
La Revanche des Berceaux 
I 

Although the expression itself is quite familiar to most English-speaking 
Canadians. the full simificance that "La Revanche dcs Berceaux" has had 
for ~rench:~anadian;can only be grasped by reading eulogieo such as the 
following, in which the local French-language newspaper praise the virtues 
of a man from Beaucc County who left some 6M) descendants when he 
baUy died at the age of 96: 

"The erandfather of Mr. Philiooon met an honorable death a t  - - . . 
the Battle of the Plains ofAbraham; his grandson has well reveng- 
ed this death by adding, through his own [sicl) efforts, an entire 
parish t o ~ r e n c h  ~anada." - 

Even during the insurrections of 1837, the French-Canadians had 
little expectation of reconquering the colony through lbrce of arms. Until 
quite recently, however, they did, most earnestly, h o p  that the high rate 
of natural increase of the Fmch-speaking population would, eventually, 
bring it to political dominance. 

To encourage this hope, they could point to the historical faCt that: 
during the last half of the Nineteenth Century and the early decades of the 
present century, an outpouring of surplus population from the rural 
parishes had succeeded in reversing the language picture at Montreal 
and in almost submerging the English language in such regions as the 
Eastern Townshins and the Ottawa Vallev. 

The severe &line in birth rates ambng Canadians of British origin 
after World War I and the virtual cessation of immigration afier 1930 were 
both factors encouraeina this French dream. Bv the late 1930's. demox- - - - 
raphns of both language groups were beginning to admit the possibility 
of a Caoada in which those of French mother tongue would be in the 
majority. 

Even today, the illusion is not quite dissipated that rural Q u e k  is 
an inexhaustible source of new French-Canadians and that time is on the 



sib of the French language. The cold statistics, however, show that the 
revem is now true 

Contrary to poptllar belief, the birth rate among French-Carindims 
has never been re& Uynhcnomd At ils pk, it wn6 no hi&m than that 

or so a&-the nee& faclkwai that hmiljca of F~carh ori& 
wets slower thsn olhm to ad* LiaGtetioss on tho mmks ohchildnu. 

At pmmt, tlw lypieal family s k  among French-Candims liviDg 
in Montreal is harw d l W  hma tkt  o b d  aswq persms d 
British ori& IiTieg in Toronto. However, W d  of & F m h  
Casadiins am still livina, in w d  area* W~LND f a d s  i s a t  thoae of 18 . - 
origins) are usaaHy no; mumtrour than ia the cities; im the= moo, too. 
the old propaganda of the Freoch-Csnndiin ''mtiWaWs" S3lliOBM and 
there is none social -re t-d lame. f& t b ~ .  wad& i& f w d  - 
elsewhere. 

The f o l l ~ g  taide Cve8 a r a k  obtakad 
women d W-baeciw am imto tho n u m k  d 
some other indice, this &a into ncwe( t l o  e lkas of& most prevalest 
familmntml masure pacliocd in Freoch Coo.&, the ~ n e i l l o n t  d 
&age (in 1%1. 32% d tho French-origin women in Quebec sg.d IS 
y e m  or o*u *rrrr stiM siade, comp.rsd to oaty 20% TOT British-otigin 
w o r n  dthc same age in Outuio). The actual 6- bave no si&+arn 
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.sn 1 9 3 1 u u 8 4 1 t t b & ~ f o r  ~ b . F ~ c h - u ~ ~ ~ ~ !  yu!rrrut.t*u* 
in Quebec, 50% more children than for her ~ritish-origin-wuniZr$ 
livins in Ontario. By 1951. the diRerence had begun to narrow and the 
latesi Census shomd a gapof only 17%. e gap which may well disappear 
as the population of Quebec becomes increasingly urban. 

