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IN THE SEPTEMBER/OCTOBER 2010 ISSUE OF PAPER MONEY I
recounted the “Diefendollar” episode in Canada’s Federal election of 1962. In
that election, Liberal opponents of John Diefenbaker made good political use of
an inopportune devaluation of the Canadian dollar to issue a satirical currency

that pinned the blame for the devaluation on the Conservative leader’s policies. A
distinctive feature of some versions of the Diefendollar was its ‘detachable’ section
meant to represent the 7.5 cent drop in the exchange rate from parity with the U.S.
dollar to 92.5 cents. 

This currency trope became a recurrent feature of Canadian elections, par-
ticularly during the 1970s when spiking inflation and soaring international commod-
ity prices interacted with fears of what a successful Quebec separatist movement
would portend for the Canadian economy and its currency. The present article pro-
vides a brief historical context for several other examples of Canadian political cur-
rency. 

After the Diefendollar affair, the Canadian dollar remained pegged at 92.5
U.S. cents for the next eight years. Monetary authorities were able to defend this peg
relatively easily, though measures taken by the United States to deal with its own bal-
ance of payments difficulties posed periodic challenges to the Canadian currency’s
stability. By the end of the decade, though, fears of devaluation were replaced by the
opposite problem: whether or not to allow the currency to float upwards. Balance of
payments deficits in the United States were mirrored by a healthy surplus north of
the border, as surging commodity prices and investment inflows buoyed the
Canadian dollar. Indeed, it was feared that too much of a good thing would worsen
domestic inflation, which became a problem throughout the developed world during
the 1970s. Accordingly, in May 1970 the Canadian dollar was allowed to float.
International commodity prices soared between 1971 and 1974, imparting a strong
stimulus to the Canadian economy. In particular, the tripling of oil prices made the
country an attractive destination for foreign investment since its domestic oil reserves
made it mostly independent of foreign sources. That, along with general U.S. dollar
weakness accompanying the collapse of the Bretton Woods monetary arrangements,
brought Canada’s currency back to, and above parity, by April 1974. 

In politics, the dominant figure at the federal level at this time was Pierre
Elliot Trudeau (1919-2000), who served as Prime Minister and leader of the Liberal
Party for an almost uninterrupted period between 1968 and 1984. Charismatic, styl-
ish, and sometimes controversial both in his policies and his personal life, Trudeau
counts as one of the most significant figures in Canadian political history. Both a
Quebecer himself and an ardent defender of Canadian federalism, Trudeau’s legacy
includes containing the movement towards Quebec’s independence, establishing
Canada as an officially bilingual country, and the “patriation” of the Canadian
Constitution in 1982 (its legal separation from British parliamentary authority). 

In contrast to these successes, Trudeau’s economic policies put his govern-
ment on weaker electoral ground, particularly when they earned him the enmity of
western provinces that chafed at Ottawa’s attempts to control their natural resources.
The Liberals also fell behind the curve in dealing with inflation, which proved a
growing problem despite (or even because of) the relative strength of the Canadian
dollar’s exchange rate. After the late 1960s, as the United States sought both to
finance its balance of payments deficits and the Vietnam War, the expansion of its
money supply spilled over into Canada, where the government’s U.S. dollar foreign
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reserves doubled between 1969 and 1972, as it sought to limit the rise of the
Canadian currency. The Bank of Canada also tried to limit capital inflows by keeping
interest rates lower than price conditions warranted. Using moral suasion, the Bank
also gained the cooperation of Canada’s chartered banks in keeping down the interest
rates they paid on large corporate deposits (the Winnipeg Agreement). The effect of
these attempts to manage the exchange rate was to import American inflation into the
Canadian economy. On the domestic side, Canada’s more favorable terms of trade—
the higher prices of its raw materials exports, compared to the country’s imports—
represented a fillip to domestic purchasing power. Finally, government tax cuts
agreed to in 1971 also stimulated demand. In terms of the price level the result by
late 1974 was a spurt in the inflation rate to over 15% per annum. In an attempt to
get control of prices, the government resorted to a program of wage and price con-
trols in October 1975, but to little avail. 

