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ABSTRACT
The origins of the National Federation of Canadian University Students (NFCUS), Canada’s 
first secular, student council-based national student organization, are explored. The NFCUS 
originated in the internationalizing context of the Confédération internationale des étudi-
ants and British concern for redefining and strengthening Dominion relations. The following 
events are examined: the 1924 Imperial Conference of Students, held in England; the 1926 
imperial debating tour that promoted national student organizing; the 1926 Conference of 
Representatives; and the First Annual NFCUS Conference, held in 1927. The formative in-
fluences on the NFCUS of the Student Christian Movement and pro-British Canadian uni-
versity authorities are also examined. The NFCUS leaders held a narrow conception of the 
student interest and, moreover, were united by a pervasive and paradoxical imperial ideology 
that stressed both loyalty to the British Empire and a desire for Canadian national indepen-
dence and identity. As such, the NFCUS was a highly political organization aligned with the 
university authorities, themselves associates of the British-Canadian elite.

RÉSUMÉ 
Cet article explore les origines de la Fédération nationale des étudiants universitaires canadiens 
(NFCUS), première organisation étudiante nationale et laïque au Canada. La NFCUS a vu 
le jour dans un contexte marqué par l’internationalisation de la Confédération internationale 
des étudiants et la volonté de la Grande-Bretagne de redéfinir et de renforcer les relations 
avec le Dominion. Parmi les événements ayant marqué la formation de la fédération, nous 
examinons : la conférence impériale des étudiants tenue en Angleterre en 1924; la tournée des 
débats impériaux de 1926 faisant la promotion de l’organisation nationale des étudiants; la 
Conference of Representatives de 1926; ainsi que la première conférence annuelle de la NFCUS 
tenue en 1927. Nous explorons également de quelle manière le Student Christian Movement et 
les autorités universitaires britanniques canadiennes probritanniques ont influencé la forma-
tion NFCUS. Développant une conception étroite de l’intérêt des étudiants, les dirigeants de 
la NFCUS partageaient une idéologie impérialiste omniprésente et paradoxale qui insistait à la 
fois sur la loyauté envers l’Empire britannique et sur le sentiment d’indépendance et d’identité 
nationale canadienne. Ce faisant, la NFCUS était une organisation politique alignée sur les 
autorités universitaires, elles-mêmes associées à l’élite anglo-canadienne.

https://doi.org/10.32316/hse-rhe.v31i1.4634



Over the Christmas break in 1926, a group of Canadian student council leaders came 
together in Montreal to form what would become in 1927 the National Federation of 
Canadian University Students (NFCUS) or Fédération nationale des étudiants uni-
versitaires du Canada (FNEUC). The idea to form a national, student council-based 
student organization in Canada can be traced back to the first Imperial Conference 
of Students (ICS), held in England in 1924. There, student delegates from through-
out the British Isles and the British Dominions, including Canada, envisioned and 
planned a system of Dominion student organizations that would help maintain 
and strengthen the bonds of empire. However, the NFCUS’s roots can ultimately 
be traced to the internationalism of the Confédération internationale des étudiants 
(CIE) formed in Strasbourg, France, in 1919. The formation of the CIE spurred the 
formation of the National Union of Students of England and Wales (NUS) in 1922, 
whereupon its leaders acted quickly to encourage the formation of national student 
organizations throughout the British Dominions. The NFCUS was mainly the ac-
complishment of a small group of British-Canadian student activists, encouraged by 
the NUS and the internationalist ideals of the CIE. The student leaders who created 
the NFCUS were entwined in a British imperialist and ideological campaign to re-
define dominionhood by encouraging nationhood and national identity while main-
taining imperial unity. Hence, this exploration of the origins of the NFCUS reveals 
the ties and conscious acts of co-operation among political elites, university adminis-
trators, and students on both sides of the Atlantic. The creation of the NFCUS was 
a conscious exercise in imperialist ideology and colonial politics and was an intrinsic 
part of Canadian nation-building.

The NFCUS was essentially a federation of student council representatives, funded 
on a per capita basis, with money collected by university administrations. The money 
collected was just enough to cover basic expenses, mainly the national conferences 
and the salary of a secretary-treasurer. The main decision-making authority of the of-
ficially bilingual NFCUS was the executive council, which comprised delegates from 
each student council and which met at annual meetings, usually over the Christmas 
break. Most day-to-day decisions were made by the secretary-treasurer, Percy Griffith 
Davies. He ran the NFCUS between 1926 and 1939 from his law office in Clyde, 
Alberta. There were approximately twenty participants at the 1926 Conference of 
Representatives that led to the formation of the NFCUS. The participants repre-
sented all Canadian universities except Ottawa, Laval, and the Maritime universities. 
The NFCUS’s First Annual Conference in 1927 was attended by twenty-six delegates 
representing all Canadian universities except Ottawa and Laval and three officers 
of the executive council (who had been elected pro tem at the 1926 conference). 
Attendance numbers remained at about this level at the 1928 and 1929 conferences. 
After 1929 and throughout the 1930s, national conferences were held every other 
year. In October 1940, over a year into the Second World War, the NFCUS abruptly 
suspended operations.1

Until now, scholars have not examined the origins of Canada’s student-council-
based national student organization. The Student Christian Movement (SCM), 
Canada’s first national student organization formed in 1921, has received more 
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attention, most likely because of its social change and Protestant religious orienta-
tion. That there is still no comprehensive history of the SCM may explain why the 
SCM’s key relationship to the early NFCUS and its role in developing the plans 
that led to the formation of the NFCUS have so far been overlooked.2 There are a 
handful of summaries of Canadian student life in the 1920s, sometimes included in 
university histories.3 But these contribute little to our knowledge of the NFCUS. 
Thus, through an exploration of how the NFCUS came into being, this article fills a 
historiographical gap in our knowledge of Canadian student movements of the 1920s 
and the relationships among student, nationalist, and British imperialist social move-
ments. Except for Paul Axelrod’s pioneering investigations, the historiography of the 
pre-Second World War NFCUS is practically non-existent.4 Hence, this paper relies 
on primary sources, particularly the digitized and searchable student newspapers and 
the few organization documents held in the archives at McMaster University, the 
University of Toronto, and the University of British Columbia.

Axelrod correctly observes that a British NUS-sponsored imperial debating tour 
that took place in the early months of 1926 inspired Canadian students to organize 
nationally and that the NFCUS promoted “postwar desires for international har-
mony and peace” and Canadian national unity.5 However, there were several other 
vital influences, including the support the tour received from British and British-
Canadian establishments. The British NUS, formed in 1922, was heavily reliant on 
private donations from the British establishment and would not have existed in the 
form it did without this patronage. On the Canadian side, the NFCUS most likely 
would not have come into existence without the facilitation of pro-British university 
administrators within Canada who provided moral, organizational, and financial sup-
port for the tour and, indirectly, the NFCUS’s creation.6 Without establishment sup-
porters on both sides of the Atlantic and the British NUS leaders’ desire to support 
the imperial project by encouraging the development of national unions of students 
in the Dominions, the NFCUS would never have formed, at least not in 1926–27.

