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There is no easy exit from the quandary. We have learned the hard
way that while universal values offer a reasonable medicine against
the oppressive obtrusiveness of parochial backwaters, and communal
autonomy offers an emotionally gratifying tonic against the stand-
offish callousness of the universalists, each drug when taken regularly
turns into poison.1

Canadian social and political historians generally have examined
nativism, immigration, racial ideology and immigration policy without
looking seriously at the churches’ responses to them.2 This neglect,
although typical of Canadian historiography, should be surprising. It
certainly is significant. As the American historian Mark Noll has argued
recently, Canada has a better objective argument for having once been a
“Christian nation” than the United States. Well into the twentieth century,
arguably until after World War II, Canada was in all measurable ways a
“Christian nation.”3 The mainline Protestant churches, particularly, were
among the largest and most pervasive institutions in Canada. The churches
were powerful culture-shaping organizations, crucial sources of social
welfare and reform, and prominent influences on government policy. For
these reasons, their responses to immigrants deserve careful attention.

This essay will explore attitudes in the Protestant churches during
the 1920s and 1930s towards immigrants and racial thought.4 English-
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speaking Protestants, arguably, were the dominant religious-cultural group
in English Canada during the nineteenth and early to mid-twentieth
centuries. The interwar period, specifically, was an era of both massive
immigration and rigid immigration restriction in Canada. In addition,
during the 1930s the onslaught of fascism in Europe put racial ideology
and prejudice towards minorities in a new, highly-negative light. Though
prejudice did not disappear, after World War II racial ideology never
regained the respected cultural and intellectual place it once had in
Canada.5 The interwar years thus were a crucial period of transition for
racial thought and its place in Canadian religion and culture. It was a
transition period for Canada’s Protestant churches, as secular trends
challenged the churches to reevaluate their place in Canadian culture.

A study of reactions to immigrants in the Protestant churches will
uncover some of the connections between religion, moral impulses, social
concerns and political culture. Liberal analysis, broadly defined, has
emphasized that most native-born Canadians responded to social and eco-
nomic change by asserting their cultural identity and promoting prejudice
towards immigrants. They neglected democratic ideals like freedom and
tolerance to regain a sense of stability in their cultural identity.6 Despite its
explanatory power, this perspective overlooks fundamental ambiguities
inherent in such concepts as tolerance and freedom. Contrary to liberal
analysis, nativism and racial ideology were not simply reactionary asser-
tions of self-identity by people suffering from socio-economic stress. Both
racial ideology and nativism were based on an underlying conception of,
and deep concern for, what Canadian society should be and both were pro-
moted by progressives and conservatives alike. In an ironic and unintended
way prejudice and ideals overlapped.

Context

In 1923, Salem Bland anticipated the formation of the United
Church of Canada and described a glorious national vision that he believed
might soon find it consummation. He wrote:

We are beginning to realize how great, how difficult, but how urgent,
how inescapable and how glorious is the task of bringing in the
Kingdom of God to Canada . . . When we think of the enthronement
of Christ in the commercial and industrial and political life of Canada,
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not in some indefinite, far-off time, but in our own generation, we
cannot think denominationally, we can only think in terms of the
United Church, or of that still grander union of Churches, which this
union will make at once more easy and more imperative.7

It would be a mistake to read business boosterism or justification for the
established political order into these words. Bland was a radical by the
standards of his day and his language pointed to a new society in which the
“wilderness of sin and injustice” would “become the dominion of the
Lord.” For Bland, nation-building meant more than trains, tariffs and land.
It meant creating a society that lived by the ideals of Christianity and
democracy. In the Protestant culture of English Canada, the material and
spiritual thus came together. The sacred was to uplift and transform the
secular as the Dominion progressed toward the realization of God’s king-
dom on earth.8

The historical literature on religious and intellectual developments
during the first few decades of the twentieth century suggests that the
theological underpinnings of this vision exhibited strains by the 1920s.9

The Protestant churches had adapted fairly successfully to biblical criticism
and evolutionary thinking, but, ironically, they had also nurtured a new
view of the world that competed with them and eventually outstripped their
influence. The churches entered the twentieth century allied with progres-
sive social reform, the growing state and social scientific explanations of
the world.10 Legitimized by their association with Christianity, progressiv-
ism, social reform and the social sciences overlapped faith and reduced the
role of the churches in the public sphere. Christianity eventually became
primarily a matter of private belief as scientific knowledge increasingly
won sway in public life.11 The churches thus did not decline significantly
during the interwar years, but their place in Canadian culture was
changing.