The “Just-A-Buck” and “Fuddle-Duddle Dollar” 
Though a handsome man, Trudeau’s high cheekbones were savaged in cari-

catures that appeared on political currency of this period. Two early examples of
political currency from the decade attacked Trudeau and the Liberals for their infla-
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tion record. The term “fuddle duddle” appearing on both notes is a reference to a
February 1971 incident in which Trudeau was alleged to have mouthed “F*ck off” to
his opponents in the House of Commons. Trudeau averred that all he meant to say
was “fuddle duddle,” and the euphemism promptly spread through Canadian pop
culture on tee-shirts, magazines, and in song lyrics. 

The Liberals’ popularity slumped in the 1972 federal elections, and they
returned to power as a minority government with the support of the New Democratic
Party (NDP). Though generally to the left of the Liberals in terms of its economic
program, the NDP cooperated with the Liberals for the next two years, in particular
creating Petro Canada, a Crown Corporation that assumed control over the
American-dominated oil industry, and which would become the cornerstone of
Canada’s energy policy. The internal politics of the NDP was also the subject of a
“split dollar” from 1972. This note satirized the division within the NDP between
the traditional Labor wing and a New Left wing. The “Uncle Davey” depicted is
David Lewis (1909-1981), a distinguished labor lawyer and leader of the NDP from
1971 to 1975 supported by the trade unions. Mel Watkins, a professor at the
University of Toronto, led a faction of the NDP called The Waffle, which had
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emerged i n 1969 on a platform of nationalizing American corporate interests in  
Canada. Lewis, who had always been a firm anti-communist, resisted attempts by 
The Waffle to pull the NDP further to the left. This tension came to a head in  
June 1972, when a party council voted to expel The Waffle, which then left to  
form its own short-lived socialist party. The phrase “Corporate Welfare Bums”  
was coined by Lewis during the 1972 federal election campaign. 

With the support of the NDP, Trudeau and the Liberals governed as a 
minority party until 1974, when the NDP joined with the Progressive  
Conservatives on a vote of n o confidence to force another federal election. The  
result strengthened the Liberals as the majority party. Lewis himself lost his par-
liament seat and resigned from the NDP leadership the next year. 

Despite the domestic inflation problem, the relative strength of the 
Canadian dollar on international exchanges lasted until late 1976, when a political 
event upended investor expectations and sent the currency on a decade-long 
swoon: the provincial electoral victory of the Parti Québécois (PQ). Formed in  
1968 out of the merger of several separatist groups, the PQ’s emergence and elec-
toral f ortunes were closely associated with the political career of its leader, René  
Lévesque (1922-1987). An urbane and bilingual cosmopolitan like Trudeau, 
Lévesque left the Liberal Party in 1967, convinced that Quebec’s political and eco-
nomic interests could o nly be served by its separation from anglophone Canada  
and i ts establishment as a  sovereign state that would nonetheless maintain close 
economic ties with the other provinces (what Lévesque called “sovereignty-associa-
tion”). More than any other pair of political figures, Trudeau and Lévesque repre-
sented contending visions of Canada’s political future as a federated entity. On a 
personal level, there was little love lost between the two; Lévesque considered 
Trudeau something of a betrayer of Quebec’s nationalist a spirations, and even  
questioned his cultural bona fides by pointing out that Trudeau’s maternal lineage 
was Scottish, not French. 

