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government, religious and justice systems, and 
understandings of the relationships between 
people and their environment were, and remain, 
the first expressions of civilization in this land. In 
the sixteenth century, however, European explor-
ers made “contact” with First Nations peoples 
living on the eastern coast of what is now Canada 
and, by the early seventeenth century, the begin-
nings of French, and then British, settlement and 
colonization began. By 1871, four years following 
Confederation, official census records show the 
population of Canada standing at some 3.7 million. 
Of these, some 1 million were French Canadians 

with the bulk of the remainder having British herit-
age. Smaller numbers of immigrants came from 
the United States, Germany, and other parts of 
Western Europe. The census takers did not count 
Indigenous persons. 

Throughout the twentieth century the Canadian 
population grew both as a result of natural procre-
ation and immigration. As early as the 1880s 
and 1890s, federal governments led by John A. 
Macdonald and Wilfrid Laurier promoted immi-
gration from the British Isles and Europe as a 
vital means for growing the Canadian popula-
tion, settling the West, and building up the 

TABLE 1.1

Population distribution and parliamentary representation, 2018

 POPULATION % OF 
POPULATION

HOUSE OF 
COMMONS SEATS

% OF SEATS

Ontario 14,826,276 38.8 121 35.8

Quebec 8,604,495 22.5 78 23.1

British Columbia 5,214,805 13.6 42 12.4

Alberta 4,442,879 11.6 34 10.0

Manitoba 1,383,765 3.6 14 4.1

Saskatchewan 1,179,844 3.1 14 4.1

Nova Scotia 992,055 2.6 11 3.2

New Brunswick 789,225 2.1 10 2.9

Newfoundland 
and Labrador

520,553 1.3 7 2.1

Prince Edward 
Island

164,318 0.4 4 1.2

Northwest 
Territories

45,372 0.1 1 0.2

Yukon 42,986 0.1 1 0.2

Nunavut 39,155 0.1 1 0.2

Total 38,245,728 100 338 100

Source: Statistics Canada, Table 17-10-0009-01, Estimates of Population, 2021; Elections Canada, Electoral Districts by Province, 2021.




