Loyalism, Anglican Toryism, and Canadian Conservativism
by Robert W. Passfield

In Canadian historiography, there has been a wide disagreement as to the nature of the conservatism of
the Loyalists during the American Revolution and in Upper Canada, and their contribution to the
conservative tradition in Canada.

The Loyalists as Emotional Conservatives

The late professor Syd Wise of Carleton University interpreted the origins of Canadian conservatism
("Upper Canada and the Conservative Tradition", 1967) as being the product of the intermingling of two
streams of conservatism in Upper Canada in the several generations that followed the American
Revolution. The Loyalist settlers embodied one stream of conservatism, which Professor Wise viewed as
""an emotional compound of loyalty to the King and Empire, antagonism to the United States, and an acute
if partisan sense of recent history". The other intermingling stream, he saw as being "the Toryism of late
eighteenth century England"”, which provided "a more sophisticated viewpoint" and was brought to Upper
Canada by its first governor, Lt. Governor John Graves Simcoe, and his government officials.

For Professor Wise, both streams of conservatism in Upper Canada were infused with a counter-
revolutionary outlook in that the emotional conservatism of the Loyalists and the philosophical
conservatism of the Anglican Tory British immigrants were each reinvigorated in response to the anarchy
and irreligion of the French Revolution. Otherwise, Professor Wise attributed the longevity of the
emotional conservatism of the Loyalists to "a psychological need" to accept their history, and to justify
their actions to themselves in retrospect. (1)

In his interpretation of the emotional conservatism of the Loyalists, Professor Wise ignored several earlier
assertions by a Canadian philosopher, George Grant (Lament for a Nation, 1965) that there was a deeper
"moral significance” in the Loyalist experience; and that the Anglican Loyalists, in opposing the
American revolutionaries, "appealed to the older philosophy of Richard Hooker", an Anglican theologian
whose writings on moral and political philosophy were embodied in English Toryism. (2) Moreover, an
American historian, William Nelson (The American Tory, 1961), in his examination of Loyalist motives
had concluded that among the protagonists engaged in the revolutionary debates there were two groups —
the "Anglican High Tories" and the "Whig theoreticians of the Revolution" — that did differ "in
fundamental principles”. The basis difference rested in their political philosophy: the "organic
conservatism" of the Anglican Tories versus the "Lockean individualism" of the American
revolutionaries.

Nelson argued further that it was recent immigrants from Britain, particularly the Anglican clergy, who
had taken the lead in opposing the Revolutionaries; and that the Anglican minorities in the northern
colonies were for the most part 'true Tories'. Moreover, it was Anglican minorities from the northern
colonies who comprised a significant component of the Loyalist migration to Upper Canada following the
American Revolution. According to Nelson, it was their religion which motivated and provide the
ultimate justification for their actions. Hence, based on his analysis, Anglican Toryism was present in
Loyalism from the very beginning among the orthodox Anglican Loyalists. It was inseparably from their
adherence to the Loyalist cause. (3)

The Loyalists as Lockean-liberals

Despite such assertions, the Syd Wise focus on the emotional conservatism and the political loyalty of the
Loyalists were expanded upon and carried forward by two Canadian historians who were his former



graduate students. David V.J. Bell ("The Loyalist Tradition in Canada", 1970) denied that Toryism was
present in the American colonies in the 18" Century. Bell asserted that the arguments employed by the
so-called 'tories' and ‘whigs' during the American Revolution, reveal that the two groups shared "virtually
identical" Lockean-liberal assumptions and values, and were not separated by ideology. (4) Terry Cook
("The Conservative Blueprint", 1972), expressed his agreement in declaring that:

Since nearly all public men in the eighteenth century shared ... Whig assumptions [on sovereignty,
order, hierarchy, and the balanced constitution], it is possible to agree that the gentlemen destined
to become Tories and Whigs during the American Revolution were all really Whigs, that their
values were indeed virtually identical. (5)

In sum, Bell and Cook argue that all ‘tories' at the time of the American Revolution shared the same
Lockean-liberal assumptions and beliefs as the revolutionaries, and that the Loyalists differed from the
revolutionaries only in their loyalty to the Crown and the unity of the British Empire. Both historians
denied that there were any 'true Tories' among any of the Loyalist groups, and that there was no
philosophical difference between the Loyalists and the American revolutionaries.

