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 The early part of the twentieth century was a time of significant change within Canada as the 
country struggled to respond to a massive influx of immigrants, expansion in western Canada, the impact of 
urbanization, two World Wars, a major drought and economic depression. A variety of new populist 
initiatives emerged out of this national maelstrom, especially in western Canada where waves of immigrants 
created a more heterogenous population mix than in any other part of Canada. This essay features three very 
different populist movements in western Canada during this period, and offers a preliminary exploration of 
the relationship between Christian faith and culture that undergirded the political involvement of key leaders 
within these populist movements.1 
 The first two movements initially centred around two individuals, the flamboyant William “Bible 
Bill” Aberhart, and the dynamic “Tommy” or “T.C.” Douglas, both of whom moved directly from Baptist 
pulpits into elected political offices. Both were charismatic personalities and superb communicators, and 
both were instrumental in the formation of new political parties in western Canada. Many have assumed 
(erroneously) that these two men, and their respective political parties--the Social Credit and the Co-
operative Commonwealth Federation (CCF), later New Democratic Party [NDP]), represented diametrically 
opposed ideological orientations. The third movement is notable because of the remarkable absence of a 
political theology. An ethos of cultural “dis-engagement” was nurtured within large parts of the Bible school 
movement which influenced thousands of evangelical Protestant Christians in western Canada. All three 
movements are populist,2 all three drew heavily from their roots in Christianity, and all were, in one shape 
or another, “political” expressions. Different strands of Christian influence, together with different ways of 
balancing their theological views, the interests of their populist audiences, and the desire for a public venue 
in which to express their views, resulted in three very different models of cultural engagement.3 
 
William Aberhart and the Social Credit Party 
 
 William (“Bible Bill”) Aberhart was born in 1878 in southwestern rural Ontario. His education in 
several schools prepared him to work as a school teacher and principal.4 Aberhart was introduced to 
dispensa-tionalism as a young adult through one of C.I. Scofield’s correspondence courses. After expressing 
his desire to enter the ministry but failing to obtain adequate sponsorship from the Presbyterian church to 
attend Knox College, he accepted an offer in 1910 from a secondary school in Calgary. He eventually 
became the principal of the prestigious Crescent Heights High School in Calgary where he acquired a well-
deserved reputation for his efficient (some would say overbearing) administrative style. 



 Aberhart’s public presence as an authority on religious matters began with his preaching at 
Westbourne Baptist Church.5 His Bible teaching consisted primarily of a modified dispensationalism. He 
saw history on a downward course with no chance of recovery short of divine intervention. Not only could 
the church not arrest the tide of evil, it was itself engulfed by it. Aberhart believed that social conditions 
would become so desperate with increasing crime, occult practices, heresy and apostasy and widespread 
persecutions against Christians that the only escape would be a divine evacuation called the rapture, which 
he taught was imminent. This would set in motion the prophetic clock outlined in Daniel and Revelation, 
namely the seven-year tribulation that would end with the War of Armageddon (initiated by China and 
Japan). Aberhart taught “that the true church could not produce a Christian society but rather was to add 
converts and wait for a rapture.”6  
 How did someone like Aberhart who was committed to dispensationalism, a theological system that 
generally discouraged political participation,7 not only start a political party but also become premier of the 
province of Alberta? Aberhart loved, in his words, “the power of [a] preacher to dominate people.” The 
popularity of his Sunday afternoon classes on biblical prophecy quickly rivalled those of the minister in his 
church, and gradually outgrew the church by attracting people from other denominations. Eventually 
Aberhart moved his class, now named the Prophetic Bible Conference, to the Grand Theatre to 
accommodate the crowd.  
 The popularity of these public lectures established Aberhart as a public figure in Alberta. More 
importantly, in 1925, Aberhart reluctantly agreed to experiment with a radio broadcast of his lecture (his 
initial reluctance was due to his fear that the revenue from his lectures in the Grand Theatre would be lost). 
His authoritative voice was an instant success and his lectures were eventually broadcast to a radio audience 
that was estimated at 350,000.8 This expanded audience established his reputation as one of western 
Canada’s foremost pioneers in religious broadcasting, and was the key to obtaining the wide-spread support 
necessary for his subsequent political success.9 
 While seeking answers for the destitute plight of many in his radio audience during the early years 
of the Great Depression, Aberhart discovered C.H. Douglas’ system of economics. Gradually he integrated 
his own version of Social Credit ideas into his radio lectures as he tried to offer answers to the economic and 
political needs of the province. This resulted in an increase in his radio audience; many people who had 
previously dismissed him as a religious lunatic now tuned in to listen to his comments on economics. As one 
might expect from an evangelistic dispensationalist like Aberhart, the relationship between religion and 
economics was centred in the responsibility of the individual: 
 