It is difficult to assess the strength of religious views in the 1920s
and 1930s. Church membership statistics are problematic indicators of reli-
giosity, but in any case suggest no significant decline.12 The idea of the
Kingdom of God, as expressed in both individual and social terms, cer-
tainly co-existed with progressive reform during the interwar years and
legitimized a greater role for the state. A good example of this was the
triumph of Prohibition during the years after World War I. The state and
social reform could not directly bring on the Kingdom of God, social gos-
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pellers admitted, but they could help overthrow the power of the kingdom
of the devil.13 The formation of the United Church in 1925 highlighted the
continued power of Christian hopes and the potential for a more unified
national identity.14

The best conclusion possible, given the limits of current historical
research, is that in the 1920s and 1930s the progressive and Christian
paradigms, or discourses, overlapped to a great extent. They both rein-
forced and competed with each other. In an era of change, the Protestant
churches in English Canada continued to hold much of their cultural and
spiritual influence, promoting a religious, progressive destiny for Canada.
Responses to immigrants and racial thought clearly reflected this milieu.15

They also reflected the cultural and social pressures created by the
experience of mass immigration during the 1920s.

After World War I, immigration to Canada from Europe increased
rapidly, heading towards the massive pre-war levels of over a million a
year. The federal government restricted immigration at first, but in re-
sponse to pressure from various industries for more labour it opened the
doors wide during the mid 1920s even allowing transportation companies
to select and process immigrants. During the late 1920s, nativists began to
campaign effectively for restriction. When the Great Depression began in
1929, the government quickly worked to cut the flow of immigrants off
completely. By the early 1930s, the federal government began deporting
immigrants seeking public welfare. Still, during the 1920s, more than a
million people immigrated to Canada.16

Racial Thought in the WASP Imagination

Studies of racialism during the interwar years emphasize that racial
concepts were fluid at that time. For instance, both popular and academic
views of race typically displayed ambiguity over the possibility of “re-
deeming” so-called inferior racial groups. Academics on the “cutting
edges” of the social sciences generally argued that racial concerns actually
had social and cultural roots, while popular literature on race emphasized
the biological roots of race to a greater degree. Practically, however, racial
concerns never strayed far from such topics as immigration, assimilation,
and citizenship. In 1920, Hugh Dobson expressed varied concerns:

The racial heterogeneity of our population is one of the most serious
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conditions to be faced in any attempt at Canadianization, but wherever
there exists high mortality, disease, illiteracy, low productivity,
inefficiency, misunderstanding, suspicion, hatred, cowardice,
selfishness or indifference, there is need of Canadianization. In
immigrant settlements among mixed racial groups, there is apt to be
found a greater prevalence of these conditions.17

Dobson clearly associated specific social problems and character traits with
particular ethnic groups. But he found a solution in ideological assimi-
lation. Groups that came to Canada unfit socially or morally could become
legitimate members of society by assimilating “Canadian” ideals and
values.

The language of race thus essentialized social and cultural differ-
ences and condemned certain groups as alien, foreign and unwanted. In
this way, racial categories legitimized the social and cultural forms of
native-born Protestants and defined other groups as illegitimate. Race was
also an ideological medium through which power and dominance were
played out.18 Racialism explained and justified social inequality and
determined which immigrant groups’ morals, social values, faiths and
political traditions would fit the Canada’s needs. Racial categories, in
effect, separated the sheep from the goats.

For the interwar years, a variety of racial concerns can be distin-
guished and examined though they certainly overlapped. Anglo-Saxonism,
as an ideology and simple pride in British inheritances, defined the ethnic
identity of most mainline Protestants. Ideas associated with Canadianiza-
tion programs were considered the programmatic solution to the problem
of assimilating immigrant racial groups. Finally, non-Europeans (mostly
Asians) received special attention as members of races particularly iden-
tifiable by the colour of their skin.19

Anglo-Saxonism

Both defensive attitudes and nationalist affirmations made up Anglo-
Saxon ideology and language. This ideology typically had biological over-
tones, implied lineal descent from British stock, and was an expression of
indigenous nationalism. Anglo-Saxonism and loyalty to the British Empire
did not compete with expressions of Canadian nationalism. Canadians
could be proud of their country, from this perspective, precisely because
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of its British roots.20 For example, the Anglican Bishop of Saskatchewan,
George Exxon Lloyd, an English immigrant educated in Canada, founded
the National Association of Canada and spoke of fears of a “mongrel
Canada.” In response to the 1925 Railways Agreement – by which the
Canadian government handed over the right to process immigrants to the
railway companies – Lloyd accused the government of selling the “nation’s
blood, character and future to make a railway dividend.”21 Lloyd’s
unvarnished bigotry was seldom duplicated in religious periodicals perhaps
out of a sense of propriety but also because of latent universalist assump-
tions in both Christianity and progressivism. Similarly, while the Ku Klux
Klan garnered strong support in Canada among a few Protestants,
especially in the west, the mainline Protestant periodicals condemned its
actions.22 Despite the generally moderate tones of mainline Canadian
Protestantism, Anglo-Saxon ideology and assumptions ran through much
of the literature in church periodicals. As an expression of “national” pride,
the language of Anglo-Saxonism brought together such concepts as race,
people and nation.23

