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Abstract: 

 

All Peoplesô Mission And The Legacy of J. S. Woodsworth 

Eric MacDonald   2013   Prof. Michael Behiels 

 

 

The legacy of James Shaver Woodsworth, according to the traditional 

biographies, has been an indelible one on the Canadian historical landscape.  His 

biographers have elevated Woodsworth to not only a hero of the Canadian political left, 

but of the whole nation.  Studies of Woodsworthôs life have traditionally rested their 

case on All Peoplesô Mission in Winnipeg, calling it a watershed moment in the 

ideological development of J. S. Woodsworth.  They characterize his time as 

Superintendent, from 1908-1913, as the defining moment which would later lead him to 

found the Cooperative Commonwealth Federation. 

 This Masterôs thesis seeks to analyze the historical periphery of this period in 

order to illustrate Woodsworthôs standard approach to the Social Gospel in Canada.  By 

employing a micro-historical methodology, a greater context reveals that All Peoplesô 

Mission was not the dynamic, revolutionary institution that his biographers describe.  

Instead, Woodsworth spent his time in Winnipeg experimenting with different and 

sometimes conflicting philosophies. 

This stage of Woodsworthôs ideological development can instead be best 

characterized by his strong nativist beliefs.  His writings and speeches during this period 

indicate a struggle between Woodsworthôs understanding of assimilation and 
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integration.  James Shaver Woodsworth was a far more complex character during this 

period than his biographers would have us believe.
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Chapter One ï The Social Gospel 

 

 James Shaver Woodsworth has been elevated to the status of one of the most 

important men in Canadian history.  Historians in past decades have attributed to this 

man many of the social programmes that today define Canadiansô national identity.  

These credits are misplaced.  Instead, Woodsworth was a typical social gospeller, 

exploring these new ideologies and reconciling them with existing beliefs.  He was not 

the innovator that his biographers would have us believe.  Woodsworthôs time in the 

North End of Winnipeg did not represent the watershed moment in Woodsworthôs 

ideology, but instead was a period of change and experimentation with different 

ideological paradigms which were developing in Canada during the early-national 

period. 

 J. S. Woodsworth was born in Ontario but came to historical prominence in the 

prairies as a very active member in the Methodist Church.  He came to embody many of 

the political, social and moral ideals that developed out of one of the most dynamic 

changes in early-national Canadian society: the Social Gospel.  As a senior minister in 

the Methodist Church in Manitoba, Woodsworth was an experienced evangelist and was 

preoccupied with the new social ideology that was being developed within Protestant 

Christianity.  Swept up in the crisis and enthusiasm of this new application of religion, 

Woodsworth and the Social Gospel sought to reform society to ensure the salvation of 

all, instead of saving society one individual at a time through personal salvation   The 

dominant Christian evangelist traditions up until the mid-nineteenth century was to try 
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and reach the individual soul.  The Social Gospel believed that people would be drawn 

to the protestant churches through their reform of society. 

 It has been argued that Woodsworthôs new theology came to full fruition when 

he was appointed to the All Peoplesô Mission, Winnipeg, in 1908.  The All Peoplesô 

Mission has been touted by historians as one of the pioneering institutions of the Social 

Gospel, and a place where James Shaver Woodsworth transformed his religious beliefs 

into an action plan for general social change and renewal.
1
  It is his time at this 

institution that will be examine in the following chapters. 

 The existing research on the Social Gospel, and J. S. Woodsworth, focuses 

largely on the theories developed by, and the personal involvement of, the great players 

in reforming Canadian society.  Little emphasis has been placed on developing a fuller 

understanding of the legacy of these institutions and practices that developed out of the 

actions of the great leaders.
2
  This gap in the historical examination has led to a view of 

J. S. Woodsworth, and the Social Gospel, that is largely ideological in nature and 

doesnôt fully comprehend the grassroots interpretation of this new ideology; the 

emphasis has been on the ideas and not the execution. 

An examination of the day-to-day activities of the All Peoplesô Mission and the 

application of J. S. Woodsworthôs ideological beliefs clearly indicates that this 

                                                           
1
 Ziegler, Olive.  Woodsworth: Social Pioneer.  (Toronto: The Ontario Publishing Co., Limited, 1934), p. 

53, and, MacInnis, Grace.  J. S. Woodsworth: A Man to Remember.  (Toronto: The MacMillan Company 

of Canada Limited, 1953), p. 62, and, Mills, Allen.  Fool For Christ: The Political Thought of J. S. 