The Crux of the Lockean-liberal Argument

The argument that the 'tories' of the American Revolution were, in reality, Lockean-liberals rested on the
work of an American historian, Bernard Bailyn (The Intellectual Origins of the American Revolution,
1967), who had examined the content of the various political pamphlets that were circulating in the
American colonies during the pre-revolutionary period, 1763-1776. Bailyn concluded that it was a period
marked by "a conflict of ideas and political values" that brought about a total transformation of the
political culture of the American colonies in the span of just over a decade.

According to Bailyn, the American Revolution had its origins in a belief on the part of the colonists that
they were defending the English tradition of liberty against encroachments by the King, and against
impositions by Parliament on 'the rights of Englishmen'. However, gradually the colonial dispute had
taken on greater implications as the colonial pamphleteers and polemicists began to produce political
tracts that set forth radical political ideas that were borrowed principally from John Locke (Two Treatises
on Government, 1689) and the earlier Puritan radicals of the English Civil War and Commonwealth
period.

There were contradictions and inconsistencies within the body of radical ideas espoused by the colonial
polemicists and pamphleteers, but gradually a political consensus had emerged in the American colonies
which was based on the tenet of the Lockean-liberal political philosophy. According to Bailyn, by the
time of the outbreak of the Revolution, the American colonies had achieved a remarkable unity of thought
in a general adherence to Lockean liberal-Whig values, principles, and beliefs, which came to be
embodied in the July 1776 Declaration of Independence. (6)

However, such a broad generalization fails to account for the study of William Nelson who did find a
clear philosophical difference between the beliefs and values of the "Anglican High Tory' Loyalists and
the leading American revolutionaries. What that difference of interpretation confirms is that Anglican
Toryism was a rather weak voice in the American colonies during the revolutionary period, and that
Anglican Tory political tracts were not widely circulated. Anglican Tory arguments were easily lost in
the revolutionary rhetoric that transformed the political character of the American colonists and resulted
in the formation of an almost monolithic Lockean-liberal political culture by the time of the American
Revolution.

The Anglican Tory Presence in Loyalism



The failure to recognize the presence of Anglican Toryism within the Loyalist opposition to the
revolutionaries in the American colonies, and among the Loyalist settlers in Upper Canada, is readily
understandable. The Anglican Tories comprised only one component element of the Loyalist refugees
who settled in Upper Canada, and not all Anglicans in the Thirteen Colonies were philosophical Tories
and supporters of the Crown and the Unity of Empire.

The establishment of the Church of England in a colony, and even its predominance, did not necessarily
ensue the prevalence of Anglican Tory values, principles, and beliefs among its adherents. For example,
in colonial Virginia prior to the American Revolution, the Church of England was the established Church
and encompassed almost the entire population of the colony within its membership; yet the pioneer
environment and the circumstances of the colony had prevented the effective dissemination and retention
of Anglican values, political beliefs and principles among the adherents of the Church of England.

In Virginia at the time of the Revolution, Anglicans were ignorant -- for the most part -- of the theology
of the Church of England and the organization of the Church was 'congregationalist' in practice. (7)
Gradually, under the congregationalist system of church government, the Established Church of Virginia
had been transformed until, by the 18" Century, it was primarily a social institution which served as "the
bulwark of decency", moderation, and upholder of religious toleration, which characterized that colony.
(8) Neither the theology of the Church of England, nor its moral and political philosophy, nor the
Anglican episcopal form of Church government, were familiar to the adherents of the Established Church
of Virginia. By the time of the American Revolution, Virginians had fallen into "secular habits". (9)

In Virginia, members of the established Church of Virginia were oblivious to the deeper meaning,
principles, beliefs, and values of the Anglican religion, as well as unconscious of its characteristic
reverence for authority, and belief in the balance of liberty and authority, and self-denial in a God-centred
world. What the Church of England in Virginia did teach was a reverence for the traditional 'rights of
Englishmen' which inspired the American Revolution; and it was the Anglicans of Virginia who supplied
the leadership — together with the Congregationalists of New England — for the American revolutionaries.
(10)