The nationalist assumptions of Anglo-Saxonism unified its ideologi-
cal, Romantic, moral and pseudo-biological characteristics. For example,
in 1924 a writer in the Canadian Churchman asserted that Canadians “hold
in trust for the newcomers of every race today that which we have inherited
– the spirit which has made it possible for an alien to say of the British
Empire that it is `the nearest approach on earth to power linked with
justice, to might coupled with mercy.’”24 Similarly, the Christian Guardian
argued that despite the empire’s faults, “the fact remains that the English-
speaking nations today are the hope of the world’s democracy, the bulwark
of its freedom, the pioneers of its progress, and the leaders in world
evangelism.”25 These assumptions took on explicitly religious implications
in British-Israel interpretations of biblical prophecies and millennialism,
as the British races were identified as God’s new chosen people.26 A 1934
defense of British-Israel theories contained a curious mixture of Darwinian
and religious language: “Our national character has been forged in the
furnace of affliction. Our national characteristics have been hammered
upon the anvil of adversity and trial. But the breed of race which God has
chosen for His purpose is today emerging purged and purified and will
prove to its original type.”27 This millennial ideology brought together
religious, racial and political identities and influenced the conservative
evangelical community in Canada.28
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In general, native-born Protestants believed that immigrants from
continental Europe, even from the “Nordic” races of Northern Europe,
challenged the ethnic identity of Anglo-Protestants and threatened the Do-
minion politically because they did not always carry the ideals and morals
on which a democracy like Canada depended. Consequently, immigrants
needed to be ranked according to how much they differed from the Anglo-
Saxon ideal. American “cousins” and northern Europeans, with similar
“racial” origins but different languages, did not present many problems.
Immigrants from other parts of Europe and from Asia Minor came with
different languages, cultures and ideals and were considered more racially
distinct. They thus required more scrutiny. And though Asian immigrants
deserved a fair chance, they had much greater odds to overcome.29

Training in Canada’s national ideals (promoting loyalty to the British
Empire and creating a new Canadianism) would best unify the races in
Canada. “The task before the Christianity of Canada,” a writer asserted in
1928, “is that of taking the best that every racial group has inherent within
it and weaving it into the warp and woof of our national fabric.”30

Immigrants thus needed to be Canadianized. They, in turn, would add to
the fabric of Canadian society.

Canadianization

The term Canadianization covered a broad range of social, ideologi-
cal and religious concerns and articulated the practical, programmatic imp-
lications of racialism and nativism. In 1919, W.H. Pike described the goals
of Canadianization:

The general notion “Canadianization” appears to denote the adoption
of English speech, of Canadian clothes and manners, of the Canadian
attitude of politics. It connotes the fusion of the various bloods, and
a transmutation by the miracle of assimilation of Poles, Russians,
Ukrainians, Jews, Germans, and others into beings similar in back-
ground, tradition, outlook, and spirit to the Anglo-Saxon stock that is
the backbone of the country.31

The need to Canadianize immigrants was expressed strongly in the early
1920s especially, but it remained an issue throughout the decade.32 The
goals of Canadianization focused on acculturation and assimilation.
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Canadianization schemes thus typically involved teaching the immigrants
Canadian ideals – civic, social, political and religious – and preventing
pockets of immigrants from forming. Immigrants needed to be “natural-
ized” to become new Canadian people.33

Not surprisingly, the need to prevent further growth of large pockets
of foreigners, especially in the west, occupied the attention of social
commentators in Protestant periodicals. Immigration should proceed slow-
ly, critics argued, to allow time for immigrants to assimilate rather than
force the issue with vast numbers and allow the creation of blocs of
foreigners. Adelaide M. Plumptre, Convener of the Immigration Commit-
tee of the interdenominational Social Service Council, commented on
settlement plans in 1924: 

The social effects of settlement are closely connected with those of
immigration. Immigrants of an alien race, speaking another language,
governed by foreign customs, professing a religion with rites adminis-
tered in an alien tongue, settling in a community of their own and
mixing little with any group outside, present a serious social problem,
although the same people may be most desirable settlers.34