While the extent of high-level, backroom influence may not be clear, one thing is: 
student leaders shared the cultural orientations and values of British and Canadian 
elites, in particular the vision of an autonomous and unified Canada within a 
strengthened British imperial order under which British racial superiority, patriar-
chy, and the social necessity of ruling elites were normative and understood as self-
evident. The NFCUS was certainly not the result of elites controlling student lead-
ers like puppets. Nor, conversely, was the NFCUS a politically autonomous student 
organization. The University of Toronto’s SAC president in 1929–30, Allan H. Ferry, 
expressed it aptly: “It must be remembered that at present we have only a measure of 
student self-government…” (emphasis in original).7

The NFCUS and Imperial Culture

During the 1920s, the British establishment was concerned with maintaining, devel-
oping, and defending its imperial interests and “common civilization” in the wake of 
the Great War’s social disruption, increasing nationalistic tendencies throughout the 
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Empire, and in Canada specifically, American economic and cultural encroachment. 
Both British and British-Canadian elites sought ways to influence public opinion and 
promote British interests internationally. A Canadian national student organization 
with British ties, one that could represent all Canadian students, would be well-po-
sitioned to serve the British colonizers’ interests and the imperial project. Moreover, 
when the NFCUS emerged in the mid-1920s, its leaders either identified with the 
elite or, less likely, had social origins within it. This was also a period when Canadian 
university students tended overall to be both politically conservative and uninterested 
in politics, compared to the period of the mid-to-late 1930s.8

Canadian youth was immersed in an imperialist culture well before they got to 
university, through schools, churches, youth organizations (such as Boy Scouts and 
Girl Guides), and popular culture. Students could support, at least passively, the 
NFCUS’s involvement in the imperial project of nation-building and promotion of 
the bonds of empire. Oppositional student cultures and identities did emerge in the 
1920s, such as those associated with communism, non-British immigrants, women 
students, and the socialist orientations of some within the SCM. But on campus, 
any counter-hegemonic youth cultures were weak, marginal, and regulated in part 
through university authority selection of the NFCUS.9 British and British-Canadian 
elites did not create representative national student organizations; they simply let 
students get on with it, largely unhindered. And as long as the NFCUS’s student 
leaders did not collectively challenge the establishment interests, culture, and values, 
they would be left alone and even encouraged.

Carl Berger’s understanding of Canadian imperialism stressed the importance of 
culture and ideas in the exercise of power, including late nineteenth-century notions 
about the superiority of the Anglo-Saxon race and civilization — often driven by a 
misappropriation of Darwin — and the British imperial mission for “uplifting” non-
northern European or non-Christian humanity.10 A sense of power, as expressed in 
cultural and racial superiority and godly duty to maintain the Empire, was pervasive 
in the daily life of the NFCUS participants and among British-Canadians in general. 
The NFCUS leaders’ focus on national and imperial unity appears to be linked to a 
dominating imperialist ethos that included the idea that Canada would progress and 
eventually emerge as a major player within the Empire.

The British-Canadian establishment (including university presidents) aimed to 
strengthen cultural and economic ties with Britain while, paradoxically, fostering 
Canadian independence.11 The model of empire in which Britain and its predomi-
nantly white Dominions would form a federation was passé by the mid-1920s. An 
alternative model had evolved instead, one in which the Dominions would be both 
independent from and  loyal to Britain. This position was first articulated by the ideo-
logues of Canada’s elite Round Table Movement and later, during the 1920s, by elites 
associated with the successor to the Round Table Movement, the Canadian League of 
Nations Society (CLNS).12 These elites included Sir Robert Falconer, Henry Marshall 
Tory, and Sir Arthur Currie, presidents of the universities of Toronto, Alberta, and 
McGill respectively, all of whom were pro-Canada and pro-Empire.13 While it is im-
possible to measure the effects of these organizations and individuals on the popular 
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imagination and on student organizations and their leaders, the NFCUS leaders ap-
peared to share many of the values and the cultural orientation of Canadian elites, 
including university authorities; student leaders and their organizations were aligned 
with capitalist and imperialist hegemony. Evidence of this is extensive, most notably 
in the form and practices of the NFCUS and its constitutional objectives. While 
the pervasive elite culture was not monolithic, it tended to unite around several key 
myths, including the natural superiority of the white race (over colonized and racial-
ized peoples) and men (over women); the civilizing nature of British culture and 
the British Empire; the legitimacy of army and navy power necessary to uphold Pax 
Britannica; and a sense of moral superiority and a belief that it would be protected by 
the (largely Protestant) Christian god.

Post-war Growth of International and National Student Organizations
The formation of the Brussels-based Confédération internationale des étudiants 
(CIE) in 1919 unleashed a predominantly European, international student move-
ment.14 The Palais Mondial in Brussels was chosen in 1920 as the organization’s 
headquarters as a result of Belgian attempts to become a global centre of “scholarly 
exchange, international law and institution-building.”15 Propelled by a direct experi-
ence of the Great War, the protagonists of the CIE realized that students and future 
leaders of nations should contribute to building international communication and 
peace.16 CIE protagonists also maintained “links to the political and academic au-
thorities of their country [and]… sought to consolidate, rather than transform, the 
international order.” Key League of Nations supporters shared the CIE’s commit-
ment to internationalism, and for this reason, they often worked together.17

CIE policy required that the basis of membership was a single politically autono-
mous and representative national student organization. In 1922, as a result of this re-
quirement, the National Union of Students of England and Wales was formed, along 
with several other European national student organizations that emerged around this 
time.18 Once formed, the British NUS soon moved to unify and build communica-
tions with students of the Dominions. They quickly discovered that the Dominions 
were without representative national unions and proceeded to help form these so that 
Dominion students could join and have a vote in the CIE.19 The NUS’s advocacy for 
Dominion NUSes was also driven by the NUS leaders’ sense of their imperial duty 
to help consolidate the Empire. Increased Dominion membership in the CIE would 
also increase British clout, especially over the “excessive influence of the French” in 
the CIE.20 This was similar to the way in which British power increased five-fold in 
the League of Nations when the Dominions were recognized as independent nations.

Approximately one month after the National Union of Students of England and 
Wales (NUS) was formed in 1922, its founding president, Ivison Macadam, initi-
ated contact with the University of Alberta Students’ Union (UASU).21 In his letter, 
Macadam expressed hope that international ties could be built, especially among stu-
dents of the British Empire, and he invited students at the University of Alberta to be-
come members of the NUS. The UASU president, R. L. Lamb, responded favourably 
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and agreed to exchange information and student newspapers with Macadam.
President Macadam’s correspondence with the UASU is the first documentation 

of official NUS contact with a Canadian student council. Three months later, a simi-
lar letter arrived on the desk of the University of Toronto’s Students’ Administrative 
Council (SAC).22 Again, the NUS expressed its “wish of maintaining close fellowship 
with all students throughout the Empire.”23 (Macadam presumably contacted other 
Canadian student councils at this time, but no evidence of this was found.) The NUS 
letters to student councils at the universities of Alberta and Toronto in the fall/winter 
sessions of 1922–23 suggest that the NUS campaign for separate national unions in 
the Dominions had not yet arrived, only the desire for greater communication and 
the ill-conceived and apparently short-lived notion that the colonials might want to 
join the NUS. By February 1924, there were further signs of the NUS campaign in 
the Dominions. The UASU received another letter from the NUS that invited the 
UASU to send a delegate to the Imperial Conference of Students “this summer at 
the time of the British Empire Exhibition.”24 Since ten Canadian delegates attended 
the first Imperial Conference of Students, we can assume that by the winter term of 
1924, NUS contact with Canadian students was widespread.25 The second letter that 
the UASU and others received was likely also the work of NUS President Macadam, 
an “establishment figure” who worked hard to raise the prestige of the NUS and the 
CIE and who used his establishment connections in early NUS fundraisers. He was 
also involved in the CIE from its early development and remained a top NUS staff 
member throughout the 1930s. Macadam also had close links to the British Foreign 
Office and his involvement in the CIE “was of great interest to [it]… he might well 
have been seen as a safe pair of hands to guide the development of the fledgling or-
ganisation [the CIE].” It was “inconceivable [that the Foreign Office] did not watch 
the development of the English student organisation with equal interest.”26