Woodsworth.  (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1991), p. 38, and McNaught, Kenneth.  A Prophet in 

Politics: A Biography of J.S. Woodsworth.  (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1959), p. 57, Chauvin, 

Francis X.  The Founder of The CCF: James Shaver Woodsworth, 1874-1942.  (Windsor: Personal 

Publication, 1944.  University of Toronto Fisher Library, Wood Pam 00033), p. 21. 
2
 Emery, G. N.  ñThe Methodist Church and the óEuropean Foreigners of Winnipeg: The All Peopleôs 

Mission, 1889-1914,ò Transactions of the Historical and Scientific Society of Manitoba 28 no. 3 (1971-

72), p. xvii. 
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institution of the Social Gospel was not as innovative and revolutionary as the orthodox 

interpretations would have us believe.  Instead the All Peoplesô Mission represented a 

completely standard social settlement, and many of the óground breakingô programmes 

initiated by J. S. Woodsworth were not new to the Canadian context, or to the Social 

Gospel in general.  James Shaver Woodsworth was not a social prophet, but simply a 

very dedicated reformer who believed that the efforts of the individual could reform 

Canadian society. 

 The Social Gospel developed out of the religious crisis that arose in the mid- to 

late- nineteenth century.  Beginning in Britain and spreading to North America, it 

tackled the crises of industrialism, urbanization, higher criticism, and Darwinian 

thought.  These four developments in the nineteenth century cast doubt on the traditional 

nature of Christianity and forced its theologians to redevelop the gospel to be more 

applicable and relevant in a world where the promise of salvation in the next life no 

longer appealed or applied to society. 

 The increase in industrialism and urbanization, that came with the industrial 

revolution, created an environment in which conditions were deplorable for a large 

portion of the population.  In Britain and the United States, and eventually in Canada 

although at a slower pace, industrial slums were beginning to develop in major cities, the 

working class was being exploited to greater and greater degrees by the capitalist elite, 

and the lower classes had less of a role in society.
3
  After these conditions continued to 

worsen, religion could no longer be an adequate promise for salvation in the next life, 

                                                           
3
 Allen, Richard Ed.  The Social Gospel in Canada: Papers of the Interdisciplinary Conference.  (Ottawa: 

National Museum of Canada, 1975), p. 3. 
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these people at the bottom of society began to agitate for a better life.
4
  This lack of faith 

in the traditional gospel forced theologians to re-examine the goals of Christianity and 

revaluate how best to achieve personal salvation - their answer was the salvation of 

society.
5
 

 The next crisis that faced Christianity came in the nineteenth century as 

historians began to examine the text of the Bible, applying new notions of scientific 

methodology in a process called higher criticism.
6
  This process revealed with greater 

confidence that the Bible was not historically accurate and was more a collection of 

works written by many authors over time.
7
  Instead of being solid fact, these critics 

argued that the Bible offered lessons inspired by God, rather than a factual account of 

events.  No longer could the Bible be viewed as a source of Godôs word, but instead of 

Godôs lessons.
8
 The foundation of the Christian faith was not as true as theologians 

would have liked society to believe, forcing them to recast Christianity, and the Bible, as 

a moral guideline to follow. 

 The final blow to traditional theology came with the publication of Darwinôs 

theories of evolution in 1859.  While at first it did not make a direct correlation to the 

evolution of humans, the threat to the belief in Godôs role in creation put into question 

all the other theological beliefs in personal salvation and the promise of heaven in the 

afterlife.
9
  Darwinôs theory also created the corollary of social Darwinism that argued 

                                                           
4
 Cook, Ramsay.  The Regenerators: Social Criticism in Later Victorian English Canada.  (Toronto: 

University of Toronto, 1985), p. 26. 
5
 Cook, Regenerators, p. 176. 