For groups that had already established separate pockets, the need of
Canadianization through schools and churches was particularly important.
Such seemingly inoffensive and harmless groups as Mennonites and Hut-
terites – though productive settlers – did not fit Canada’s needs if they
refused to become part of the larger society.35

The desire for a culturally homogenous society drove these concerns,
as Canadian Protestants feared pluralism. “The problem which confronts
our statesmen and all who have at heart the true welfare of our nation in
the future,” worried the New Outlook, “is how to fuse these diverse ele-
ments in our population so as to form one great and homogenous commu-
nity committed to the highest ideals of what is best in our modern Christian
civilization.”36 The American phrase “melting pot” was seldom used in
Canada, but it does summarize the goal of the Protestant churches.

Foreign blocs could not be permitted because they would prevent im-
migrants from assimilating the English language and Canadian ideals.
Though he was critical of too quickly identifying immigrants as enemy
aliens or unfit, J. Russell Harris concluded that “So long as they remain
alien in language, customs and modes of thinking they are a dangerous
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element in our National life.”37 Immigrants should assimilate Canadian
culture before they could have the rights and responsibilities of citizenship.
The failures of the churches, a writer in the Canadian Churchman argued
in 1929, were “resulting in the welding and consolidating of a large non-
British group – said to be the third largest in Canada – into an exclusive
body, fired with its own national and political aspirations, that will
certainly militate against interracial assimilation and [may cause] serious
political problems [in] the near future.”38

The churches and the public schools were central to the campaign to
avoid the “balkanization” of Canada, according to writers in religious
periodicals. The schools were expected to train children, both immigrant
and native-born, in the ideals of citizenship. The task of the churches thus
was religious in part, in missions to the unchurched, but also moral and
political, to serve the nation. The editor of the Canadian Churchman
articulated these mixed concerns in 1922 by asking: “First of all what do
we mean by `Canadianize?’ What is the outstanding thing in your idea of
a Canadian? Is it language, race, politics, creed, spirit, or what?” He
concluded: “It cannot be race creed. The ability to use a common language
(English) is a foundation, but not the outstanding feature . . . `Christian’
ought to be the hallmark of Canadianism, for that stands for everything
worthwhile. And Christian and British are the traits we desire.”39 Immi-
grants provided the churches with a chance to exercise their overlapping
duties to God and country. For example, writer in the Presbyterian Witness
noted that “Christianity helps to fit citizens for enfranchisement and the use
of liberty. Further, the type and methods of community life in the Christian
fellowship will help to guide the reconstruction of the civic and political
order.”40 The connections between the work of the churches and the needs
of the nation were twofold: democracy was the product of Christian
nations and, to be a positive force, liberty required adherence to Christian
morality.

Advocates of Canadianization shared common assumptions about
the need for immigrants to adapt to Canadian life. They differed signifi-
cantly, however, in their attitudes towards immigrants on specific matters.
Some displayed a glaring intolerance of particular immigrant groups, while
others assumed the superiority of the Anglo-Saxon race but allowed room
for acculturation. But at a bare minimum, Anglo-Canadians identified their
British heritage with Christianity and democracy. Foreign groups might
benefit Canada with their labour or heritage, but immigrants should adapt
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to Canadian conditions.
Canadianizers often expressed optimism about the progress of accul-

turation. In the New Outlook, the periodical most assertive of the need to
develop a Canadian nationalism, Denzil G. Ridout wrote about a new
Canadian people, based on the best of native-born Canadians and each
immigrant group:

It is evident that Canada will not have a civilization that will be
entirely Anglo-Saxon. There will ultimately be a new civilization as
a result of the contributions of many peoples. It is our aim and hope
to have a civilization in Canada which will be better than any that has
preceded it. The supreme need is not that we develop a conglomer-
ation of separated units – whether East or West – rural or urban – Slav
or Teutonic – Scandinavian or Latin – Anglo-Saxon or non-Anglo-
Saxon – but that through some process all peoples in Canada shall
feel themselves Canadians, each contributing of his best for the
betterment of the whole.41

Canadianization, he and other writers hoped, would lead to the formation
of a new race with a character of its own.