The Imperial Conference of Students (ICS)

In 1924, just two years after it formed, the NUS would organize the first Imperial 
Conference of Students (ICS). NUS leaders and their establishment supporters 
wanted to encourage the creation of NUSes throughout the Dominions in part to 
strengthen imperial relations and unity; the Imperial Conference of Students was 
seen as one means to further this goal. The Canadian delegation, under the informal 
leadership of Norman MacKenzie, appeared to be a major proponent of imperial 
unity, but only if increased dominion independence could also be attained.

There were ninety-nine student delegates in total. In addition to the relatively 
strong showing of ten Canadians, there were five Australians, three Indians, six South 
Africans, three Irish (representing the NUS of Ireland), six New Zealanders, and 
a Trinidadian. There were also sixty-four delegates representing the home universi-
ties — nineteen men and forty-five women. (The Canadian, South African, and New 
Zealand delegations each included one woman.) In addition, there were two visi-
tors representing the International Universities League of Nations Federation and the 
Colonial Club respectively. In the commission reports, a representative from Hong 
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Kong was recorded but was not included in the delegate list.27 Delegates from other 
British colonies were not present, even though students from the colonies were study-
ing in England. Such was the case with black students from the British African colo-
nies, who, together with students from the West Indies, formed the England-based 
Union of Students of African Descent (USAD) in 1924.28 But any relation it may 
have had to the ICS and the British NUS is not documented.

Viscount Chelwood, honorary president of the NUS, provided “a word of wel-
come” to the delegates. He believed the conference would “be of the greatest value 
in promoting a closer fellowship between the Students of your Universities and those 
of the Mother Country.” He saw how “the future will impose [on students of the 
Empire] a large share of responsibility in the maintenance of our common civilisation 
and of our imperial unity.” He expressed hope that the conference would unite the 
“youth of the Empire” and “establish conditions that shall bring peace and prosper-
ity to mankind.”29 In spite of Chelwood’s emphasis on imperial unity, conference 
delegates decided it was “inadvisable to form an Imperial Union of Students,” which 
would have created two competing international student organizations. Instead, del-
egates endorsed a single international student organization — the CIE — and moved 
to establish “an Imperial Students Committee of the National Union of Students” to 
be comprised of representatives from each Dominion.30

Dozens of prominent members of the British and Dominion establishments at-
tended the conference, including three former British prime ministers and the then-
current prime minister, Ramsey MacDonald (the first-ever prime minister from the 
Labour Party), and five prominent Canadians: P. C. Larkin, High Commissioner of 
Canada, and several provincial agent generals.31 One could safely assume that the 
establishment figures listed on the reception and hospitality committees included 
many of those who were or would be providing financial patronage to the NUS.32 
While top-ranking Canadian diplomats are listed, it is unclear what role they played 
at the conference or in the efforts to organize what would eventually become known 
as the NFCUS.

The work of the conference was organized into five commissions: I) Practical 
Co-operation between Students of the Empire; II) General Imperial Questions; III) 
University Questions; IV) Scholarships; and V) International Co-operation. There 
was ample time for recreation of various forms, including a service at Westminster 
Abbey, polo matches, theatre performances, and lavish dinners and luncheons in pri-
vate clubs and manor houses, often followed by addresses by top British politicians.

Three key proposals arising from Commission I would have a bearing on the 
eventual creation of the NFCUS. The first was to appoint “liaison officers” for each 
Dominion. One would be “a resident in the Dominion, the other in England — to 
act as links between the English National Union of Students and the student bodies 
in that country. Through such [liaison] officers alone is it possible to translate into 
practice many of the adopted proposals for cooperation.” 33 The second proposal was 
to request the NUS executive to consider the feasibility of sending a “representative 
debating team to the Dominions in the near future… with a view to putting forward 
the aims and ideas of a NUS and thus assisting in the formation of such a union in 
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the Dominion concerned.” The third proposal was to develop international student 
tourism and exchange.34 Having organized small student tours across the English 
Channel in 1922 a few months after it had formed, the NUS leaders quickly un-
derstood that student travel was not just a means of promoting international peace 
and understanding, but had the potential of being a major source of income. In the 
same year as the ICS, 1924, the NUS would assume responsibility for the CIE’s 
Travel Commission and begin to form its own professionally-staffed travel office.35 
Lord Chelwood recognized how student travel and exchange would serve the “future 
welfare of British industry… [by making] a significant contribution to technical edu-
cation.” Some years later, Chelwood used this rationale to garner donations for the 
NUS from British elites.36

The proceedings of Commission II were conducted under the chairmanship of 
N. A. MacKenzie, the Canadian delegate from Dalhousie. During a roundtable 
discussion, the Canadian delegation reported that they rejected “Imperial… federa-
tion” and believed that “self-governing [autonomous] members of the Empire, co-
operating in an Imperial Alliance could work for the peace of the world.”37 Given 
MacKenzie’s prior student leadership role and interest in international law, he almost 
certainly was the main contributor, if not the author, of the Canadian delegation’s 
reports.38 It seems highly probable that MacKenzie first met Ivison Macadam at the 
ICS, whereupon they became friends.39

Commission II delegates expressed a diverse range of opinion on “imperial prob-
lems.” Most delegates, including the English, supported the Canadian position. The 
English suggested how “separate representation of the Dominions in the League of 
Nations and their achievement of complete nationhood [w]as the surest means to se-
cure their harmonious co-operation.”40 Australia and New Zealand preferred a more 
dependent relationship with Britain, citing fear of Japanese invasion among their rea-
sons.41 On the second day of the conference, over dinner at Ranelagh, the historical 
seat of Lord and Lady Sandwich, delegates were addressed by Lord Balfour. Balfour 
had been a signatory on an appeal to “wealthy Britons” for donations that “gave NUS 
a start.”42 Balfour focussed on how to “maintain, preserve [and] strengthen… loy-
alty… that sense of the common interest, the common duties, the common privileges 
belonging to one great empire…” It would be the duty of Dominion students to “to 
keep alive the sense of a common origin and identical civilization… which existed 
not merely for… glory or power, but as an instrument of peace, civilization, and good 
will for the whole of the world.”43

No doubt Balfour and his establishment associates were delighted by the way 
in which most students of the Dominions imagined their future organization to-
gether: separate nations within a unified Empire. Canada’s (and Ireland’s) position 
on Commission II was, in fact, surprisingly like the one adopted in the Balfour 
Declaration made four years later at the 1926 Imperial Conference (of mainly 
Dominion prime ministers) in London.44 The conference delegates, like Balfour, 
would accept the need for the perpetuation of “that sense of the common interest, the 
common duties, the common privileges” and the inevitability of the Dominions as 
“separate nations.” The focus on imperialism as an instrument for promoting “peace, 
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civilization and good will,” echoed in Chelwood’s pleasing and rosy view of Empire 
expressed the night before, ignored the violent and darker aspects of imperialism. 
His views would appeal widely to peace-oriented post-Great War youth and thus 
expressed an essential feature of British imperial ideology.