The situation was different with respect to the recent Anglican immigrants from Britain who were settled
in the American colonies. Moreover, that was particularly the case for the immigrant Church of England
clergy who took the lead in seeking to organize resistance to the activities and propaganda of the
revolutionaries. Two of the leading Loyalist spokesmen were Anglican clerics: the Rev. Charles Inglis
(1734-1816), Rector of Trinity Church, New York; and the Rev. Jonathan Boucher (1738-1804), pastor of
St. Barnabas Church, Upper Marlboro, Maryland. (11) Both clerics based their opposition to the
revolution on principles and philosophical arguments which were derived from traditional Anglican
religious beliefs, and the moral and political philosophy of Anglican Toryism. To wit, it was among the
recent Anglican immigrants in the American colonies, and the orthodox Anglican communities in the
northern colonies, that the older Tory values and principles of the Church of England remained strong and
had not been supplanted by Lockean-liberalism. (12)

The Upper Canadian Anglican Tory Loyalists

In Upper Canada, the Anglicans among the Loyalist refugees comprised either recent English Anglican
immigrants to the American colonies, or former members of Anglican settlements in the northern
colonies. The actual number of the Anglican Loyalists who settled in Upper Canada, and who had
rejected the American Revolution out of a conscious philosophical rejection of Lockean-liberal values of
the revolutionaries, has not been established. However, what is historically significant is that there were
true philosophical Tories of the Church of England among the Loyalist families who settled in what



became the Province of Upper Canada; and that, subsequently, the Anglican Tories played a leading role
in the governing of the Province and in establishing its political culture.

There were also numerous Loyalists, so-called 'tories', of other religious denominations who had different
beliefs and motives for opposing the American rebellion, as well as Loyalists who shared the same
Lockean-liberal values as the American revolutionaries but opposed the rebellion because of feelings of
loyalty to the Crown and the unity of the British Empire and a belief that the tax dispute with the mother
country did not justify a rebellion. Moreover, there were also Loyalists who were 'tories’ simply in
wanting to preserve what was, based on custom and habit, who had the misfortune of having backed the
losing side in the conflict. (13)

Nonetheless, it was the Anglican Churchmen and clerics among the Loyalists who were aware of the
deeper "moral significance" of the revolutionary struggle, and who rejected the arguments of the
American revolutionaries on philosophical grounds. In their values, principles and beliefs, the Anglican
High Tory Loyalists were 'true Tories' who — in the words of George Grant — "appealed to the older
philosophy of Richard Hooker" in rejecting the Lockean-liberal principles, values, and beliefs that were
being espoused by the leading revolutionaries in seeking to justify their rebellion. (14)

Hence, the substantive conservative interpretation and critique of the American Revolution rests on the
political philosophy of the Loyalist Anglican Tories which was based on the theology and political
philosophy of the Church of England that embodied an older traditional social and political order and a
Christian worldview. Subsequently, in Upper Canada, it was the political philosophy of the Anglican
High Tory Loyalists with which the Anglican Tory governing elite identified and publicly associated
themselves.

Three Streams of Loyalist Conservatism

There were three identifiable conservatives streams that entered the future Province of Upper Canada with
the Loyalists: an emotional conservative stream — 'situational conservatism' — composed of families who
had supported the established political order simply out of custom and habit and a feeling of loyalty to the
Crown and Empire; a Lockean-liberal stream of Loyalist families who shared the same philosophy as the
revolutionaries but upheld the existing colonial social and political order based on their belief in loyalty to
the Crown and unity of the British Empire and their view that a rebellion was not justified; and a
philosophical conservative stream — Anglican Toryism — which was embodied in the Anglican High Tory
Loyalist settlers.

The three Loyalist streams of conservatism were reinforced and invigorated by the Anglican Toryism of
late 18™ Century England which was brought to Upper Canada by British government officials and High
Church Anglican immigrants following the founding of the Province of Upper Canada in 1791.

At the same time, the conservatism of the Loyalist settlers was further reinforced and reinvigorated by the
writings of an Old Whig, Edmund Burke (Reflections on the Revolution in France, 1790) that drew on
conservative arguments in denouncing the doctrines of the French revolutionaries as being destructive of
the social order and moral character of the nation, and of the Christian religion. The conservatism of the
Loyalist settlers was further strengthened by a general public abhorrence of the excesses of the French
Revolution during the Reign of Terror (September 1793 - July 1794).

For a time, the three Loyalist conservative streams and the immigrant English Tory conservative stream
combined to establish a viable conservative political culture in the Province of Upper Canada. For two
decades following the War of 1812, the Loyalist Asylum of Upper Canada was governed by highly



educated Anglican Tories who comprised -- for the most part -- native-born, second-generation Loyalists
who adhered to traditional conservative beliefs and values.
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