Though the term “cultural pluralism” was rarely used, the idea found
some support among mainline Protestants in Canada. A few writers
recognized the merits of other cultures and argued that Canada might
benefit from them. By the “multicultural” standards of later years,
however, their pluralism was of a weak sort. Immigrants could benefit
Canada by adding colour and spice to Canadian life, but still needed to
assimilate Canadian political ideals, morals, religion and the English
language.42 Furthermore, expressions of pluralism usually accompanied
reflections on liberal internationalism and Canada’s relations with other
nations. Foreign cultures were easier to admire when they flourished in
their own lands, not in Canada.43

Asian Immigrants

The optimism sometimes expressed about the Canadianization of im-
migrants and the formation of a new “race” did not include black and
Asian immigrants. Few black immigrants actually came to Canada – immi-
gration officials discouraged American blacks from coming or refused to
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let them through the border. They consequently received almost no
attention in Canadian religious periodicals.44 Asian immigrants – Chinese
and Japanese most often, but also Indian – sparked more interest. The
morals, ideals and religions of immigrants from Asia concerned mainline
Protestants, but more clearly than with European immigrants the physical
characteristics of Asian immigrants stood out.

In 1922, Rev. N. Lascelles noted that perhaps the biggest problem
with “Oriental” immigrants was assimilating them, given Anglo-Saxon
“repugnance” over getting “the two races to mix and intermarry.” This
problem did not occur with European immigrants, he believed: for “when
Frenchmen, Italians, and even Germans come to British Columbia it is only
a matter of time before they are absorbed into the Canadian commonwealth
of the province.”45 However, the recognition that differences were also the
product of social problems usually blunted such blatantly racist concerns.
The social issues associated with Chinese immigrants by writers in
Protestant periodicals (drugs, white slavery, labour conflict, low standards
of living and unsanitary housing) occupied much of the space devoted to
Asian immigrants. Reflecting this, the Christian Guardian noted with
Darwinian overtones in 1924 that “Racial characteristics are partly the
product of environment, and partly the development of powers latent in the
race but brought into vigorous play by the call of circumstances and the
pressure of necessity.”46 Environmental concerns thus did not so much
explain away racial differences as confirm them.

Asian ideals and religions also concerned writers in the Canadian
religious magazines. Some worried about the effect of Buddhism and Shin-
toism on British Columbia, while others reflected on the opportunity for
mission work among Asian immigrants. The “Asian mind” was deemed in-
scrutable by one writer. But, as with European immigrants, ideological and
religious questions generally revealed a high degree of ambiguity. While
they were not considered desirable immigrants, church leaders emphasized
that the civil rights of Asians immigrants already established in Canada had
to be respected.47 In addition, Japanese morals received high praise and a
few commentators deemed the Japanese more desirable, assimilable and
productive than Slavic immigrants. The reports of missionaries in Japan
generally praised the Japanese people, describing them as a proud race.
Missionaries also noted Japanese accomplishments and argued that they
soon would be a political and economic force in the world.48

As with European immigrants, the concerns expressed centred on the
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impact of Asians on the social and political order. Because Asian racial
differences were deemed greater, physically and ideologically if not in
“race potential,” Asian immigrants were not acceptable. Though Japanese
people received high praise for their morals and though Asian Christians
earned the admiration of missionaries, most Protestant commentators felt
that Asian immigrants could not fit into Canadian society because of their
differences, Canadian prejudice and the inevitability of racial conflict.
Reflecting these tensions, one writer maintained with stubborn defensive-
ness: “Now, no race has a monopoly of good qualities, so we have no right
to assume that in all respects we are superior to other races, but we have
the privilege of determining who shall be admitted to our country, and how
many be allowed to share it with us.”49

Not surprisingly, during the World War II, wartime hysteria cut
through the ambivalent feelings Canadians had towards Japanese immi-
grants, even towards second and third generation Japanese-Canadians. As
Ken Adachi has shown, though some Protestant leaders raised protests
against the internment of Japanese-Canadian citizens and residents, did
relief work with interned and relocated Japanese-Canadians, and thus
displayed compassion and tolerance, most Canadians undoubtedly support-
ed interning people their churches had been converting only a short time
before.50

Christian Universalism and Liberal Internationalism

Though dominant throughout the 1920s, the exclusiveness of racial-
ism and concerns for socio-political stability were occasionally offset by
universalist assumptions latent in both progressivism and Christianity. In
addition, during the 1930s, liberal internationalism and Christian beliefs
about a common humanity combined with the churches’ reactions against
fascism to create hostility towards racial ideology. In this context, the
mainline Protestant churches in Canada reexamined their stance towards
immigrants.

Christian universalism stressed that all people are God’s children and
emphasized that all found unity in Christ. Relating these themes to the
treatment of immigrants, Jesmond Dene wrote in 1922 that “There is a
problem of the foreigner, and it is one that needs solution, but the solution
lies mainly with ourselves, and with our faith that God has made of one
blood all nations of men to dwell on the face of the whole earth.”51 Similar
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ideas were expressed in the Christian Guardian in 1922: “No one attempts
to assert that these differences of religion, and language, and race, and
station, and culture are not real differences, but underneath them all there
is a common humanity and everywhere that humanity bears the stamp of
the Divine.”52 This sense of the common bonds of humanity did not negate
differences, but did in theory undermine their importance.