Commission III, University Questions, worked closely with Commission IV 
and together they made a joint report.45 Many of the recommendations made by 
Commissions III and IV promoted national development and strengthening the 
bonds of empire. The joint report made recommendations on imperial education, 
which was deemed adequate in the Dominions. However, recommendations were 
made for curriculum changes in the “home country,” especially in Dominion history 
and geography. The report proposed a system of teacher exchange that, in part, would 
encourage emigration. The NUS would also oversee a program to help Dominion 
students learn more about university programs in Britain and throughout the Empire.

Commission IV was mainly attended by Rhodes Scholar delegates on scholar-
ships. The commission released its own report.46 The commission discussed how the 
Rhodes Scholarship program could be improved by removing redundant examina-
tions in certain basic subjects. While they did not recommend opening the Rhodes 
Scholarships to women, they did recommend that any new “travelling scholarships” 
be open to either sex. The commission also stressed the need for more scholarship 
programs, such as the British Empire Exhibition Scholarships, which would “be an 
excellent opportunity of remedying an admitted defect in empire development.”47 
Participants of Commission IV also considered whether student loans were desirable, 
and concluded that they weren’t, since paid student work during vacations was easily 
obtained. However, this issue was referred back to the executive of the NUS.

Commission V, International Co-operation, had a lengthy agenda that covered 
the CIE, the World Student Christian Federation, the International Universities 
League of Nations, and six other international, student-related organizations. But 
the first item on the agenda, and probably the most important, was the “Formation 
of National Unions.”48 This lengthy section of the commission’s report discussed 
every aspect of what national unions would look like and how they could co-operate 
among themselves and be united with the mother country. In the Dominions, they 
could provide a central office, “represent students from a national and international 
point of view,” “take a more active part in the public and social affairs of their coun-
try, and to voice student opinion,” and represent students at the CIE to promote 
“a spirit of friendship.” An extensive twenty-three point list followed, covering in 
detail what services such an office (or headquarters) should provide. Point one was 
“to represent the students before the Government and the University Authorities 
of the country.” Subsequent points covered a full range of activities from facilitat-
ing student “study in another country” to providing employment services, “travel-
ling scholarships”, arranging for “Union reciprocity” within the nation and Empire, 
and assisting “University Settlement.” Other points included calls for intervarsity 
athletic and debating coordination, including “help in the organization of Empire 
Debating Teams;” the organization of “Loan Schemes and Student Relief;” infor-
mation-sharing; reduced student rates on travel, accommodations, and consumer 
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items; and helping arrange student tours and exchanges. Most points in this blue-
print for national student organizations were eventually enacted by what became the 
NFCUS. However, point eight, co-operation with other student organizations, and 
point sixteen, establishing “investigation groups to discuss from a student point of 
view urgent questions of topical importance, thus co-ordinating student thought” 
were notably absent or poorly implemented in the NFCUS program. Points eight 
and sixteen suggest the subtle influence at the ICS of socialists and/or Labour Party 
supporters, or the SCM and League of Nations supporters. Point eight may have 
been shorthand for suggesting the need to coordinate with various League of Nations 
societies and national SCM groups, among other “student organizations.” Point six-
teen would certainly have aligned with the SCM of Canada position, which would 
have wanted a politically-engaged student organization.

Delegates to Commission V stated that they were “heartily convinced of the 
great good to be derived from the formation of National Unions of Students, both 
from a National and an International point of view” and resolved that “Student 
Organizations in their respective Dominions [were] to consider the practicability 
of the formation there of National Unions.”49 In the roundtable discussions that 
followed this resolution, the Canadian delegates reported that “the formation of… 
[a Canadian NUS] is well within the bounds of possibility” but realized that there 
was a “present lack of interest among the student body,” and they did not have much 
hope for the “immediate formation of a National Union.” The Canadian delegates 
presciently recognized their limitations when they stated that most of the Canadian 
delegates “will not be returning direct to their own Universities” and therefore any 
“agitation for the formation of such a Union must largely depend at first upon cor-
respondence between the individual Delegates and their respective Universities.”50 
Given the inattention in the Canadian student press to the Imperial Conference of 
Students and the apparent absence of any organizing until the efforts of Col. Bovey 
at McGill, such limitations were real.

Eric Beecroft of Victoria College, University of Toronto, a delegate at the confer-
ence, was to be the national contact person for Canada; student councils would be 
urged to contact him and he was going to keep track of “the progress of movement.”51 
It is unclear whether or to what extent Beecroft fulfilled his organizational responsi-
bilities, because no evidence of this emerged. As a student leader in various capacities 
at the University of Toronto, beginning in 1923 and culminating in his presidency of 
the SAC (1925–26), he would have been well positioned to be the national contact 
person. He was a contemporary and associate of Glenny Bannerman, who, as we 
shall see, was a major influence on the SAC and the NFCUS and an activist within 
the Canadian League of Nations Society. As predicted by the Canadian representa-
tives, action on forming NUSes in the Dominions would be slow. Over a year would 
pass before plans for the imperial debating tour were announced in the fall of 1925. 
Many of the Dominion ICS delegates likely happened to be in England at the right 
time and appear to have been recruited by NUS organizers to represent their re-
spective countries. There is little evidence of delegates being sent over despite there 
being evidence of invitation (to the UASU, for example). The expense would have 
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been prohibitive. Most of the delegates were presumably either on scholarships or 
independently funded. At least two were Rhodes Scholars and one was on a Carnegie 
Scholarship (MacKenzie). In other words, it stands to reason that they were not cho-
sen for their organizing abilities, although some, like MacKenzie, were proficient or-
ganizers, but rather, were chosen expediently. The way delegates were chosen proved 
to be a weak link in the organizing chain. MacKenzie himself did not return to 
Canada until 1926 when the University of Toronto’s president, Sir Falconer, offered 
him a job.52 He could not have appeared on the scene at a better time to assist in the 
December 1926 Conference of Representatives that led to the NFCUS’s creation.

The Canadian delegates to Commission V also concerned themselves with how 
an organizational meeting to establish a Canadian NUS would be convened.53 That 
meeting did eventually materialize — the Conference of Representatives — but only 
after the organizational campaign of the imperial debating tour of 1926. While it 
appears that little, if any, action and mobilization occurred in the year or so directly 
after the ICS, it is certain that the seed for a Canadian NUS had been planted as early 
as 1924, over a year before the imperial debating tour arrived.