The appeal of God today is for the individual to understand that God’s policy is to provide man 
with a salvation full and free, without money and without price, and then to offer him future 
rewards for his individual enterprise in the service of God. I am convinced that this is the basic 
principle of a practical economic system. Government credit, such as advocated by Major 
Douglas, gives to the individual, who is a bona fide citizen of the Province, the essentials of 
physical life, such as food, clothing and shelter, and then offers him additional reward for his 
individual enterprise.10 

 
 At first Aberhart insisted that his role in the dissemination of Social Credit ideas was only intended 
to educate the general public about economic alternatives; he assured people that he had no personal political 
ambitions. As speaking requests began to increase, he organized study groups and produced a series of 
leaflets explaining in simple terms how Social Credit concepts could be applied to the Alberta situation. In 
1934 Aberhart reluctantly agreed to enter the political arena and the Social Credit Party was formed. 
 With the United Farmers of Alberta in disarray due to a series of sexual scandals, and with the still 
more socialist CCF appearing on the political horizon, Aberhart led his newly-formed Social Credit Party to 
a stunning landslide victory in 1935 winning fifty-six of sixty-three seats. Aberhart was succeeded as 
premier after his death in 1943 by the more moderate Ernest C. Manning, a graduate of CPBI.11 The Social 
Credit Party dominated the politics of Alberta until 1971.12 



 After becoming premier Aberhart discovered that Social Credit theory was easier to preach than to 
practice. The SC party advocated a radical economic restructuring of the province--this centralized program 
was hailed as the panacea of all the world’s problems. The system would relieve the banks and other large 
industrial financial interests of their control of the province’s resources and put it back into the hands of the 
people. The entire plan would be administrated by a centralized bureaucracy that would control all aspects of 
personal and commercial property, finance, production, distribution and consumption--it would be almost 
impossible for non-sympathizers to buy and sell.13 His legislation to take control of banking, finance and 
credit was rejected by the courts as beyond the authority of a provincial government. Instead of discrediting 
Aberhart, this rejection only enhanced his image as a defender of the marginalized and economically 
depressed region against greedy, unscrupulous eastern financial interests. Aberhart did nevertheless manage 
to introduce some educational reform, and protect at least some farms from foreclosure through debt 
legislation. 
 What sort of connection existed between Aberhart’s faith and his movement towards politics? The 
suggestion by some that the Social Credit was essentially the political expression of evangelical 
Protestantism in Alberta is demonstrably false. Aberhart had alienated himself from many evangelical groups 
even before he became premier, and studies of the party’s membership indicate that the majority of its 
support came from members of the more established churches (30% of the party’s membership were either 
Anglican or United Church, and only 11% were members of other religious groups).14 Moreover, many 
evangelicals influenced by fundamentalism questioned the value of participating in the political process and 
suspected that association and collaboration with “papists,” United Church ministers, and even Mormons 
would inevitably lead to “compromise.” Aberhart’s action appeared to legitimize such fear: Aberhart 
displayed a remarkable expediency in shedding his religious sectarianism in order to form a broad-based 
political party by asserting “that a new type of Christianity was about to emerge, with a strong social 
emphasis, transcending old apostasies.”15 Everyone who agreed with his Social Credit ideas was readily, 
and rather indiscriminately, greeted by Aberhart as a “good Christian brother.”16 And yet simultaneous with 
such ecumenism in the political arena was a very different approach in the way he ran his church and Bible 
school: Bible school students, for example, were not permitted to attend any other church, and the minister 
in his church was not allowed to fellowship with other ministers (by this time Aberhart had appropriated the 
title of “apostle” for himself within his church).17 
 Despite Aberhart’s presumptuous presentation of Social Credit ideas as “an economic movement 
from God himself,”18 his political involvement, as David Elliott and others have noted, was antithetical to 
his previous dispensationalism, which was highly sectarian, separatist, a-poli-tical, other-worldly and 
eschatologically oriented. Aberhart stands out as anomaly among other western Canadian fundamentalists 
and dispensa-tionalists because of the way he created a political movement.19 His pro-clamation in 1942 that 
those who refuse to improve their society through political involvement as “worse than infidels” is 
diametrically opposed to his views only a decade earlier.20 
 What then accounts for this transition from an eschatological worldview famous for its a-political 
emphasis on separation from the world to accepting a more ecumenical position and propagating a quasi-
social gospel that ended up looking like a mild form of fascism?21 It may well be that the stories appealing 
for his assistance during the depressed 1930s initially evoked a sense of compassion, but my sense is that it 
did not take long until Aberhart was inexorably pulled towards politics more by ambition and egoism than by 
a religious faith that was interested in finding ways of serving people and communities.22 The prospect of 
becoming premier offered the ultimate forum within which to exercise power. His authoritarian (even 
dictatorial) leadership style, his egocentricity, his inability to work together with others, his increasingly 
unorthodox theology, are all antithetical to a Christian gospel that calls for self-sacrifice and self-less 
service.  
 During his years as premier Aberhart gradually drifted away from his earlier dispensationalism 
using it more and more as a convenient veneer to advance his political credibility with certain groups.23 His 
intense desire to retain power meant sacrificing his dispensationalism on the altar of expediency, although it 
did continue to colour his perspective on some matters from time to time,24 and an eschatological rhetoric 