However, wmparison of French Quebec with British Ontario gives 
only part of the story, since the latter province is heavily urbanized and 
has a lower birth rate than that found in many other parts of English- 
speaking Canada. In Newfoundland, for example, the population of 
British origin hati a child/woman ratio of 3.03 in 1961, only slightly below 
that of even the rural French-Canadians. For Canada as a whole, the .. 
ratio for those of British origin was 2.01 as against 2.25 for those pf French : 
origin and "La Revanche" has now beeome only a discredited dream. 

If we wnsider d l  those of English mother tongue (rather than merely 
those of British origin), then the heavy upturn in the non-French birth rate 
in recent years is reflected in the figures of the following table. 

Table 23 

Number of Children of English, of French and of Other Mother Tongues, 
Canada. Censuses of 1931-1961 

1931 1941 1951 1961 

French 33.7% 36.0% 33.4% 29.6% 

English 51.4 51.4 60. I 62.6 

Others 14.9 12.6 6.5 7.8 

In 1931, the proportion of French-Canadians among the children had 
been well above that for the adult population (24.0%) but the spread 

.acidly widened even further during the n u t  ten years and, by 1941, the 
propagandists of La Revanche weripreparing a victory celebritian. This 
proved premature, as can be seen from the last two columns of the above 
table, and by 1961 the proportion of children who reported their mother 
tongue as French was only slightly higher than the 26.4% which their 
language group represented among the adult population. 

The thres factors which combined to wipe out the French gains oif 
1931-1941 mc: 
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1. A substantial incmse in the%inh rate of those of other origns during 
' 

recent years. 
m..: 
2. Resumption of immigration on a large s a l e  ia the kstwar years, 

with the children of immigrants generally assimilating to the English- 
speaking community. 

3. Assimilation, on an increasing scale, of the younger generation of 
French ethnics living outside the SobMonclon limits (if the above 
table had been on the basis of ethnic origins, rather than of mother 
tongues, the French figure would have been 33.4% in 1961 vs. 34.8% 

sighing the relative values of these three factors, we can say that, 
the children reporting their mother tongue as English in 1961, 
mately 6 %  did so as a consequence ol the  assimilation of Fmch-  
g ancestors and a further 29% would have been of origins other 
'tish or French. This leaves 65% as the covtribution of British- 
milies and shows the importan! role played by the postwar rise in . 

e average size of such families. 
Turning now to  the most recent trends, we must switch our base and 

amine current vital statistics by provinao, as there is no breakdown 
vailable by language group. Although this introduces some inaccuracies, 
t docs, at least, permit the drawing of some important inferences. 

Despite recent declines observed everywhere in North America, the 
atest figures show that there had bKn 19.1 births tbr every 1,000 persons 
ving in Canada outside Quebec, during. the 12-month period ended 
eptember 30, 1967. 

Inaide Quebes, however, the birth rate for the same period was only 
.9, which repressnted an almost unbelievable drop from the 28.5 reported 
m n t l y  as 1959 and from the 31.1 peak reached in 1947. ARer deducting 
aths, Qnek'h natural increase in population during the period was qnly 
,W, as compared to  an average of over 104,000 during the years 1956- 

The entire pattern of family life in French Canada has changed during 
past quarter century. E v a  outside the cities, television has introduced 
w n q t s  and new scales of values; no longer is the sire of the family 

c ated by old rural ideals; and the younger generation of French-Cana- 
ans is increasingly eagcr to  have a preater shareof worldly goods. 

There are, even today, a few "last-ditch" nationalists who still hope 
hat present trends can be reversed and who have been asking the provincial 

slature t o  instituk payment of family allowances on an ascending scale, 
s now done in France, to  encourage an inctease in family size. 
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The mom reahtic d e m o m n h ~  however. ~ o i n t  out that urbaniratic.~ 
is increasing, with over half thcbopulation of ~ u e b c c  already living in the 
three metropolitan centres (Montreal, Quebs and Hull) and that this, in 
combination with @cater mncipation of Q u e k  women and the rise in 
general educational levels, can only mul t  in a further downward movement 
of the province's birth rate. 

"La Revanche dw Berceaux", therefore, has now passed into the 
ra lm of fantasy. 