The Imperial Debating Tour and Support for the Organization Meeting

A year and a half after the first Imperial Conference of Students put forward the idea 
of a debating tour to promote national student organizations in the Dominions, 
the imperial debating team left Liverpool en route to Saint John, New Brunswick, 
on board the Montcalm. Between January and March 1926, the team, consisting of 
Ralph Nunn May, T. P. MacDonald, A. H. Molson, and Paul Reed, toured across 
Canada under the auspices of the NUS.54 At each stop along the way, they debated 
with teams from local Canadian universities, met with student leaders privately, and 
addressed various public meetings. Nunn May, an experienced organizer, “worked 
imaginatively to keep the movement alive.”55 He was the team member most active in 
promoting a national Canadian student organization.56 As the third NUS president 
(1923–24), he convened the Imperial Conference of Students and led the hundred-
member British contingent to the 1924 Warsaw CIE Congress.57 At the time of the 
tour, he was the general secretary of the NUS, a position he held from 1925 until 
1939.58 MacDonald, who represented the University of Edinburgh, was at the time 
of the tour the treasurer of the Confédération internationale des étudiants (CIE) and 
active in both the university branch of the League of Nations Union and the Liberal 
Party. Molson was an Oxonian and active in the Conservative Party. Reed, involved 
with the NUS since its formation, attended many international conferences and 
also helped organize the 1924 Imperial Conference of Students.59 He was a Labour 
Party supporter and editor of the Vincula at the University of London and the ICS 
Handbook.60 Most, if not all, of these debaters were associates of Macadam, who was 
at the time of the tour the organizing secretary at the NUS headquarters in London.61

The imperial debating tour might not have happened when it did without the 
pragmatic planning work of Col. Wilfrid Bovey of McGill, at the time, director of 
Extramural Relations and Extension. While there were other factors in play, it is 
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doubtful that without this support and the promotion of a Canadian NUS that 
accompanied the tour, the NFCUS would not have emerged, at least not in 1926–
27. Whether or not Bovey was the liaison person recommended at the Imperial 
Conference of Students is unknown, but he certainly acted as if he were: “[O]n 
behalf of the National Union of Students, London, England, [Bovey] made the ar-
rangements with the Canadian universities during the summer months [of 1925].” 
Each university (likely the president’s office) pledged between $250 and $150 to 
fund the travelling costs of the tour; a total of $2500 was pledged, with McGill and 
Toronto pledging $250 each.62 The universities would further support the tour by 
hosting the debaters.

The biggest financial supporter of the imperial debating tour was the Canadian 
Pacific Railway (CPR), which would be “handling the transportation end of the 
trip.” The CPR office in London issued tickets from Liverpool to New Zealand. 
From Vancouver, the imperial debaters sailed to New Zealand and Australia on board 
the Aorangie.”63 Col. Bovey did not need to search far to get CPR support for the 
imperial tour as the chancellor of McGill University, E. W. Beatty, just happened to 
be the president of the CPR, a company that owned and operated railways across 
Canada and steamships in the Atlantic and Pacific oceans. Presumably, Beatty and 
other Canadian elites, especially those on university boards, were motivated to sup-
port such a tour because they understood, as did their British counterparts, that the 
major goal of the tour, the promotion of national student organizations with an 
international and imperialist outlook, was congruent with their interests.
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Figure 1. The imperial debating team during the Australian segment of their tour. New South Wales, April 
1926. From left to right: R. May, H. Molson, P. Reed, and P. McDonald. Courtesy of Fairfax Corporation, 
http://nla.gov.au/nla.obj-162579967.



How topics were chosen for the imperial debate, and by whom, is unclear.64 
But it is clear that the debaters often dealt with international political topics of 
concern to the British Empire. At McGill, it was “resolved that this House sup-
ports the establishment of a Naval Base at Singapore.” Similarly at Manitoba and 
Saskatchewan, they debated the resolution “that the Geneva Protocol [to ban gas and 
bacterial weapons] is worthy of the support of Great Britain and her Dominions.” 
At the universities of Toronto, Alberta, and British Columbia, it was “resolved that 
Western Civilization is becoming a degenerating influence on mankind.”65 A sec-
ond farcical and wit-filled debate held in the University of Toronto’s Hart House 
(where women were not invited) resolved that “women had more than come into 
their own.”66 The debates at the University of Toronto revealed deep-seated sexism, 
racism, and orientalism that exposed the ideological or cultural dimensions of im-
perialism. While in Toronto, the debaters also made a presentation to the Empire 
Club in which they made emotive arguments for maintaining the British Empire.67 
The transcript of this presentation provides evidence of their oratorical skills, pro-
pagandistic intentions, and sophisticated knowledge of the political and legal di-
mensions of Empire; these were no ordinary students. Their address included the 
legal dimensions of British-Dominion relations in light of, for example, Canada’s 
independent nation status in the League of Nations and that dominion foreign 
policy was determined by the British Foreign Office (a situation they supported). 
There is no doubt that they made a strong impression on Canadian students and 
Canada’s establishmentarians.

During the tour, the message to organize a Canadian NUS was well publicized 
at every stop. The CIE and the League of Nations received less attention in the stu-
dent newspapers, in spite of NUS leaders’ enthusiasm for these organizations.68 The 
imperial debaters appeared to be tactfully staying “on message” that Canadian stu-
dents needed to organize nationally. Other rationales for encouraging a Canadian 
NUS, like working to promote the League of Nations, mediating with the French 
and Americans, expanding student tourism, and advocating for German students’ 
admission into the CIE, would occur after Canadian students had organized, 
starting, for example, at the First Annual NFCUS Congress. League politics were 
broached during the tour but only in the context of debates.

There were other harbingers of a Canadian national student organization that 
may have led, in time, to some secular, student council-based national organiza-
tion — likely with closer ties to the League of Nations. These groups were the vari-
ous Canadian League of Nations campus associations and the Student Christian 
Movement of Canada (SCM). However, the NFCUS would not have formed 
when it did without British initiatives, especially the imperial debating tour. At 
the University of British Columbia (UBC), the CIE and national organizing were 
discussed before the imperial debaters arrived, almost certainly a result of Professor 
F. H. Soward’s activism in the Canadian League of Nations Society (CLNS).69 
The UBC “Literary Association” (more likely the Men’s Literacy Society) wrote 
to the University of Alberta’s student union president, Percy Davies, “regarding 
the forming of a National Federation of Students” that would “send delegates to 
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the International Students’ Federation [CIE].” Davies would speak to the imperial 
debaters about these matters on their arrival.70 At least on the west coast, Professor 
Soward and the under-resourced CLNS were promoting the idea of a nation-
wide student organization with international focus before the imperial debating 
tour arrived.71 Furthermore, the McGill Daily reported on the efforts of a certain 
Lewis Thomas, a student from Aberystwyth College of the University of Wales. 
Thomas was at McGill promoting the establishment of a “local” (national) unit 
of the International Universities League of Nations Federation. This organization 
was discussed at the first ICS and was not directly affiliated with the CLNS. So 
far, Thomas had visited the universities of Manitoba, Saskatchewan, Toronto, and 
Queen’s, and Brandon College and had plans to visit other campuses.72 The SCM, 
or at least those associated with it, was certainly involved in promoting a representa-
tive national student organization in Canada. The motivation for SCM members 
to support the formation of the NFCUS are unclear. However, it was the case that 
under CIE rules, the SCM would not be eligible for CIE membership. And thus, 
it is possible that the SCM rallied behind the formation of a Canadian NUS with 
the expectation that the SCM would work together with the NFCUS to support 
the CIE and league endeavours, and that the NFCUS would be politically involved 
in the pressing social issues of the day, as was the SCM. Points eight and sixteen, 
as outlined in the 1924 Commission V report, suggest an SCM-like vision for the 
NUSes in the Dominions that did not materialize, at least not during the 1920s 
and 1930s.