continued to be mixed with his some of his economic and political ideas throughout his political career. 
While Aberhart’s initial economic programme called for radical change, it owed more to a combination of 
his formidable powers of persuasion and organization, western alienation and Victorian virtues of enterprise 
and thrift than to a careful, consistent application of any of his eclectic theological views including 
dispensationalism. 
 
Thomas C. Douglas and the Co-operative Commonwealth Federation  
 
 Thomas (Tommy) Douglas was born in 1904 into a working-class family in the Scottish mill town of 
Falkirk. He spent the war years, 1914-1918, living near an industrial area of Glasgow. After the war, the 
Douglas family moved to Canada where the adolescent Tommy witnessed some of the violent episodes of the 
Winnipeg General Strike of 1919. He often hung out at All Peoples Mission, where J.S. Woodsworth had 
once been superintendent.  
 In 1924 Douglas enrolled in Brandon College to prepare for ministry within the Baptist church. It 
was a school situated within a western Canadian agrarian environment that was simultaneously committed to 
bringing together a liberal theological education, an evangelistic mood and a social Christian emphasis. The 
school was at the time, according to one observer, a place where “the ideas of the ‘social gospel’ were in 
full flood.”25 Particularly influential was H.L. MacNeill, a New Testament scholar from the University of 
Chicago who liberated Douglas from “a literal interpretation of the scriptures.”26 Well integrated into the 
typical liberal arts curriculum was an emphasis on political economy, sociology and ethics which addressed 
topics like “capitalistic organization,” “labour problems,” “trade unionism,” and “money, credit and 
banking.”  
 During his college years, Douglas met the woman who eventually became his wife, and began a 
lifelong friendship with classmate Stanley Knowles, who later won a by-election for the seat vacated by the 
death of J.S. Woodsworth. Describing their relationship during their student years, Knowles said: “Brandon 
was the time when we sorted out our religious and our social thinking. We went in as conventional young 
men accepting society. We came out convinced that something had to be done to make society more 
Christian.”27 The Brandon College experience was vitally important in shaping Douglas’ subsequent 
ministry and political career. 
 Douglas was ordained a minister at the Calvary Baptist Church in Weyburn, Saskatchewan in 1930. 
It was a community located in the centre of the dustbowl, hit hard by both drought and unemployment 
during the 1930s. His desire to help ameliorate the devastating impact of poverty on the people around him 
brought him into a network of other clergymen, teachers, labour activists and co-op organizers. During this 
time he wrote, “when one sees the church spending its energies on the assertion of antiquated dogmas but 
dumb as an oyster to the poverty and misery all around, we can’t help but recognize the need for a new 
interpretation of Christianity.”28 
 Douglas’ move into politics was a natural extension of both his Social Gospel ideas and his activities 
on behalf of the poor in Weyburn. In addition, a violent strike in 1931 in the Estevan coal fields, the near 
collapse of the newly-formed Saskatchewan Wheat Pool, the inability of the poor to access health care 
services, and the failure of local labour associations to effect lasting social and economic change, convinced 
Doug-las that it was necessary to enter the political arena. In 1932, Douglas said “I felt that the church could 
not divorce itself from social and economic, and consequently political involvement, and that just as I ought 
to be active in relief, in helping the unemployed, helping distribute milk or active in any mental health 
association, so I ought to belong to a political party and try to do something about these economic 
conditions.”29 
 Still somewhat naively confident about the “rising generations’” ability “to build a heaven on 
earth,” the young Douglas began a search for practical political ideas: he endorsed the concept of “socialized 
medicine”; the application of “the science of eugenics”--he wrote a Master’s thesis criticising the 
“consummate folly” of allowing “subnormal” people to reproduce; and, like Aberhart in Alberta, adopted 
certain social credit ideas by arguing for the equitable distribution of abundance to all, fair prices to both the 