Lévesque and his “Péquistes” pursued Quebec’s independence during the 
1970s and 1980s through a deft navigation of Canada’s political realities. On the 
one hand, the Péquistes had to distance themselves from the more violent manifes-
tations of Quebec separatism that rocked the country in the 1960s, yet without  
rejecting the motivation for that violence. As an amalgam of different separatist  
groups, the PQ internally had to subsume ideologically-divergent agendas to the  
larger goal o  f Quebec independence. This meant muting some of the more  
extreme economic and linguistic proposals. On the other hand, the PQ sought to 
put on a pragmatic face by not making independence an automatic consequence of 
any future election victory. A sovereign Quebec, it assured the public, would only 
be proclaimed once it was approved in a separate referendum. Moreover, 
Lévesque’s idea of “sovereignty-association” anticipated that a newly-independent 
Quebec would then renegotiate the terms of its economic integration with the rest 
of Canada so as to retain the benefits of a common market. In order to appeal to 
voters uncomfortable with the issue of separatism, the PQ stressed its ambitions to 
be, first and foremost, a party of good governance. 

Nonetheless, the PQ did s tir up an early controversy by putting on the  
table the idea of Quebec establishing its own currency. Beginning with the 1970  
provincial election, opponents of the Péquistes were already alleging that an inde-
pendent Quebec would see its own currency fall as low as 65 U.S. cents. In order 
to burnish its governing credentials, the PQ during the 1973 provincial elections 
produced i ts own hypothetical b udget plan, following the party platform, which  
would be implemented in the event of victory. Reflecting the work of Jacques  
Parizeau, an economist who would later lead his party and serve as Premier of  
Quebec, the plan envisioned the possibility of a separate “dollar Québécois” that 
would float both against the Canadian and American dollars. From the economic 
perspective of an independent Quebec this was a perfectly sensible idea. However,
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the idea fed criticism made earlier by political opponents that a Quebec currency
would trade at a substantial discount to Canada’s, implying that independence
would entail a substantial reduction in the purchasing power of Quebecers. This line
of attack came to be known as “la Piasse à Lévesque”, or the Lévesque Dollar. In
French-speaking Canada, a dollar was commonly called a “piaster”, and “piasse” was
the spoken pronunciation.

This “Piasse à Lévesque ” note, undated but probably from either 1970 or
1973, attacks the presumed consequences of a separate Quebec currency. It was
issued by the Liberal Party committee of the Taillon election district, where Lévesque
ran unsuccessfully in the provincial contests of 1970 and 1973, before winning the
seat in the PQ takeover of 1976. Lévesque is depicted with his characteristic cigarette
(his chain smoking likely contributed to his early death) as well as his substantial
comb-over, which earned him the nickname “Ti Poil” (petit poil, literally “little
hair”). “Negotiable only within the territory of a separated Quebec,” the note depict-
ed the likely devaluation of a Quebec currency as “the price of separation,” represent-
ed by that part of the note left blank, and divided by a serrated vertical line. Both
sides of the note are identical. After this controversy the party backtracked on the
issue, and henceforth maintained the improbable position that a future sovereign
Quebec would nonetheless remain in a currency union with the rest of Canada. While
a separate currency might have otherwise served as a powerful focal point of Quebec
national identity, electoral considerations required the PQ to reject that possibility. 

Bested by Quebec Liberals during the 1970 and 1973 elections, the PQ
finally managed a sweeping provincial victory in November 1976 by downplaying the
inevitability of independence—it would be decided later, in a separate referendum—
and attacking the Liberals’ economic record. At the time Lévesque assumed the pre-
miership of Quebec, the Canadian dollar was trading at above parity with its
American counterpart. Henceforth, the currency entered into a period of long
decline, bottoming out in February 1986 at just above 69 U.S. cents—and this dur-
ing a period when the U.S. dollar was itself weak against other major currencies. Part
of this decline was no doubt related to the uncertainties surrounding Quebec and
Canadian federalism. However, there were other, macroeconomic explanations for
the drop. Canada’s balance of payments surpluses of the early 1970s had turned into
deficits, commodity prices were softening, and continued inflation in the country’s
wage and price structure was making its economy internationally uncompetitive.

