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For those struggling against mounting 
racism in Quebec, the January 2017 

white nationalist massacre of six Muslim 
mosque-goers seemed almost inevit-
able.1 In a society with entrenched his-
torical patterns of anxiety over questions 
of religion, language, and identity, the 
debate about “reasonable accommoda-
tion” of minorities dominates the 
national conversation.2 At the crux of 
the issue lies Quebeckers’ deeply held 
belief in a modern origin myth that 
explains how the province cast off a 
backward, Catholic past to emerge into 
a contemporary era of secularism, 
human rights, and equality.3

hiSToiReS ConneCTÉeS
In intellectual tension with the contem-
porary moment, historians of Quebec 
are increasingly moving from an empha-
sis on national narratives to the histoires 
connectées of communities and social 
groups in the province across borders 
and oceans.4 Others have given thought 
to how trends within the Catholic 
Church, rather than presenting obstacles 
to progress, have been central to the 
post-WWII transformation of Quebec 
society—the “Quiet Revolution.”5 Within 
these historiographies, particular empha-
sis is placed on the foundational role of 
Quebec Catholic missionaries in creating 
and disseminating knowledge about the 
colonial Other for domestic consump-
tion.6 Around 1900, the Catholic Church 
in Quebec began to send out young men 
and women to convert non-Christians 
around the globe.7 “Missionary publica-
tions, along with returned missionaries,” 
writes historian Sean Mills, “brought 
understandings of the non-Western world 
back home to Quebec, shaping attitudes 
and forging cultural perceptions.”8

One of the earliest involvements of 
Quebec Catholics in foreign missionary 

endeavours came through a French 
group, the White Fathers of Africa.9 The 
history of the group, which was founded 
in 1868 by Cardinal Charles Allemand 
Lavigerie, is inseparable from the story 
of the imperial division of the continent 
from which they took their name.10 
Lavigerie saw Africa as a battleground 
between Christians and Muslims for the 
souls of the “negro countries,” where, 
“as a result of the rapid advances made 
by war-like Arab tribes,” Islam was 
“making vast strides … at the very door 
of our colonies.”11 French-Canadian 
White Fathers, in turn, became active 
soldiers in this religious war.

Following the personal trajectory of 
Montreal-born White Father Oscar 
Morin (1878-1952) sheds light on this 
phenomenon. Morin’s obser vations 
were featured over the course of his 
career in Missions d’Afrique, a journal 

circulated to tens of thousands of Que-
beckers.12 Tracing his writings and 
reflections can help us understand the 
historical roots of Quebec’s understand-
ing of Islam and non-Western cultures 
more broadly.

hiSToRiCal RooTS
Morin began his work (probably in 
1901) in French-controlled North Africa, 
where they had, as one missionary put 
it, “visions of the standard of the cross 
returning to a land famous in the history 
of early Christendom, but for centuries 
past the prey of the fanatical followers of 
Islam.”13 Writing from Carthage, Tunisia, 
young French Canadians like Morin cast 
themselves as inheritors of the legacy of 
the 13th-century French Christian cru-
sades, and described their experiences in 
their published letters home in Orientalist 
idioms.14 In this construction, Muslims 
were dogmatic and fanatical, alterna-
tively pious and hedonistic, “poor victims 
of the impostor” Muhammad. “Let us 
pray,” wrote one Quebec missionary in 
1905, “that soon will come the day that 
will see the Cross replace the Crescent, 
the Gospel replace the Coran, Christ tri-
umph over Mahomet.”15

By 1906 Morin was in French West 
Africa, continuing his Orientalist task of 
cataloguing the various peoples he met 
for a Catholic audience back home. 
Writing from Dakar, he drew a picture 
for the thousands of readers of Missions 
d’Afrique of “n———s dressed in the 
strangest costumes, ranging from sheer 
nakedness to loincloths to three-piece 
suits that would be coveted on the 
streets of Paris.”16 Later that year, as the 
British Empire cemented control over 
the Gold Coast (present-day Ghana), 
the bilingual Father Morin became 
Superior of a new mission in the Ghana-
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ian region of Navrongo. He attributed 
this new position of authority to Britain’s 
stipulation that the head of the mission 
in an “English country” be a British sub-
ject.17 From its beginnings, the Gold 
Coast mission was concerned with reg-
ulating and disciplining the indigenous 
Gurunsi population.18 Morin wrote 
home to his Quebec audience in Octo-
ber 1906 that his main task was teaching 
English and touring the country to 
“tame the souls of our savages.”19

During the First World War, when 
many West Africans were forced into 
the French military and much of the 
region was in revolt against its occupi-
ers, Morin was called back to lead the 
mission in French territory (in Ouaga-
dougou, present-day Burkina Faso).20 
Despite financial difficulties presented 
by the war, French-Canadian White 
Fathers in Soudan français continued to 
be primarily concerned with the battle 
with Islam over pagan souls, reporting 
that “Islamism is amongst the obstacles 
that have prevented Grace from opening 
up a path, despite the zealous persever-
ance of our missionaries.”21 Following 
the war, Morin found himself once again 
in Navrongo, rising to the position of 
Vicar Apostolic for the region in 1933.22

Upon his retirement in 1947, Morin 
finally returned to Montreal.23 Long hav-
ing shaped the imaginations of his audi-
ences through his letters and reports, he 
now worked from the White Fathers 
headquarters on St-Hubert Street, estab-
lished in 1934. The group visited parishes, 
schools, and colleges across Quebec, 
organized touring exhibits that reached 
cities across Canada and the United 
States, and produced educational films 
about the group’s mission work.24 “You 
should all become missionaries!” they 
encouraged their readers in 1929, a mes-
sage that was reinforced through their 
participation in mass public missionary 
“fairs.” Their advertisement for one 
such event in 1930 speaks to the depth 
of the entrenchment of missionary work 
in Quebec society, through ties of par-
ish, family, and friendship: “What good 

heart can ignore the labour of its broth-
ers, sisters, parents and friends, of its 
compatriots? Well, missionaries are your 
brothers, your sisters, your parents, your 
friends, your compatriots.”25 Morin, 
whose reprinted letters home to his fam-
ily were for four decades an important 
source of information for Quebeckers 
about African societies, Islam, and non-
white cultures, was no exception.

QUeSTioninG The oRiGin MYTh
There is a larger story to be told here 
about Quebec’s missionary spirit and its 
evolution in the second half of the 20th 
century, and more particularly about its 
continued ideological impact in a “sec-
ularized” society struggling with racism 
and patterns of exclusion.26 Foreground-
ing the thought and work of missionar-
ies like Father Oscar Morin can begin to 
tell us something about the historical 
identification of Quebeckers with global 
processes of imperialism, and particu-
larly about the entanglement of Quebec 
identity with Orientalist discourses 
about Muslim backwardness. In so 
doing, we can begin to explore the 
transnational and contingent roots of 
what too often seems to be a fixed 
Québécois cultural mode, and to take 
the first steps forward in building a new, 
just, model of Quebec society. 
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