Indications of the SCM’s link to NFCUS formation were seen most obviously in 
MacKenzie’s role as chairman of Commission II at the 1924 Imperial Conference 
of Students and then as an official guest at the 1926 Conference of Representatives. 
MacKenzie’s involvement and influence at these two conferences was the basis of 
the SCM’s supporting role in the formation of the NFCUS. The second and even 
more compelling indication of SCM involvement was found in a letter MacKenzie 
wrote to the NUS organizing secretary, Ivison Macadam, soon after arriving back 
in Canada.73 In this letter, MacKenzie states that at that year’s SCM conference 
at Macdonald College, Sainte-Anne-de-Bellevue, near Montreal, “it is proposed 
to bring together a group of representative students from all over Canada… This 
group would not take part in the [SCM meeting] but would act as a committee 
[to] work out the details of a National Union of Students.” The meetings did go 
ahead simultaneously with the SCM meeting at Macdonald College and the other, 
so-called Conference of Representatives, about forty kilometres away, at McGill 
University. That both conferences were in the vicinity of Montreal was not co-
incidental. The SCM was clearly playing a broadly supportive role here. Oddly, 
MacKenzie counselled Macadam to skip the SCM conference (and what would 
become the Conference of Representatives) and instead attend a conference of the 
American SCM in Milwaukee. MacKenzie also urged Macadam to visit some mari-
time universities on his way back to England via Halifax, where he could discuss 
“the national organization [and the] CIE.” MacKenzie also urged Macadam not to 
forget to remind student leaders that he would be “pleased to be of any service.”
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The 1926 Conference of Representatives and the Formation of the National 
Federation of Canadian University Students (NFCUS)

Over Christmas break, 1926, a Conference of Representatives was held.74 This was 
the organizational meeting first envisioned at the Imperial Conference of Students 
in 1924. Student council delegates from twelve Canadian universities met and 
agreed on a process to establish what would be called the National Federation of 
Canadian University Students (NFCUS). This meeting laid out and set in motion 
the basic character and political orientation of the NFCUS up to the Second World 
War. Most students, however, were indifferent to the NFCUS’s formation. As stated 
in the meeting’s report, “No one University Student Council appeared overly enthu-
siastic about the formation of such an organization, none appeared to be opposed.”75

At the conference, delegates agreed that before the NFCUS could officially exist, 
at least ten university student councils had to affirm the draft constitution proposed 
at the conference.76 Delegates at the well-organized conference discussed the pur-
pose of a federation, the various programs and services it would offer, and elected 
three pro tem officers of the federation: President L. I. Greene of Bishop’s College, 
Vice-President J. Lesage of l’Université de Montréal, and Secretary-Treasurer 
Davis of the University of Alberta. Consensus was reached at the conference that 
a national student organization would work to promote Canadian unity while de-
veloping international ties, most notably with the British NUS and through the 
Confédération internationale des étudiants (CIE). Hence nationalism and interna-
tionalism became expressed in the two core objectives of NFCUS as stated in the 
draft constitution:

To promote in every way possible a better understanding among all Students; 
a greater degree of co-operation between all Canadian Universities for the 
promotion of national interest and to provide a means for developing interna-
tional relations with student groups in other countries.77

The broad notion of promoting the national interest while developing international 
relations could be described as hegemonic in the sense that the NFCUS’s constitu-
tional objectives received widespread support for its pacifist and unifying orientation 
while concealing other top-down interests. These involved a fundamental British 
imperialist project for redefining nation and dominionhood and joining the CIE, 
an organization, as Laqua put it, that tended to consolidate rather than transform 
the international order. The NFCUS objectives would support and legitimate future 
NFCUS–NUS relations and would provide the mandate to gear all the NFCUS ser-
vices and programs towards unifying Canada, or, more accurately, unifying a white-
settler society in which the fate and existence of Indigenous peoples was not acknowl-
edged. The NFCUS objectives articulated the desires of Canadian youth for peace 
and international understanding with establishment interests where national and im-
perial affinities could marginalize subaltern classes and internationalist working-class 
identities and consciousness. Thus, the NFCUS’s objectives and future programs and 
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practices can also be viewed in part as the more generalized ideological products 
of British and British-Canadian elites, operating through each individual student 
delegate. The collective will of Canadian student leaders as expressed in the NFCUS 
constitution was clearly an extension of the imperial project and is consistent with 
Carl Berger’s understanding of imperialism during this period.

The NFCUS’s constitutional objectives appear to have arisen largely from the 
leadership work of a handful of dedicated and then-former Canadian student lead-
ers, including Norman MacKenzie, Percy Davies of Alberta, and Glenny Bannerman, 
Toronto’s Students’ Administrative Council’s secretary-treasurer.78 These people, in 
varying degrees, were in contact with a small elite group of NUS leaders, including 
Ralph Nunn May and Ivison Macadam. While they no doubt had their differences, 
what united them was their shared allegiance to the British Empire and concern for 
forging international ties and Canadian unity. Such unity of opinion is suggested 
for example in the consensus achieved at the Conference of Representatives for the 
NFCUS’s constitutional objectives.

SCM member Bannerman was an unofficial guest, supposedly because he was 
one of the major organizers and had drafted the proposed agenda. Bannerman, who 
was appointed to the SAC by the University of Toronto’s president, Sir Falconer, was 
also the most outspoken participant at the conference. Together with MacKenzie, 
formally representing the CIE, Bannerman had a major influence on the conference’s 
constitutional objectives and general outcome. Bannerman was particularly active on 
the Scope of the Federation Committee, whose ten-point program was a practical 
blueprint for its future programs and services.79 The NFCUS’s 1926 ten-point pro-
gram resembled many of the “Formation of National Unions” proposals of the 1924 
Imperial Conference of Students (ICS) in England.

Given the support of university authorities for the imperial debating tour and 
more generally for building nationalism within the imperial order, and given the 
authority they had as moral guardians within a culture of in loco parentis, it is in-
conceivable that they would take a hands-off approach to NFCUS formation and 
development. There was certainly an indirect influence. In fact, the imperial and 
ideological culture of leading university administrators was found in every aspect of 
the NFCUS’s social form and practice. Moreover, an organization that steadfastly 
refused to engage in any other kind of political engagement while claiming to rep-
resent the interests of Canadian students would well serve the interests of Canada’s 
establishment. Any possibility of the NFCUS adopting point sixteen suggested at 
the ICS that called for so-called investigation groups to discuss “urgent questions of 
topical importance” and to formulate a students’ point of view was, in effect, rejected 
by the majority. Clearly, most delegates at the conference identified with university 
administrators and saw themselves as unwilling or incapable of expressing indepen-
dent thought. McGill’s Errol Calvin Amaron was possibly one of the few exceptions.