While a cheaper currency would benefit Canada’s exports, it would also
aggravate domestic inflation, and the Liberals faced the unpalatable choices of further
rate increases by the Bank of Canada, foreign exchange and capital controls, or tariff
increases—any of which would dampen economic growth. By October 1977, as the
dollar fell below its “Diefendollar” level of fifteen years earlier, the Winnipeg Free
Press’s cartoonist Peter Kuch resurrected his caricature of John Diefenbaker, this time
to skewer the Liberals.    Dubbing it the “Trudeaullar,” the Winnipeg Free Press
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The steadily eroding exchange value of the currency opened a line of politi-
cal attack by the Conservatives, who by April 1978 had christened the devalued dol-
lar the “Trudeau Fuddlebuck.” In March 1979, the Winnipeg Free Press noted the
irony of Trudeau’s predicament. “With a certain poetic justice, the Liberal Party in
Ottawa is receiving the same censure it used in its days of opposition against a
Conservative government. A devalued currency always makes cheap political fodder,
and old straw can be threshed again.” Like the Diefendollar episode of 1962, the
Conservatives under Joe Clark were attacking the Liberals for allowing the dollar to
fall lower than it had ever been.

Realizing that economic problems had left the Liberals politically weak,
Trudeau sought to postpone federal elections as long as he could. By tradition, feder-
al elections took place every four years, and pressure grew on the Liberals to face the
voters. By 1978 the exchange rate fell below 90 U.S. cents, provoking the appearance

bemoaned “a clear lack of confidence in world money markets at the way in which
the Canadian economy is behaving…Canada, though rich by world standards, is not
as rich as we supposed even a year ago; and we could become poorer if we continued
to live beyond our means…Canada could find itself among the world’s have-not
nations within twenty years unless we change our ways.”
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of satirical notes in the Diefendollar style. The “Tru Dough Dollar,” featuring a particularly bilious profile of the Prime
Minister, fixed the amount to be detached from the note at 10 ½ cents, representing the decline from U.S. dollar parity
that had occurred since 1976, and whose value in the future was “guaranteed to shrink.”

Along similar lines, the “Diddledollar” of the same year raised the discount to 12 cents, featuring Trudeau
clenching a rose, the sartorial affectation he wore in his lapel daily, in his teeth.
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Later that year appeared a “Chrétien Dollar,” named after Jean Chrétien, the Trudeau’s Minister of Finance at
the time. This note, labeled “une douleur” (one pain), cataloged the presumed policy missteps of the government.
Queen Elizabeth’s tearful visage was crossed out, with the “space reserved for P.E.T.” (Pierre Elliot Trudeau). 

With a federal election finally called for May 22, 1979, a fourth satirical note appeared which took aim at all
the major candidates. The note featured a rather ghastly triptych (from right to left) of Trudeau, Ed Broadbent, and Joe
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Clark, labeled “unity,” “inflation,” and “employment” respectively. Broadbent, who assumed leadership of the New
Democratic Party in 1975, earned the “inflation” title probably thanks to the spending policies the NDP typically advo-
cated, while Joe Clark’s title reflected the Progressive Conservative party’s preference for austerity. Instead of identify-
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ing some particular value to be subtracted from the purchasing power of the dollar, this note invited its holders to “clip
appropriate coupon to devalue to the closest cent.” Clark, who took over as head of the PC after Robert Stanfield’s res-
ignation, led his party to victory in the 1979 election, forming a minority government with the informal support of the
tiny Social Credit party. This not only ended the Liberal’s long hold on power but prompted Trudeau to step down as
head of his party, seemingly ending his political career. 

Joe Clark’s government was, however, short-lived, thanks to its bungling of a vote on the federal budget.
Seeking to shrink the budget deficit, Clark had included a widely unpopular 18-cent per gallon increase in the federal
excise tax on gasoline. An NDP member of parliament managed to attach a no-confidence motion to the budget bill,
and the hapless Conservatives failed to muster up enough opposition to the bill, which passed narrowly, bringing the
government down. As in 1974, it was the NDP which played the role of the spoiler.