Christian ideas about the common roots of humanity combined with
liberal internationalist ideology in Protestant periodicals. For example, H.J.
Cody, a prominent Toronto Anglican, argued this 1927, when he preached
in Geneva to delegates from the League of Nations. “As Christian
citizens,” he said, “we must translate into reality the distinctive Christian
ideals of brotherhood and love and so make our contribution to the
building of a city of God upon earth wherein all nations may in unity and
freedom seek and attain `the good life.’”53 Another writer, similarly
criticized the religious overtones of nationalism in 1932 arguing that 

the World has far to go to achieve the international-mindedness of
Christ, who, though born a Jew, made the Good Samaritan the hero of
a parable, welcomed the Greeks who sought to see Him, the inscrip-
tion of whose cross was in Hebrew, Greek, and Latin, who said,
“Other sheep have I” and “Go ye into all the world.” The brightest
hope for the world is the universalism of Christ.54

The mainline churches supported the League of Nations, though not un-
critically, throughout the interwar years, and consistently spoke of the
family of nations viewing nationalism that was not balanced with inter-
nationalism as immature and dangerous.55

Though often paternalistic in their assumptions about the leading
role that nations such as Britain should play, the churches also recognized
the integrity of other nations. A correspondent in the Canadian Church-
man noted this, saying: “While loving our own land, we must at the same
time honour and respect the feelings of others, remembering that while
Canada is home to us, India is home to the Indians and Japan to the
Japanese.”56 Similarly, a writer in the New Outlook argued that patriotism
does not destroy the family ties existing between nations, it “enhances their
significance. And internationalism in any proper sense of the word can
exist only on the basis of an intelligent nationalism.”57

Though impressive-sounding, neither Christian universalism nor
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liberal internationalism (progressivism in foreign policy) did much to stem
the tide of racial thought and anti-immigrant sentiment during the 1920s.
Foreign people and their cultures were easier to admire from afar than
when they lived in Canada. But during the 1930s, some Canadian Pro-
testants would self-consciously use these generally latent themes to
criticize fascism in Europe. This would lead to the questioning nativism
and racialism at home.

Fascism and the Attack on Pagan Religion

During the 1930s, the social and political context surrounding immi-
gration changed rapidly. When the Depression started, the government
quickly slowed the flow of immigrants. And, while the deportation of im-
migrants who sought public welfare caused a small public stir, questions
about the place of immigrants in Canadian society lost their immediacy to
social and economic issues.58 The development of fascism in Europe and
the meteoric rise of Nazi Germany, however, soon heightened awareness
of racial antipathy in the churches and put concerns about immigrants in
a new light. Prejudice certainly did not disappear, but racial classification
and ideology underwent heavy criticism. More than liberal internationalism
or notions about Christian brotherhood, the ugly face of fascism forced the
churches to reexamine themselves.

Condemnations of Nazi racial ideology by the Protestant churches
in Canada in the 1930s inspired a generally more critical attitude towards
western culture.59 Missionaries, for example, denounced the pernicious
influence of western civilization, describing it as an inhibitor of religion in
Asia.60 In church periodicals, observers condemned Nazism as “paganism”
and the “deification of race” and argued that modern forms of materialistic
paganism resulted from secularization.61 Along with Nazi racialism, writers
in church periodicals described nationalism, materialism, the totalitarian
state, and communism as pagan religions that made total claims on
people’s lives. One person even argued that Hitler’s Mein Kampf and
Marx’s Das Kapital had become modern competitors with the Bible for
people’s souls.62 In the 1930s, leaders in the mainline churches reevaluated
their relationship to modern culture and generally became more distant, or
ambivalent, whereas before many had hoped that modern progress would
lead to establishment of the Kingdom of God on earth.63

Church leaders also generally became hostile towards racial ideology
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in response to Germany’s treatment of minorities – particularly Jews – and
thus took a closer look at Canada’s record with immigrants.64 In this spirit,
Social Welfare issued a manifesto regarding refugees from Germany:

Ours is a country which contains a great variety of minority groups,
and we know full well the tensions and difficulties which may and do
develop between minorities and the majority. Nevertheless, we
believe that every civilized country can and should deal justly with its
own minorities . . . We in the new world are confronted with problems
of national unity, racial mixture and cultural disparity which are
herculean compared with those of Germany. Nevertheless, should the
flow of exiles from Germany not cease, we feel that Canada should
share with other countries the responsibility of providing a safe haven
for at least a reasonable number of selected refugees.65