6
 Emery, ñThe Methodist Churchò, p. 42. 

7
 Cook, Regenerators, p. 17, p. 21. 

8
 Emery, ñThe Methodist Churchò, p. xvii ï xviii.  

9
 Cook, Regenerators, p. 9. 
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that evolution and development could be framed in the context of society, and so 

justified Christian beliefs in working together to create a strong and virulent community 

that would thrive.
10

 

 These challenges in the nineteenth-century culminated in the Social Gospel.  

This theological movement championed the re-branding of Christianity as 

predominantly a social religion concerned with the salvation and regeneration of society 

instead of the individual.
11

  It was believed that the social situation had become so 

deplorable that the only way to save the individual was to reform their environment and 

enable them to find God through social work and reform.
12

  The problems that faced 

society had largely been the individualistic practices of capitalism, and therefore the 

antidote was a Christian revival of a cooperative society outlined in the lessons of the 

Bible and the teachings of Jesus, who was now being portrayed as the first, and greatest 

social reformer.
13

  Christianity was no longer to be a religion directed at spiritual 

salvation, but on social rejuvenation.  This change opened the churches to new avenues 

of social activity that the All Peoplesô Mission in Winnipeg developed and thrived in. 

 The institutions that the protestant churches developed to carry out their mission 

of social regeneration eventually increased in power and influence as the Social Gospel 

wore on.  By the early twentieth-century, institutions like the All Peoplesô Mission or the 

Canadian Welfare League, began to realize the limitations to their churchesô enthusiasm 

for reform, and started to push for greater autonomy, replacing the church administration 

                                                           
10

 Allen, ñThe Background...ò in The Social Gospel in Canada, p. 30. 
11

 Allen, Richard.  The Social Passion: Religion and Social Reform in Canada, 1914-1928.  (Toronto: 

University of Toronto Press, 1971), p. 37. 
12

 Cook, Regenerators, p. 26. 
13

 Ibid., p. 166. 
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with more government direction.
14

  J. S. Woodsworth was one of the main proponents of 

greater government involvement and represented this shift by resigning his post at the 

All Peoplesô Mission in 1913,
15

 shifting his efforts of social reform to the newly formed 

government Bureau of Social Research.
16

  Woodsworth, while being touted as an 

example of the radical element of the Social Gospel who left the church, he was more 

representative of the moderate elements of Social Gospel.  The moderates comprised 

those who refused to abandon their religious beliefs or who simply agitated for the 

church to go further in their reform efforts.  However, regardless of the fact that some 

social gospellers were radical reformers, conservatives, and a group of progressives who 

walked a moderate middle line,
17

 the Social Gospel eventually developed from a sacred 

campaign of social rejuvenation to a secular campaign for social reform.
18

  By the inter-

war period the Social Service Council of Canada came to represent the efforts of the 

Social Gospel more than the churches, and this organization shifted its focus away from 

moral reform and focused predominantly on social reform.
19

  ñRadicalò reformers like J. 

S. Woodsworth ñ...left the church out of frustration at the churchôs hesitancy rather than 

for ideological reasons.ò
20

  By the end of the Second World War Canada had redirected 

the sacred Social Gospel into a secular social reform movement that had established the 

                                                           
14

 Emery, ñThe Methodist Churchò, p. 154. 
15

 Emery, ñThe Methodist Church, p. 97. 
16

 McNaught, p. 72. 
17

 Reeve, Ted Ed.  Claiming the Social Passion: The Role of the United Church of Canada.  (Toronto: 

Centre for Research in Religion, Emanuel College and The Moderatorôs Consultation on Faith and the 

Economy, 1999), p. 20, and Allen, The Social Passion, p. 17. 
18

 Allen, The Social Passion, p. 37. 
19

 Allen, The Social Passion, 63. 
20

 Reevè, Claiming The Social Passion, p. 21. 
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groundwork for the modern social welfare system that Canada enjoys as one of its most 

defining features as a nation.
21

 

 The shift from religious movement to government initiatives is one of the most 

centrally debated features of the Social Gospel by historians.  The other feature, that I 

will examine shortly, is whether the impact of the social gospel was predominantly 

social or political.  Both these arguments centre on the notions of secularization and the 

relevancy of the church prior to and following the Social Gospel.  While these two 

debates are clearly linked, they have not been correlated together by historians, in fact, 

the debate regarding the shift from sacred to secular is one fixed to the historians 

viewpoint, whereas, the discussion of the Social Gospelôs relevancy seems to be more 

tied to the period in that the historian penned his or her work. 