producer and consumer, debt forgiveness and the establishment of provincial banks. Always careful to 
distance himself from communism, Douglas defined socialism as that “form of society in which the means of 
production, distribution and exchange are socially owned and democratically managed in the interests of all 
the people rather than for the benefit of a few.”30 There was some tension between his view, as a prairie 
populist, that local voters should have the opportunity to write legislation and vote on it in referendums,31 
and his simple faith in government intervention (for example, social engineering) to solve complex 
problems. 
 Douglas was not a participant at either the official formation of the CCF led by J.S. Woodsworth in 
1932 in Calgary,32 or the first national convention in Regina in 1933 where the famous Regina Manifesto 
was drafted that outlined the CCF plan for transforming the capitalist economic system in a “co-operative 
commonwealth” by peaceful, democratic means. Douglas became a part of this movement shortly after, but 
was never considered a radical socialist within the party. He lost his first bid for public office (he was 
running for a seat in the Saskatchewan legislature),33 but was successful in the federal election of 1935. In 
1944, he returned to provincial politics and, as premier of Saskatchewan, he headed up the first “socialist” 
government in North America. He remained premier until 1961 when he became the first leader of the 
national NDP. 
 The CCF regime in Saskatchewan encouraged co-operative institutions, established state automobile 
and fire insurance, and socialized electric power, natural-gas distribution and bus transportation. The party 
gained international attention in 1962 when it implemented the continent’s first compulsory medical care 
program despite bitter opposition from doctors. He was, unfortunately, not as successful in making good his 
claim that under a CCF government, the need for taxation would “largely disappear.”34 
 Douglas maintained his church affiliation with the Baptist Union of Western Canada throughout his 
life. Despite his share of misguided political decisions along the way, he was a principled politician whose 
pastoral desire to help people never left him. He never stopped claiming Christian theology as the basis for 
his political views and objectives: democratic socialism was, according to Douglas, nothing more than 
“applied Christianity.”35 Douglas consistently argued that he was not merely promoting democratic 
socialism; rather, he was working for the “Kingdom of God.”36 
 It is not difficult to see how Douglas’ theological views facilitated his involvement in politics, 
however, by the end of his career as a political leader several changes in his theological views were evident. 
First, by the end of his life, a subtle shift is visible in how Douglas conceptualizes the “kingdom of God.” 
During his time at Brandon College, he talked about the “kingdom of God” as “a kingdom of the spirit in 
men’s hearts, made up of righteousness and justice.”37 In an interview during the last year of his life he 
explained,  
 

Jesus, more than anyone else who lived up to his time, and more than anyone since, epitomized 
the idea of the value of the individual . . . Jesus was in his day, and he hasn’t been surpassed 
since, a great moral teacher who recognized man’s place in society, the kind of society that man 
could build . . . that the great motivating force in society is love for your fellow man . . . and 
that there is something that, for want of a better term, they call the Kingdom of God, which is 
simply an association of people who have certain ideas in common.38 

