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T he novelist and screenwriter  
 William Goldman once wrote 
of Hollywood: “Nobody knows any-
thing.” Behind all the glib rhetoric, 
grand promises and collective cer-
tainty among major players, no one 
knows really knows what will work, 
sell or happen next. 

As Chantal Hébert and Jean Lapierre 
demonstrate so ably in The Morning 
After: The 1995 Referendum and the 
Day That Almost Was, that observa-
tion applies equally to politics. The 
authors asked leading participants 
in their title’s event a basic question: 
how would they have responded to a 
majority Yes vote in favour of start-
ing a process toward making Quebec 
a sovereign country? The Yes side, 
after all, came within 54,288 votes 

of doing just that out of more than 
four and a half million votes cast. The 
answers make clear, more than any-
thing else, the astonishing amount of 
confusion, uncertainty and disagree-
ment behind the unified fronts both 
sides sought to present.

The revelations are many, and star-
tling. We already knew that then-Pre-
mier Jacques Parizeau was keen and 
intent on moving swiftly and uni-
laterally toward declaring indepen-
dence. But his Yes partners—Lucien 
Bouchard and Mario Dumont—are 
far more ambivalent and troubled. 
Bouchard, easily the most popular 
figure on the Yes side, felt cut out by 
Parizeau once a Yes victory seemed 
likely. Bouchard believed a deal on 
sharing political and economic pow-
ers with the rest of Canada was both 
possible and highly desirable. Du-
mont was a frustrated federalist who 
wanted dramatic change, but had no 
taste for independence. Still in his 
20s,  he felt out of his depth and re-
lied on Bouchard to lead him. 

The federalist side was no more uni-
fied. Prime Minister Jean Chrétien 
refused to consider the possibility of 
a Yes vote—even as it seemed likely. 
Meanwhile, his putative allies were 
preparing to cut him out of the loop. 
Parizeau says he had in hand a list 
of Quebec federalist political and 
business leaders prepared to declare 
their acceptance of a Yes vote and 
the need to move ahead accordingly. 
In Ottawa, Brian Tobin, usually a vo-
cal Chrétien supporter, felt his boss 
and other cabinet ministers from 
Quebec would have to resign after a 
Yes vote and discussed that scenario 
with other cabinet ministers. Pres-
ton Manning, whose Reform Party 
had the third-highest representation 
in the House of Commons, was pre-
pared to work with Parizeau to swift-
ly negotiate Quebec’s exit. Perhaps 
most astonishingly within English 
Canada, Roy Romanow, premier of 
Saskatchewan, was considering the 
collapse of Canada and a scenario 
grouping Saskatchewan “and the 
three other Western Canada prov-
inces into a new national entity.” 
He ceased only when Alberta’s Ralph 
Klein told him “thoughts along 
those lines bordered on treason.” 
And so on, as each of the principals 
reveal new wrinkles, sub-plots, con-
cerns and different intentions.

T he access accorded Hébert and  
 Lapierre is extraordinary. Hébert’s 
understanding of the country’s domi-
nant linguistic and political cultures 
is unparalleled. She injects her voice 
in subtle but important ways. For 
example, Bouchard recalls that he 
“was friends with the premiers, really 
friends with all of them”. His point 
is that he could have negotiated ef-
fectively with them. But Hébert notes 
those relationships came well after 
the referendum, and that “on the ac-
tual morning after the vote, Boucha-
rd had no personal rapport with most 
of the men who would soon be his 
fellow premiers.” Lapierre, now a ra-
dio and television commentator, has 
friends on both sides, a result of his 
unique status as founding member of 
the Bloc Quebecois and federal Lib-
eral cabinet minister before and after 
that experience.

B oth sides made promises beyond  
 their ability to keep. Parizeau 
counted on speedy support from 
France leading to widespread inter-
national recognition. But the United 
States had already made clear its sup-
port for a united Canada. Some No 
leaders said there would be no nego-
tiation without a large Yes majority 
—but others were prepared to imme-
diately do so. Focus groups showed 
many Quebecers would vote Yes be-
cause they believed Bouchard could 
make them a better deal—within 
Canada. Others voted No because 
they believed this was the best way to 
change the status quo—which they 
also didn’t like.

Ultimately, the most unfathomable 
result is that aside from a couple of 
occasional bumps, we have since had 
close to two decades of constitutional 
peace—defying all the predictions of 
sovereigntists and some federalists. 
Of all the outcomes each side fore-
cast, that still seems one of the most 
unlikely. This superb book shows that 
in politics just as in show biz, Wil-
liam Goldman had things right.  
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