The manifesto reflected both traditional Canadian concerns about the im-
pact of immigrants on Canadian society and a moral revulsion for Nazi
oppression of Jews. The mainline churches in Canada thus tried to nego-
tiate a tortured middle way by condemning racial ideology and promoting
justice for Jewish refugees, on the one hand, and respecting the “needs” of
Canadian society, on the other.66

Clearly, however, a shift in thinking had taken place, as the churches
consistently lamented the government’s poor record of taking Jewish refu-
gees. Claris Edwin Scott outlined the key issues for the churches in 1939:
“The issues today are drawn; as a Christian people, it is ours to see that
those whom the spirit of the anti-Christ has bruised, whether they be
Aryans or non-Aryans, are healed by the compassionate spirit of Him, in
whom `there is neither Jew nor gentile, Greek nor Barbarian, bond nor
free.’”67 Irving Abella and Harold Troper have shown that support for
Jewish refugees was lukewarm at best in English Canada, though they
highlighted the efforts of outspoken Protestant ministers.68 In retrospect,
Protestant leaders did earn a commendable record protesting government
inaction and public anti-semitism during the 1930s. Their failure was not
effectively mobilizing wider public support (in the churches and outside)
for taking Jewish refugees. Marilyn Nefsky suggests, “Had Christian
opinion in Canada been mobilized fully, it might have succeeded in ex-
tracting effective action from a reluctant cabinet. If Canada had offered the
Jews sanctuary, perhaps other nations would have followed.”69
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Part of the problem was the ambiguity that leaders continued to
express. They argued that Canada should do its part, but still worried about
the social and cultural impact of a large group of immigrant refugees. They
tried to balance concerns for the stability of Canadian society with
internationalist commitments. A writer summarized this delicate dilemma
in 1939, describing it as growing pains:

It may be that someone has noticed that the world is suffering rather
badly at present from growing pains. In short, it is slowly waking up
to the fact that it is a world. For a long time it has only thought of
itself as a disjointed conglomeration of nations and races with a few
clashing creeds thrown in . . . Indeed, isolation has meant even more
than a passive neglect of human intercourse. It has actually made men
feel often that intercourse in undesirable. By the mere lack of
knowledge of each other, nations and races have built up barriers of
prejudice and even hatred which are difficult indeed to break down.70

While the churches continued to express a desire for a stable internal social
order, and exhibit prejudice, developments in the 1930s had quickened
Christian beliefs about the common roots of humanity and provoked moral
and religious hostility towards racial ideology.

In short, prejudice had not been eradicated, by any stretch of the
imagination, but racialism’s association with Nazi terror and modern
“pagan” religions had undercut its moral and ideological basis. The
changes that took place in the 1930s were ideological more than behavioral
or political. But they were a basis for further change later. This shift in
ideology in the Protestant churches, as articulated in religious periodicals,
undoubtedly contributed to post-war reevaluations of Canada’s ethnic iden-
tity. In the long-run, it also likely prefigured the pluralist-multicultural
political culture that has become Canada’s “official” doctrine in the later
half of the twentieth century.

Concluding Reflections

This study suggests that during the interwar years several crucial
transitions began. The language of race and attitudes towards immigrants
shifted in the 1930s and continued to do so in the 1940s. After World War
II, as Reg Whitaker has argued, immigration policy in Canada focused on
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political ideology (anti-communism) more than the racial and ethnic
categories of the past.71 The mainline Protestant churches contributed to
this broad cultural and political shift when they attacked racial ideology
from Christian and progressive perspectives. By the beginning of World
War II, racial thought no longer had the legitimacy it once enjoyed. Racial
prejudice continued, but it had lost its ideological and moral under-
pinnings. Political culture, according to recent historians, also shifted
significantly during these years. Although the piety of the past continued
to be influential, social welfare, bureaucracy and government commissions
increasingly superseded the social gospel and church-run programs.72 This
change did not entail a decline in personal religiosity so much as a change
in the public role of religion and the churches. Ironically, the churches had
legitimized an ideology (progressive liberalism) and government institu-
tions (the welfare state) that gradually overwhelmed their public role.