 
By the end of his political career, the kingdom of God had become synonymous with “a society founded on 
the principles of concern for human well being and human welfare.”39 The reasons for this theological 
transition remain ambiguous and need further exploration. 
 Second, increasingly evident in his political career was an intentional pragmaticism, perhaps even 
opportunism, that lay behind his insistence on the compatibility between democratic socialism and Christian 
moral and ethical principles. Democratic socialism was, according to Douglas, “applied Christianity.” 
Douglas frequently talked about socialism using biblical terms: for example, “a socialist believed that he was 
his brother’s keeper; Saint Paul had taught that the strong ought to bear the burdens of the weak.”40 Such 
religious rhetoric was part of a strategy to “lay to rest the demon of ‘the godless socialists’ and to remove 



the label of ‘Red’ that the enemies of democratic socialism had been attaching to the CCF for years.”41  
 
The Bible School/College Movement  
 
 The Bible school/college movement started in Canada in 1885 with a small cluster of schools in and 
around the Toronto area. Since then, evangelical Protestant groups have initiated more than 240 such institu-
tions across the country the majority of which were, and still are, located in western Canada. They typically 
offered a Bible-centred, intensely practical, lay-oriented program of post-secondary theological training. 
Cumulatively they have influenced the Christian faith of hundreds of thousands of people.42 They mobilized 
and scattered thousands of Protestant church workers, pastors and missionaries to every corner of Canada 
and the world. Using only one denomination to illustrate the point: in 1963 the Mennonite Brethren 
estimated that 90% of their missionaries abroad, 86% of their missionaries at home, 59% of their ministers, 
and 67% of their Sunday School workers had some Bible School training.43 
 In western Canada alone, prior to 1960, there were at least 106 Bible schools that can be 
categorized into six denominational clusters: forty-two Mennonite schools; twenty-two Pentecostal schools; 
thirteen Baptist schools; twelve transdenominational initiatives; six Holiness movement schools; and a 
collection of eleven denominational schools that did not belong to the other, larger categories. Shortly after 
World War Two, the cumulative enrolment of all these schools peaked at close to 4,000 students per year.44 
These schools, and their constituencies, represent yet another form of populism within western Canada.45 
Although the movement was denominationally diverse, the schools were bound together not only by the 
unique challenges of geography but also by common problems and strategies for addressing the spiritual and 
educative needs of their young people, and often also by a remarkably similar theological agenda. Despite 
their significant influence within Canadian churches and mission organizations, these Bible schools, at least 
prior to 1960, represent an evangelical model of cultural disengagement. They contributed towards the 
development of a kind of ghettoized subculture within Canada, what John Stackhouse refers to as a “sectish” 
disposition or mentalité.46 
 The reasons for this “sectish” mentalité vary. First, it is due to the fact that most of the groups 
involved in the Bible school movement were small and relatively young denominations that were still on the 
periphery of Canadian Protestantism. Many of the upstart denominations in the west were missionary 
extensions of their denominational counterparts in the USA, and as a result, the international north-south 
connections were stronger than any east-west national relationships. In addition to limited personnel, the 
challenges of geography, communication and transportation made building institutions and denominational 
organizational structures difficult in western Canada. 
 Second, significant also are the ethnic and linguistic characteristic of groups like the Mennonites, 
German Baptists and various Scandinavian groups. Together these groups account for almost 50% of the 
total number of Bible schools in western Canada and more than one-third of the entire Bible school student 
population in western Canada, second only to the cumulative total of the transdenominational schools. These 
denominational groups used Bible schools to preserve specific ethnic, linguistic and theological distinctives. 
While these ethnic preoccupations muted the impact of fundamentalism, it also effectively insulated these 
groups from participation in the cultural mainstream. It was not until the 1950s that the emphasis on the 
maintenance of ethnic distinctives gradually began to dissipate. The largest of these ethnic-religious groups, 
and one of the first to start Bible schools in western Canada, were the Mennonites. Both their strong 
emphasis on the retention of the German language during the 1930s and 1940s--an emphasis that was 
bolstered considerably by the fresh influx of well-educated Russian immigrants during the 1920s--as well as 
their theological prohibitions against involvement with the state (some even felt it was wrong to vote), kept 
them from becoming politically involved. As groups like the Mennonites began to emerge from their ethnic 
enclaves during the 1950s and 1960s, they also began to participate in politics.47  
 Third, the wide-spread influence of fundamentalism within the Bible school movement, particularly 
within transdenominational schools, nurtured an ethos that was, at best, ambivalent towards political 
involvement. Although examples of militant, or strident, forms of fundamentalism can be found within the 



