obtaining a grant for publication. As he remarked to
Dawson:

My personal friend Sir C. Tupper. has takén much
interest in it, and I hope that there will be no
slip yet between the cup and the lip. But my
long experience in politics leads me to take
nothing for granted.

In the end, the combination of political influence and in-
stitutional commitment meant that the Society's incorpora-
tion passed easily through Parliament on 6 April 1883,

Later in 1883 the government granted an annual sum of

$5000 for the Society's Proceedings and Transactions .28
Science seeks public recognition, of course, and ever since
the seventeenth century any serious scientific society
would have sought to issue at least one periodical



publication. Yet scientists, at times, are motivated by
other than strictly professional aims. In Canada personal
reasons seem to have sped the creation of the Royal Soci-
ety's journal. President William Dawson had seen his
Bakerian lecture of 1870 rejected for publication in the
Royal Society of London's Phifosophical Transactions. Ever
since, he had refused to submit papers there, vowing to the
British paleobotanist William Williamson: 'After my ex-
perience of last year, I shall certainly throw no more of
my pearls before the swine in that guarter, but shall pub-
lish exclusively in this country.‘2 In Dawson's view, the
creation of the Canadian Society's Proceedings and
Transactions provided a means for demonstrating the inte&-
lectual stature of Canadian science at home and abroad.3

Canada's scientific practitioners were most eager to ex-
ploit new avenues for publication, and scientific papers

in the Transactions far outnumbered those from the literary
sections. To some it seemed odd that the two kinds of con-
tributions appeared in the same journal. Daniel Wilson,
for example, persisted with his arguments regarding the
worthlessness of publishing scientific and literary papers
together. As he remarked to Dawson, Wilson worried about
potential damage to the Society's reputation abroad: 'A
geological or Archaeological paper placed between a poem

of Father Dawson and a French ode, will be an odd publica-
tion to forward to European Savants.'3l For Wilson, it was
clear that the publishing needs of the literary and scien-
tific sections could not be accommodated within one cor-
porate organization:

In truth, the literary men must take a very
different view of matters from the men of
science. Magazines, Reviews, and periodical
Literature of all sorts affords a legitimate
vehicle for literary essays. We have reason

to fear the publication in the C.R.S. of
literary papers that will do us little credit.
It igzotherwise with the physicists, geologists
etc.

Despite these organizational difficulties, William Dawson
felt obliged to support such an opportunity to further na-
tional expression. He was dedicated to any endeavour which
would enhance the reputation and increase the exposure of
Canadian science. His role in bringing to Montreal the
AAAS in 1882 and its British counterpart two years later,
as well as his ceaseless travail in aiding the scientific
representation of Canada in England at the Colonial and
Indian Exhibition of 1886 and the Fisheries Exhibitions of
1883-85, speaks eloquently of this interest. In the end,
the greatest strength of the Royal Society of Canada lay
with the determination of the Society's active founding
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members like Dawson, to strengthen the voice of Canadian
science abroad. Henry Bovey, McGill University's professor
of applied science and future fellow of the Society, wrote
in 1886:

«e. although it may be well ... to look at
science from a national point of view, yet it
must never be forgotten that the true signif-
icance of the life work of such men as we have
been considering lies, not in their represen-
tation of this country or that, but in the
fact that they form one detachment of the
great army, which in every country of the
world is endeavouring, with more or less suc-
cess, to hold the citadels of truth and push
ever farther back the confines of ignorance
and error.,

There can be no doubt that many Society members believed
in Bovey's rhetoric as they saw in the Royal Society of
Canada a much awaited mechanism which would aid in allevi-
ating intellectual isolation and which provided a means
whereby Canadian scholarly work could be added to the res-
ervoir of world knowledge.

The early years of the Royal Society of Canada were not
easy for the offspring of an unlikely union between nation-
alistic aspirations and professional ambition. The Society
was an artificial creation, established by a statesman for
political ends and nurtured by an intellectual elite for
their own purposes. The organizational obstacles which had
to be overcome in minimizing the friction between literary
men and scientists, with their different professional
norms, 34 and in establishing a vehicle which would allow
for the greater visibility of Canadian science meant that
nationalism and professionalism overshadowed the advance-
ment of knowledge.
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