 Historians of the Social Gospel have largely been divided in to two broad groups.  

The first, and more numerous, have been dubbed declension theorists; their opponents 

being the evolution theorists.
22

  The declension theorists, including Richard Allen, 

Robert Craig Brown, Neil Semple, and Ramsay Cook, argue that the church released 

their hold on society during the Social Gospel through a process of action and reaction to 

reformers.
23

  The initial allowances for the application of social Christianity were made 

in an attempt to reinvigorate the church and replace it as a dominant feature of society, 

however, this new social religion began to develop in ways that were not predicted, and 

the church began to attempt to temper the pace of radical reform.
24

  This attempt to slow 

and control the pace of reform pushed many reformers out of the fold of the churches 

                                                           
21

 Reeve, Claiming The Social Passion, p. 108. 
22

 Emery, ñThe Methodist Churchò, p. xvii. 
23

 Cook, Regenerators, p. 4. 
24

 Ibid., p. 107  
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and into the arms of municipal, provincial and federal governments, shifting the 

innovative push for social reform from church institutions to government initiatives. 

 Richard Allen, in his seminal work The Social Passion, argues that the split 

between the radical reformers and the churches came in two waves.  The first wave 

followed the end of the First World War.  The radical reformers who had left the church 

were free to develop specific action plans for social reform, promising to society 

tangible gains to be made in society.  These clearly articulated action plans enabled the 

radical reformers to become popularized and more relevant to the general public, while 

the churches, having to tailor their reform ideologies to their various denominational 

priorities while maintaining and emphasis on evangelism, could not appeal to the wider 

society.
25

  Allen argues that at this point in history salvation of the Canadian nation 

became focused on the radical reformers in government, and not the moderate reformers 

within the Protestant churches. 

The second wave that highlighted the churches refusal to continue at the rapid 

reform pace demanded by the people came with the Winnipeg General Strike, a point 

that is echoed in Ramsay Cookôs work The Regenerators and Rev. Ted Reeveôs 

Claiming the Social Passion.  These historians argue that the churchesô refusal to offer 

their public support to the striking workers illustrated to Canadians that the churches 

were not interested in the types of social reform that were now being demanded by the 

labour movement.  The churches believed that the strike was a challenge to the existing 

social order, that they benefited from, and saw such an act as too dangerous and too 

                                                           
25

 Allen, The Social Passion, p. 63. 
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destabilizing to society as a whole.
26

  The churches refusal to support the strikers further 

pushed its radical reformers out of the churches and into the arms of the secular reform 

movement.  It also placed them in opposition to the returning soldiers who believed that 

they had fought the First World War to bring a new era of peace and prosperity ï the 

Church was fighting against the new social contract that was developing in the minds of 

striking Canadians.
27

 

The declension theorists believe that the Protestant churches released its grip 

unwillingly on social issues during the course of the Social Gospel, and that the 

subsequent social welfare state that developed out of the ideology of the Social Gospel 

was one that developed in opposition to the churches ideas of social reform and 

salvation.  By the mid-twentieth century, declension theorists argue that church had been 

removed as one of the major institutions of Canadian society, and that this new 

marginalized status represented a secularizing Canada.
28

  Allen, Brown, Semple, and 

Cook all believe that the society that emerged out of the Second World War was 

predominantly a socially democratic and secular one with the churches no longer 

playing a role in the lives of Canadians, but simply being institutions of spiritual 

relevance; a position that was not desired or designed by the churches.  Instead of 

maintaining their relevance in the face of the crises of the nineteenth-century, the reform 

programmes of the churches during the Social Gospel actually reduced their place in 

society.  Canada was now heading towards a secular society and the churches had 

largely contributed to the rapid pace of secularization during the period. 