Bible school movement in western Canada, generally the Bible schools most influenced by fundamentalism 
were less defined by militancy than by their emphasis on evangelism, world missions, premillennialism 
(usually some form of dispensationalism) and personal holiness.48 
 A strong emphasis on the “Great Commission” justified the prioritizing of missionary and 
evangelistic activity over social activism. The winning of converts became seen as the only essential and 
worthwhile calling. People like Henry Hildebrand, founding principal of Briercrest Bible Institute, and L.E. 
Maxwell, founding principal of Prairie Bible Institute, who were arguably the most prominent leaders among 
the transdenominational schools in Alberta and Saskatchewan by the late 1940s, were not opposed to 
vocations that included political involvement--the person who invited Hildebrand to start a Bible school in 
the village of Briercrest, Sinclair Whittaker, had spent five years (1929-1934) as a member of the 
Saskatchewan legislature prior to his conversion.49 Bible school leaders would gladly make presentations to 
legislature in order to secure more favourable arrangements for their school. They did not denounce 
“secular” vocational choices; they didn’t need to, the relatively lower value of “secular” vocational choices 
was implicit in their theology of mission. It was simply understood that “missions,” that is, full-time 
participation in evangelistic outreach, was the one vocation that must take priority over all others. Moreover, 
the energy devoted towards missionary and evangelistic activity frequently left little time, and few resources, 
for social or political engagement. 
 The a-political stance of many fundamentalist schools was frequently fortified by dispensationalism. 
Its profoundly gloomy view of the world provided an interpretation of social and political conditions that 
seemed to confirm both the futility of efforts at ameliorating social conditions as well as the “despised” 
minority status of faithful Christians within the world.50 The “biblical” pessimism of dispensationalism 
concerning the value of political engagement offered an authoritative rationale for the maintenance of a 
“Christian” subculture.  
 The general suspicion of culture among many evangelical Protestants in western Canada was 
reinforced further by using the “biblical” language of “holiness” and “separation from the world” to justify 
and demand adherence to specific codes of conduct. The desire for involvement in politics, art or science, or 
even establishing relationships with those outside of the subculture created by the school, church or 
denomination, was often treated suspiciously as “worldliness.”51 It was simply better to avoid the possibility 
of “compromise.” Remaining on the periphery of the cultural mainstream was an indication of faithful 
disentanglement from “the affairs of this world.”  
 The negative reaction by L.E. Maxwell and Henry Hildebrand during the 1930s to Aberhart’s move 
into the political arena illustrates well their reticence of cultural engagement and political involvement. 
Maxwell, for example, “believed the Depression to be a divine judgment on a civilization that had rejected 
God. They both thought that Christians should vote intelligently and prayerfully, to be sure, but also that 
Christians had no business trying directly to bring about social reform. The real problem was personal 
sinfulness, and the real solution was evangelism.”Society can only be renewed after individuals have been 
changed. According to Maxwell, Aberhart’s political platform held nothing distinctly Christian. Still worse, 
he had forsaken dispensational “truth” and compromised “for the sake of vain politics the supreme 
evangelical commitment to evangelism.”52 Henry Hildebrand considered Aberhart’s departure from his 
vitally important Bible school work to politics to be a major “step down.” The inability of governments to 
deal with the root of social problems, this is, “sin,” meant that political involvement was doomed to ultimate 
failure. “Christianity does not vainly endeavour to cleanse the street,” wrote Hildebrand, “it deals with the 
foundation. It does not profess to produce a better environment, it gives power to live above 
environment.”53 The values and priorities that were taught and exemplified in the lives of these two 
prominent Bible school leaders greatly shaped the ethos among evangelical Protestants in western Canada.54 
 