As the PC geared up to fight another campaign for a February 1980 election, the Liberals put out the “Gas-O-
Buck,” which celebrated the fall of Clark’s government and invited voters to tear off that part of the note representing
the cumulative burden of federal and state gasoline taxes. As the note illustrates, a second (and perhaps bigger) concern
was the status of Petro Canada, which the Liberals and the NDP had created in 1975. Clark, an Albertan, like many
westerners opposed the entity and his party advocated returning it to private ownership. Unfortunately for the
Conservatives, Trudeau reversed his decision to step down from the Liberal leadership, and instead led his party to a
new majority. It would not be until 1984 that, with Trudeau finally retired from politics, the Conservatives under Brian
Mulroney would win a thumping majority, even in the traditionally Liberal stronghold of Quebec.

During this period, the question of Quebec’s status never ceased to stir Canadian politics, and it occasioned the
final examples of detachable political scrip to be considered in this article. After their 1976 provincial victory, the
Péquistes first dealt with important but controversial language legislation before turning to the campaign for a referen-
dum of Quebec’s sovereignty. In November 1979 the PQ issued its White Paper on Quebec’s future relationship with
the rest of Canada, translated into English as “Quebec-Canada: A New Deal,” which would serve as the basis of the
party’s referendum campaign. This document reiterated the idea that Canada and an independent Quebec would share
a common currency, and even participate in the joint execution of monetary policy. Lévesque sought to time the refer-
endum so as to disassociate it from any federal contest, and Joe Clark’s victory that May seemed especially propitious
since it represented a defeat not just for the Liberals but for Trudeau personally. He had always been a popular figure in
Quebec, and Lévesque calculated that his exit from politics removed a potent personality from the referendum fight.
Thus it was a shock to the Péquistes when the fall of the Clark government not only brought about a premature federal
election, but drew Trudeau back into public life.

The referendum, scheduled for on May 22, 1980, asked Quebecers whether or not they wanted to “give the
Government of Quebec the mandate to negotiate [a sovereignty] agreement between Quebec and Canada."  The indi-
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rectness of the proposal was itself a problem, since it asked citizens to vote not on the prospect of sovereignty itself, but
merely on whether their government ought to work the issue out with the rest of Canada. Up until then, the creative
ambiguity of Lévesque’s concept of “sovereignty-association” had served the PQ well by enabling it to acquire power in
the province without casting into question the overall viability of Canadian federalism. A unilateral declaration of inde-
pendence by a Péquist government was preferred by the more forceful separatists in the party, but electoral politics had
always kept this option off the table. Now, however, that the issue was being put before Quebec voters, the ambiguity of
“sovereignty-association” became a drag on separatist ambitions. In addition, Trudeau’s active involvement on the
“No” side, along with some campaign missteps by his opponents, contributed to a decisive defeat for the referendum.

This striking pair of undated, uniface notes, issued by the Liberal and Péquist forces in Quebec, illustrates the
conflict over the nature of Canada through the metaphor of currency. Unlike previous political notes, these did not con-
vey their messages by designating some precise portion of the note, or percentage of its value, to be detached or invali-
dated. Instead, the alternatives of federalism or separation are depicted as violent mutilations of the note, as if the com-
pleted notes themselves stood for the integrity of Canada and Quebec.

Though undated, their date of issue can be estimated fairly closely. The Trudeau note carries the signature of
Allan MacEachan, who served under Trudeau as Deputy Prime Minister from 1977 to 1979, and then from 1980-1984.
Both notes were commissioned by agents of the Liberal and PQ parties in the Saint-François and Lac-St.-Jean election
districts, respectively. Since those are provincial rather than federal election districts, this suggests that the notes were
put out either during the May, 1980 Quebec referendum on “sovereignty-association” or, more likely, during the April
1981 Quebec provincial campaign. 