                                                           
26

 Reeve Claiming The Social Passion, p. 25. 
27

 Ibid., p. 25. 
28

 Cook, Regenerators, p. 229. 
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This theory is countered by the evolution theorists of Neil Semple, Reverend Ted 

Reeve, Carolyn Strange and Tina Loo, Ben Smillie, and now by George N. Emery a 

recent historian who has crossed the floor in this debate.  These historians represent a 

more revisionist school of thought, challenging the traditional notions that the church 

lost its grip on society through the reforms of the Social Gospel.  Instead they posit that 

religion was recast less as a player in institutional activities of society, but more as a 

moral guiding institution, by providing the moral and ideological framework for the 

social welfare state.  The main concern had shifted from personal salvation to the 

salvation of society, while maintaining the evangelical spirit.
29

  The church did not lose 

its grip on society, it lost its church attendance, but gained a permanent role by having 

its social and moral principles enshrined in Canadian social welfare beliefs.
30

  Society 

had not secularized, but had simply stopped attending church. 

In his work Neil Semple argues that this shift was inevitable as protestant 

religion, the dominant religious denomination in English-Canada, would have eventually 

been forced out of an institutional position as one of the central tenets to Protestantism 

was the belief that religion was held within the individual and the pomp and ceremony 

of an organized religion was bound to disappear as this was not a central aspect to 

protestant faith; the relationship to God lay in the individual and not within the priest. 

G. N. Emery echoes this view in The Methodist Church, by highlighting the fact 

that in many of the secular institutions, for example at the All Peoplesô Mission where 

religion was downplayed in favour of providing aid to all people, the reason for many of 

                                                           
29

 Cook, Regenerators, p. 25, Reeve, Claiming The Social Passion, p. 1, Emery, ñThe Methodist Churchò, 

p. xviii. 
30

 Allen, The Social Passion, p. 3. 
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the hundreds of volunteers and workers was not secular but sacred.
31

  While J. S. 

Woodsworth may not have believed in the dogma of personal salvation, many of the 

workers at the mission were there to provide newcomers with that very experience.  

Evangelism was at the front of many of their minds, just not Woodsworthôs.
32

  Emery 

carries this argument further, saying that in many of the social welfare institutions 

established by various governments the underlying beliefs of those working on these 

programmes were not secular but sacred.  While the power of the church may have been 

diminishing, the beliefs in the teaching of God and Jesus Christ were not falling out of 

the minds of Canadians. 

This theory points to the belief that the development of a secular social welfare 

system in Canada was a natural development out of Protestant theology and teaching.  

The church did not lose its grasp on Canadian society, but shifted its control from beliefs 

embodied in the Protestant churches to enshrining their belief system in Canadian 

politics and government.  The secularization, cited by declension theorist in declining 

church attendance and institutional power, was not secularization at all because the 

individual continued to hold Christian beliefs as central to their identity.  Christianity 

had not lost its grip on society but had followed the natural evolution of Protestant 

theology to a government run social welfare system designed around Christian morality.  

This end was not secularization, but was the natural conclusion to the teaching of Jesus 

Christ and the Bible according to Protestant theology.  In this revisionist interpretation, 

the Declentionists are not only recasting the process of secularization, they are also 

trying to assign credit for the new social system to Protestant ideolody. 

                                                           
31

 Emery, ñThe Methodist Churchò, p. 149. 
32

 Emery, ñThe Methodist Churchò, p. 89. 
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The second point of historiographical contention is whether the impacts of the 

Social Gospel were predominantly social or political.  The division in this debate 

generally has not rested on the individual historian, but rather the period in that he or she 

crafted their arguments.  The division would appear to have come sometime during the 

early 1980s, a period marked by the repatriation of the constitution and greater interest 

in the political traditions and systems of Canada. 

Richard Allen and his colleagues emphasized the social nature of the Social 

Gospel and how it had its major impacts on the way that Canadian society operated.  A 

renewal in religious interests and an increase in social activism marked the beginning of 

a renaissance of Canadian evangelism, that predominantly affected the day-to-day lives 

of those involved in either proclaiming the social passion, or those targeted by the 

movementôs benevolence.  This social reform ultimately ended with a removal of the 

churchesô role in providing social aid and replacing it with a new secularism not seen 

before in Canada.  All of these reforms are framed by these early Social Gospel 

historians to be major changes in the social fabric of the Canadian nation. 