Conclusion  
   
 In this essay I have highlighted, in a preliminary way, some of the connections between populism 
and Christianity in a region that proved to be fertile soil for populist movements in order to emphasize the 



point that Christianity not only shaped the cultural ethos of central and eastern Canada, but also western 
Canada albeit in fundamentally different ways. It underscores the fact that a commitment to Christianity is 
basic to an understanding of many leaders in western Canada. The fact that religious commitments continue 
to shape the actions of many involved in populist movements in western Canada during the last half of the 
twentieth--the recent emergence of Preston Manning and many other evangelical Protestants within the 
populist Reform Party is yet another layer to this story--needs to be explored by social, cultural, political and 
religious historians. A full exploration of the relationship between the “west as protest” and the religious 
developments within the region would be a worthy research project. 
 The three case studies show how different theological orientations not only existed simultaneously 
within the same region, but also resulted in very different approaches towards cultural and political 
engagement. Other, more personal, avenues of investigation remain: instructive, for example, is the varied 
response of leaders to the complexity of societal problems and the pressures of public leadership in a 
pluralistic society. Both Aberhart and Douglas made some significant modifications to their former religious 
views and practices after spending time in public office.  
 Mark Noll, an American scholar with considerable interest in comparative studies of religion in the 
United States and Canada, declared that the question of religion in relation to Canadian society is “the most 
important under-studied story in the religious history of the twentieth-century North America.55 This may be 
truer of western Canada than any other region of the country.  
 
Endnotes 
 
                                                           
1. The scholarly work exploring the social and cultural history of western Canada has generally (there are some 
notable exceptions) isolated economic and political factors and neglected to include religious faith as a motivating force 
in the analysis of developments on the prairies. If religion is included at all, it has generally been treated as somehow 
strange and bizarre if not entirely irrelevant (see for example, Gerald Friesen’s The Canadian Prairies: A History 
[Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1987], which, despite its magisterial stature in the field, hardly mentions 
religion. Similarly, the recent work by John Herd Thompson, Forging the Prairie West [New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1998], does not mention religion at all). Ted Regehr’s historiographical survey verifies such neglect: only a 
handful of works mentioned in his article include a discussion of religion (“Historiography of the Canadian Plains After 
1870,” in A Region of the Mind: Interpreting the Western Canadian Plains, ed. Richard Allen [Regina: Canadian Plains 
Study Centre, 1973], 87-101). Regehr concludes his survey with a notable appeal for more interdisciplinary co-
operation among scholars interested in the Canadian prairies. More encouraging is a similar historiographical survey by 
R. Douglas Francis in which he encourages studies of religion in western Canada as one means by which to understand 
the “mental ethos--the intellectual mindset and cultural milieu--of the region” (“In Search of a Prairie Myth: A Survey 
of the Intellectual and Cultural Historiography of Prairie Canada,” Journal of Canadian Studies 24, No. 3 (Fall 1989): 
44-69; reprinted in Riel to Reform: A History of Protest in Western Canada, ed. George Melnyk (Saskatoon: Fifth 
House Publishers, 1992), 20. 

2. Definitions of populism vary considerably from a simple description of the folksy appeal of a particular 
leadership style to a more elaborate description of a political movement that emphasizes the worth of the common 
people and advocates their political supremacy. Although it is often applied to political organizations that have emerged 
from regions which feel somewhat marginalized from a larger, collective of sense of identity, it can also be applied to 
agrarian or religious movements that do not necessarily produce a political organization to give expression to their sense 
of marginalization (for a discussion of the “problem” of populism see Trevor Harrison, Of Passionate Intensity: Right-
Wing Populism and the Reform Party of Canada [Toronto: University of Toronto, 1995], 3-25; and the older article by 
Peter Sinclair, “Class Structure and Populist Protest: The Case of Western Canada,” Canadian Journal of Sociology 1 
(1975): 1-15). 

3. Leaders of other populist movements in Canada with strong religious con-victions could easily be added to this 
survey. Although Riel has sometimes been considered insane, Thomas Flanagan’s biography makes a connection 
between his millenarianism and political views (Louis ‘David’ Riel: ‘Prophet of the New World’ [Toronto: University of 
Toronto Press, 1979); many leaders within the United Farmers of Alberta (e.g., Henry Wise Wood, William Irvine, 
Percival Baker, et al) were influenced both by the Social Gospel movement and other religious traditions so that, 
according to Richard Allen, the party was as much a religious institution as the church (“The Social Gospel as the 



                                                                                                                                                                                           
Religion of the Agrarian Revolt,” in The West and the Nation: Essays in Honour of W.L. Morton [Toronto: McClelland 
and Stewart, 1976], 174-186); William Herridge, leader of New Democracy has been described as “Christian, Canadian 
and British” (Sinclair, “Class Structure and Populist Protest,” 15); and Preston Manning, founding leader of the Reform 
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