Amaron expressed strong opposition to the conservative political direction of the 
yet-to-be-formed NFCUS. His thoughts were remarkable, given the overall absence 
of critical-oppositional thought, as suggested in the conference minutes. Amaron 
opined:
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Would the Union see problems everywhere in the world [racialism in South 
Africa and India, for example] and ignore the problem at home, as evidenced by 
the French culture in Quebec, the Jewish problem and the Japanese problem? 
Would the Union ignore these matters, declaring them to be outside the prov-
ince of a student organization or would it endeavour to do something worth 
while? Would the Union create a consciousness and come to grips with vital 
things or would it concern itself entirely with cheap text-books and cheap tours 
which should be mere by-products?80

Amaron had been president of McGill’s student council (1925–26) and president 
of the McGill Student Christian Association, a combined SCM and Young Men’s 
Christian Association (YMCA) campus club.81 He was an SCM member but, like 
MacKenzie, was no ordinary member. Both had helped found the SCM in 1921.82 
Unsettled by the proposed services-focus and disregard for “vital things,” Amaron 
prophetically warned delegates that the NFCUS would have “no very lasting benefits 
or motives.”

At the end of September 1926, MacKenzie arrived at the University of Toronto 
to start his new faculty position in which he felt that he could “be of more ser-
vice… to the things that [he] consider[ed] most important.”83 One of those things 
was almost certainly fulfilling the mandate of the 1924 Imperial Conference of 
Students: the formation of a Canadian NUS. On arrival back in Canada, he wasted 
little time in rallying his old SCM friends and future delegates and organizers of 
the 1926 Conference of Representatives and updating Macadam on the new de-
velopment. MacKenzie travelled to Montreal to meet with fellow SCM member, 
E. C. Amaron, and Miss M. MacSporran.84 MacSporran had apparently met and 
befriended Macadam while attending the Prague CIE Congress in 1921, the year be-
fore Macadam became the NUS president. At the University of Toronto, MacKenzie 
was in contact with the SAC president and SCM supporter, Joseph McCulley (who 
“you can count on”), and, most importantly, the main conference organizer, Glenny 
Bannerman. McCulley, Amaron, and MacSporran would also attend the Conference 
of Representatives. It is not known whether MacKenzie corresponded or met with 
any other delegates prior to the conference. But given his connections, especially 
within the SCM, and his openness to meet with student leaders, there was a high 
probability he did.

While MacKenzie did not participate in discussions in the conference’s commis-
sions, he undoubtedly influenced conference outcomes on international relations 
through his opening presentation. The notetaker for MacKenzie’s presentation, prob-
ably the SAC’s Mel Kenney, stated this was where “the real work of the conference was 
introduced.” MacKenzie spoke extensively about the NUS, the work of the CIE, the 
national and international responsibilities of student organizations, and the League 
of Nations. He stated that if “Canada is to realize itself fully” it needed to overcome 
“racial, geographical and economic barriers” and should consider having a travelling 
secretary that could work with the Canadian League of Nations Society in Ottawa.85 
While SCM member MacKenzie succeeded in encouraging relations with the NUS 
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and support for the CIE, the Conference of Representatives marks the beginning of 
the end of an SCM-like NFCUS, even before it officially existed.

The First Annual NFCUS Conference, December 1927

What is most remarkable about the First Annual NFCUS Conference at the 
University of Toronto was the extent to which various services and programs pro-
posed at the 1926 Conference of Representatives were already well developed. This 
can be attributable to the organizing work of Percy Davies and other officers of the 
executive council, the support of the British NUS — including the student tourism 
infrastructure it had developed with the National Student Federation of America, 
and the ongoing work of Glenny Bannerman.86 The delegates to the NFCUS confer-
ence discussed a) interregional and international debating tours; b) an all-Canadian 
intercollegiate athletic union; c) an all-Canadian intercollegiate press association; d) 
reduced rates on rail travel and consumer goods; d) the exchange of undergraduates 
scheme; e) harvest tours for students; and f) securing admission into the CIE and 
arranging to send delegates to the upcoming Paris meeting.87 It should be stressed 
that the above programs and activities were all consciously framed within the nation-
unifying and international objectives as stated in the NFCUS constitution, as well as 
within a particular conception of the student interest. The student interest was served 
by providing the NFCUS members with services and programs and not through 
representing student opinion to governments or university authorities. Most of the 
NFCUS’s early program initiatives did not fulfill expectations since most of these, 
like the interregional exchange program, relied heavily on obtaining reduced railway 
rates — which did not materialize, at least not in any substantial way.

Undoubtedly borrowing from the British NUS’s model, delegates at the 1927 
NFCUS conference considered possibilities for funding the nascent organization: 
student tourism and a $50,000 endowment fund to be raised by soliciting private 
donations. The fact that the NUS ran the CIE’s Travel Commission and its own travel 
business helps explain the NFCUS’s early involvement in student tourism. Delegates 
at the First Annual Conference discussed plans for a Canadian student tour of Europe, 
the lobby for reduced fares on the railways, the need for a travel secretary to link up 
to the NUS travel office in New York, and how Canadian students could obtain the 
International Students’ Identity Card (ISIC), a program the NUS had helped develop 
as chief organizer of the CIE’s Travel Commission.88 Attempts to set up the endow-
ment fund dragged on for some years and, in the end, the initiative was laid to rest 
with the arrival of the economic collapse. The first plans for student tours to Europe 
also failed, but a NFCUS student travel bureau would develop over the next few years.

In the wake of the immense trauma of the Great War, student leaders of the 
era — especially war veterans like Macadam, MacKenzie, and Bannerman — under-
stood the importance of internationalism and intellectual co-operation for promot-
ing world peace; peace being the overarching reason for NFCUS membership in the 
CIE. At the conference, CIE membership was noted as being of “of particular im-
portance because… Canada might well act as an interpreter between Gt. Britain and 

83Bonds of Empire: The Formation of the National Federation of Canadian University Students, 1922–1929 
﻿



France, and also between Gt. Britain and the United States.” The NFCUS planned 
to send five delegates to the upcoming CIE conference in Paris, including a French-
Canadian, but in the end, only a single delegate was sent: Escott Reid. It was likely 
that the NUS leaders wanted at least one pro-Empire French-Canadian delegate who 
could interpret and help mediate disagreements between NUS and the l’Union natio-
nale des étudiants de France (UNEF). Admittance of the Deutsche Studentenschaft 
was a major divisive issue in the CIE: the NUS (and the NFCUS) supported it, 
while UNEF was firmly opposed.89 Reid was chosen to lead the NFCUS delegation 
to the upcoming CIE conference in Paris because of his previous year’s attendance 
at the 1927 Rome CIE conference and his presence in England at the time.90 The 
international plans and ongoing imperial ties of the NFCUS were almost certainly 
facilitated by MacKenzie’s advice and the presence at the First Annual Conference 
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Figure 2. The First Annual NFCUS Conference, December 27–30, 1927, University of Toronto. Courtesy 
of the University of Manitoba Digital Collections. This image was originally published in the Manitoban, 
February 17, 1928, 3, https://digitalcollections.lib.umanitoba.ca/islandora/object/urofm$3A1421551.