It is not clear which note appeared first, but they both employ the same torn note format. The anti-separatist
note features a photographic facsimile of Lévesque, in the denomination of “un pécu,” the homonym of the Parti
Québécois’s initials, as well as the signature of Jacques Parizeau, as if he were the “Gouverneur” of a “Bank du
Quebec”.  The pro-separatist note uses a similar rendering of Trudeau, with the denomination “un pet.” The letters
“PET” represent the initials of Pierre Elliot Trudeau, but the word “pet” in French unfortunately also means “fart,”
and the expression “ça ne vaut pas un pet” means something like “it isn’t worth a damn.”  

The phrase “paiera au porteur d’eau,” which appears on both notes, incorporates an ingenious pun that has
some resonance in Canada’s history. The standard legal phrase, “paiera au porteur” (and, on Canadian currency,
“paiera au porteur sur demande”), means in English “payable to the bearer (on demand).”  The term “porteur d’eau”
(water-carrier) alludes to the Book of Joshua, but also designates an occupation which persisted in large cities like Paris
until the beginning of the twentieth century. Quoting King James’ Joshua, the British novelist Anthony Trollope, on a
visit to Quebec in 1861, notoriously described its Catholic inhabitants as being fit to only be “hewers of wood and
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drawers of water” (scieurs de bois et porteurs d’eau). The insult, and the outlook of anglophone snobbery it epitomized,
fed into the resentments Quebecers felt towards their subordinate status within Canada as a whole. By the 1970s,
Trollope’s epitaph (shortened to “porteurs d’eau”) became a common expression of defiance in political discourse, and
was even adopted by English Canada to designate its own fraught relationship with the United States.

Yet another note, the “Quebek Dollar,” dated January 1980, depicts the referendum question as a matter of
tearing the note down the middle. While it appears neutral as to the outcome of the vote, the rendering of regal
Lévesque sporting a crown as “René I” clearly was not meant to be flattering.

Despite losing badly in the referendum, the Péquistes returned to power in the provincial election the follow-
ing year. René Lévesque proved to be more popular as provincial premier than as a crusader for independence. Indeed,
with the arrival in 1984 of a Conservative federal government that scored electoral gains even within Quebec itself,
Lévesque put aside the goal of independence to work to improve Quebec’s position within the federal system, much to
the consternation of the more committed separatists within his party, like Parizeau. This split led to his resignation
from the party and from his premiership in 1985. His death two years later hardly ended the separatist movement he
had been so instrumental in founding; a second referendum on independence in 1995 lost by only a small margin.
While the push for Quebec sovereignty has never completely ceased, its momentum over the decades has been dimin-
ished by substantial changes in Canadian society, culture, politics which have both reinforced Quebec’s character and
self-confidence as a francophone province and transformed Canada itself into a bilingual nation.

References
Courchene, Thomas J. Money, Inflation, and the Bank of Canada. C.D Howe Research Institute, 1976.
Fraser, Graham. Rene Lévesque and the Parti Québécois in Power, 2nd ed. McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2001.
Helleiner, Eric. Toward North American Monetary Union? The Politics and History of Canada’s Exchange-Rate Regime. McGill-

Queen’s University Press, 2007.
Letourneau, Reginald S.  Inflation: The Canadian Experience. The Conference Board of Canada, 1975.
Poirer, Claude. “Porteurs d’Eau, les Québécois?” Des Mots en Vedette: Chronique Linguistique du TLFQ. Université Laval, Numéro

2 (Avril 1997), http://www.tlfq.ulaval.ca/chronique/2_porteur.pdf.
Powell, James. A History of the Canadian Dollar. Bank of Canada, 2005, http://www.bankofcanada.ca/publications-research/histo-

ry-canadian-dollar/
Saywell, John. The Rise of the Parti Québécois 1967-1976. University of Toronto Press, 1977.
Trudeau, Pierre Elliot. Memoirs. Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1993.
Winnipeg Free Press, December 2 1976; October 18 1977; April 6 1978; March 12 1979.                  �


	July-August 2013 Paper Money cover cr