The driving force behind the Protestant churches’ responses to
immigrants, and the underlying motive for their attitudes towards racial
thought, was a deep concern for an ordered, homogenous, moral society.
This concern was based, in part, in Canadian political culture, which has
emphasized peace, order and good government. It was also based in reli-
gion and piety, specifically in Canada’s consensus-oriented mainline
Protestantism.73 From unvarnished bigotry to naive paternalism, stereo-
types and prejudice pervaded racial ideology, but at the heart of racialism
was a deeply-rooted desire for a stable, ordered Christian society. This
motive shaped the way mainline Protestants in Canada understood the
socio-economic and political issues discussed in religious periodicals. For
example, in 1922 a University of Toronto professor defined society in
typically moral terms. “From these fundamental conceptions of man as a
moral being and by consequence of the state as a moral institution,” he
argued, “may be deducted the rights of man as a member of society, even
with regard to those matters which are the concern of economics or of
politics.”74

From this perspective, in a liberal society, self-restraint rather than
legal controls, police power or communal bonds ultimately controlled
people’s actions. Liberty thus depended on families, churches, schools and
other public institutions to teach morality, civic responsibility and political
values. In 1923 Norman DeWitt defined liberty this way. “The steps are
three,” he said: “First, obedience to the Word, then knowledge of the truth,
and last, freedom. Education for liberty is only through Christianity, and
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the only liberty that is safe is Christian Liberty.”75 Empowering in intent,
this definition of liberty could easily become self-serving and coercive.
Combined with a British ethnic identity, this concern for order inspired the
racialism articulated in Protestant periodicals. It was this ambiguity that the
churches wrestled with in the 1930s particularly.76

This argument suggests that liberalism has not been and cannot be
a secular ideology, free of religious and ethnic parochialisms. Such basic
political notions as “liberty” have always and unavoidably carried re-
ligious, moral, and ideological baggage. As Norman DeWitt argued, liberty
has meant more than mere freedom from injustice and protection against
coercion. It could only truly be established by following a way of life that
nurtured freedom. Liberalism thus has always included assumptions about
what a good society is and what can and cannot be tolerated. Such values
as tolerance and freedom thus are defined and defended in particular cul-
tural contexts and with definite limits. Arthur Lower, the influential
Canadian historian, equated liberalism with the “eternal spirit of man,”
something that transcended history.77 This essay suggests that rather than
being an “eternal spirit,” liberalism has evolved within the clutter and
disarray of history. Rather than seeing liberalism as secular, and pitting it
against racialism or religion, historians should see them as intertwined.78

Racial language merged with liberalism when Canadian Protestants
associated particular morals, political ideals, and cultural identities with
certain races. The ideology of “race” essentialized these traits as part of the
make-up of some ethnic groups and not others. A comment in the Cana-
dian Churchman reflected this pattern: “We ought to be more careful in the
selection of the people we receive within our doors. We should desire to
breed men and women of high standards; of strong bodies, sound minds
and good morals.”79 Canadianization programs, which stressed education
and Christianization, were seen as the solution. This need was described
clearly in Social Welfare in 1930: 

Delicate questions of race and racial antipathy; sensitive matters of
how religious freedom is to be united with religious tolerance and
mutual cooperation in public enterprises . . . the inculcation of a
Canadian temper that is sensitive to the past and eager for the future
– all these and kindred others present some of the difficult problems
with which a prospering people is faced.80
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1. Zygmunt Bauman, Postmodern Ethics (Cambridge: Blackwell Publishers,
1993), 239.

The assimilation of immigrants remained a constant concern throughout
the interwar years. The key shift, most evident during the 1930s, was in
response to fascist racial ideology and violence. It involved a growing
awareness of prejudice in Canada and a deeper understanding of the
dangers to liberty, morality and religion that existed in racialism.

This transition suggests that the nature of liberal politics and culture
needs to be reinterpreted. Ideas such as freedom and political philosophies
like liberalism are value laden. Today, the values and objectives of
feminism, Native self-determination, environmentalism, and Québécois
separatism shape liberalism – as Protestant Christianity once shaped it
during the early-mid twentieth century in English Canada. With the success
of the Reform Party, and other “grass-roots” protest movements in the
1990s, conservative Christianity has also made a comeback. Although
usually different in world-view and goals, the views of liberty expressed
today closely resemble those found in Protestant church periodicals during
the 1920s and 1930s. As in the past, for good and bad, conceptions of an
ideal society shape liberalism in Canada today.

These conclusions are tentative. Scholars have not yet adequately
analyzed the religious aspects of Canadian political culture in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, let alone after World War II.
Canadian historiography is not a wasteland, but more work needs to be
done on the relationship between religion, ethnicity and politics. Historians
interested in political culture, in liberalism particularly, need to explore
changing conceptions of the ideal Canadian society. Certainly until World
War II, and probably for a time after that as well, liberal political culture
in English Canada was inseparable from conceptions of an ordered,
Christian, Anglo-Saxon society. Though no longer necessarily Christian
or Anglo-Saxon, that search for order continues today.
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