Back row: W. J. Riddiford (Toronto), F. Darvall (President, NUS of England and Wales), W. A. Donohue 
(Toronto), E. M. Culliton (Saskatchewan). Fourth row: H. L. Brown (British Columbia), A. Haddon 
(Students’ Representative Councils of Scotland), C. L. Anderson (Mount Allison). Third row: J. Findlay 
(Queen’s), D. J. W. Oke (Alberta), S. R. Howe (OAC), P. Boucher (Montreal), W. V. Foster (New Brunswick). 
Second row: J. E. Kenny (Toronto), W. A. Higgins (Toronto), V. R. Diamond (Western Ontario),  
J. P. Manion (McGill), J. G. Godsoe (Dalhousie), V. R. Dawson (MacDonald College), H. D. Bent* (Acadia), 
F. Fidler (Manitoba). First row: “Miss” H. D. Rogers* (OAC), J. LeSage (Vice-President, NFCUS),  
L. I. Greene (President, NFCUS), P. Davies (Secretary-Treasurer, NFCUS), “Miss” G. Sedgewick (OAC). 

Note: Missing from the photograph are G. F. Bannerman (SCM guest), “Miss” A. E. M. Parkes (Associate 
Secretary-Treasurer, Toronto), “Miss” N. Holden (Toronto), “Miss” N. Holden (Toronto), “Miss” R. Whitely 
(McGill Women’s Society), W. Spence (Osgoode Hall), O. McConkey (OAC), and C. Howard (McMaster). 
Most of these people were probably non-voting delegates. For a more complete listing of the participants, see 
the Varsity, “National Federation of Canadian University Students Hold Meeting Here,” January 6, 1928, 4, 
https://archive.org/details/thevarsity47a/page/231.

* In other sources, H. D. Bent was also referred to as E. D. Bent and H. D. Rogers as J. D. Rogers. It is 
unknown which initials are correct.
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of Frank Darvall, the NUS president, and A. Haddon representing the Students’ 
Representative Councils of Scotland.

Two other key NFCUS-defining decisions were made at the First Annual 
Conference. Unfortunately, neither the conference records nor the few newspaper 
reports provide details on the content of the debate.91 The first decision was to amend 
the constitution to make the NFCUS officially secular. Why this was important to 
the NFCUS delegates and why this was not in the original draft constitution is un-
clear. Given the rift that would develop between the NFCUS and the SCM over 
the next few years, it is feasible to think that this amendment was an early gesture 
designed to emphasize a political separation from the religious piety of the politically-
engaged SCM. The second key decision was to reject affiliation with the Canadian 
League of Nations Society (CLNS).

As indicated above, various League of Nations support organizations co-existed 
with the NUS and pre-existed the NFCUS. By the time of the 1927 conference, it 
seems likely that there were still some unfinished organization development issues 
to consider. Clearly, there was widespread encouragement for university student in-
volvement in league associations, from leading opinion-makers such as the honorary 
NUS president, Viscount Chelwood, NUS’s Macadam, and leading NFCUS propo-
nent Mackenzie to several prominent Canadian university presidents, including Sir 
Falconer, H. M. Tory, and Sir Currie. W. A. Higgins, secretary-treasurer of the SAC 
in 1927, who stated that “if this move [affiliation of the NFCUS with the Canadian 
League of Nations Society] is made it will be, in the opinion of many, the most 
revolutionary step ever made by undergraduates of this Dominion.”92 The NFCUS 
would not be so revolutionary.

Two months after the First Annual Conference, MacKenzie wrote a letter to 
Macadam in which he expressed his disappointment over the non-affiliation decision. 
He would have liked to have seen the NFCUS link up with the “Geneva crowd” as “it 
would give our own National Federation something else in the International world to 
play with.” In light of the decision, MacKenzie stressed to Macadam the importance 
of not “forming another international student organization in Canada.” In this re-
gard, MacKenzie urged Macadam to write to the NFCUS secretary-treasurer, Davies, 
and suggest to him that some kind of paper affiliation might still be possible.93

Bannerman, representing the SCM at the conference, was unsuccessful in convinc-
ing the NFCUS delegates to affiliate. Perhaps the outcome of the affiliation debate 
would have been affirmative if MacKenzie had been present to explain the impor-
tance of league affiliation and the opportunities this would provide for Canadian stu-
dents.94 The NFCUS delegates, unsure about their new national leadership respon-
sibilities, may have simply lacked the confidence and/or a politicized self-identity to 
take such a political decision. Moreover, just one delegate opposing affiliation, and 
therefore threatening the NFCUS and national unity, was enough to cause a no vote. 
Unity, the central ethos of the NFCUS, was more important than league affiliation. 
Moreover, had any member threatened to withdraw over affiliation — and presum-
ably this occurred — such a threat would have been enough to sway the vote because 
the NFCUS would have experienced an immediate financial crisis. The consensus 
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politics that seemed to prevail in the first year of the NFCUS’s operation would have 
had a moderating effect on NFCUS politics.

The NFCUS delegates discussed hosting a second (and final) Imperial Conference 
of Students. This eventually went ahead at l’Université de Montréal in September 
1929 under the aegis of the NFCUS and the AGEUM (L’Association générale des 
étudiants de l’Université de Montréal), a founding member of the NFCUS.95

Conclusion
The NFCUS certainly did not come together in the 1920s as a result of a broad 
social movement of concerned students protesting the conditions of their education, 
authoritarian university administrators, or the policies of governments. Rather, it 
came together because a handful of student council leaders identifying strongly with 
Britain and imperialist ideology sought to actualize the political yearnings, cultural 
orientation, and values of British and pro-British-Canadian political elites. Moreover, 
the NFCUS provided university authorities with an ideal institution in terms of their 
governing obligations to control and socialize students and, as such, is a case study of 
how ruling groups ruled. It is no wonder that a decade after it formed, the NFCUS 
was deemed “reliable and approved” by the Royal Canadian Mounted Police.96

Practically all the features of the NFCUS suggest the widespread influence of a 
dominating and hegemony-producing British-Canadian imperialist culture. This can 
be seen mainly in its nation-building programs and services that aimed to cultivate 
a Canadian identity, in part to counteract American integration and curb class-con-
scious identity formation, and its undeclared policy of avoiding pronouncements on 
the pressing social issues of the day. The operation of hegemonic-imperialist power 
is also evident in such things as the elite social alignments of its leaders and the loca-
tion of the NFCUS headquarters in isolated rural Alberta, away from hostile political 
organizations associated with the larger metropolises. Power was also evident in the 
onerously small budget the NFCUS set for itself at the second Imperial Conference 
of Students of 1929, which would restrain political action as well.

From the start, the NFCUS was a highly political organization. It may be true that 
many in the NFCUS viewed their organization as “an apolitical service organization” 
that “stood on the sidelines, studiously avoiding taking positions on issues of the 
day.” 97 But this view did not make the organization apolitical. Avoidance of political 
issues was not a simple extension of how students in general felt. Rather, avoidance 
was more a projection of establishment cultural orientation and values bearing down 
on student council leaders in various ways and working through them.
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