Conversely, historians publishing since the 1980sand into the twenty-first 

century have emphasized the major reforms to the political fabric that were ushered in 

during and after the Social Gospel.  Ramsay Cook, while being a fellow declension 

theorist of Richard Allen, agrees that the Social Gospel greatly affected the social lives 

of Canadians, but places the majority of his emphasis on the affects this social 

regeneration had on the political fabric of Canada.  Cook and others argue that the Social 

Gospel enabled the social welfare state to be established, thus forcing a major re-

examination of the Canadian constitutional system.  This had the effect of putting into 
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question notions of provincial-federal power relationships, as well as municipal-

provincial distributions of responsibilities.  As the social welfare state became more and 

more entrenched in Canadian society new system of power-sharing and funding 

formulas had to be developed, that created a constitutional regeneration of the Canadian 

system, further pushing the Canadian reality farther from the highly centralized power of 

the federal government envisioned in the British North America Act. 

The political emphasis is taken even further by the emerging feminist historical 

analysis of the Social Gospel in Canada, spearheaded most notable by Marilyn Whiteley 

and Cathy James.  Both these historians argue that women played an import role in 

setting Social Gospel policy and used their maternalistic traditions to shape notions of 

Canadian morality and behaviour that have become central to the social welfare state 

today.
33

  James argues that women achieved a new political power through participating 

in the Social Gospel, which eventually developed into womenôs suffrage and a very 

active political role in the post-Second World War period.  This central role of women is 

counter to the established historiography as ñéwomen have not figured large in the 

accounts of the Social Gospel.ò
34

 

While the feminist approach to the Social Gospel has not been thoroughly 

debated and examined as of yet, it does provide an interesting approach to recasting the 

Social Gospel and a process that reformed both society and politics.  While the two 

historians mentioned focus largely on how the Social Gospel opened the political sphere 

                                                           
33

 James, Cathy.  ñWomen, the Settlement Movement, and State Formation in the Early Twentieth 

Century.ò in Framing Our Past: Canadian Womenôs History in the Twentieth Century, (eds. Cook, Sharon 

Anne, Lorna R. McLean and Kate OôRourke, p. 222-227.  Montreal: McGill Queenôs University Press, 

2001), p. 222, Whiteley, Marilyn Fardig.  Canadian Methodist Women, 1766-1925: Marys, Marthas, 

Mothers in Israel.  (Waterloo: Canadian Corporation for Studies in Religion, 2005), p. 182-184. 
34

 Whiteley, Canadian Methodist Women, p. 184. 
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to women it also inherently points to a major social development.  Women carved out a 

place in society where they could spearhead action on social and moral issues, as 

evidenced by Whitelelyôs examination of the activities of the Womenôs Missionary 

Society.  The evangelism that women were so adept to participate in because of their 

maternalism,
35

 enabled women to force themselves into action in other arenas of social 

and moral reform such as óthe social evilô of prostitution, white slavery, and most 

notably prohibition and the Womenôs Christian Temperance Union.  The WCTU was a 

Social Gospel institution of considerable importance that has been most thoroughly 

researched by Sharon Ann Cook in óThrough Sunshine and Shadow:ô The Womenôs 

Christian Temperance Union, Evangelism, and Reform in Ontario, 1874-1930. 

When examining the political impacts of the Social Gospel, a brief examination 

of economic impacts is inherently warranted.  The effects on the Canadian state are quite 

apparent, but the Social Gospel was as much about providing economic security to the 

Canadian people.  Rev. Ted Reeve argues that the economic role of the state quickly 

developed into a regulatory role, where the government would be responsible for 

economic stimulus in the inevitable downturns of capitalism, and a social safety net to 

protect those most affected by the fickle economy.
36

  These notions first came to 

prominence under Maynard Keynes and clearly indicate the close relationship of politics 

and the economy during this transformative era in Canadian history. 

These two major debates regarding the Social Gospel, those of declension versus 

evolution, and social versus political impact, focus on a top-down interpretation of the 

movement.  The existing histories have focused their examination on the key players and 

                                                           
35

 Emery, ñThe Methodist Churchò, p. 35. 
36

 Reeve, Claiming The Social Passion, p. 5-6. 
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great thinkers of the Social Gospel and have derived their theoretical positions from this 

elitist standpoint.  The majority of these works are framed as biographies or 

prosopographies, failing to follow the ideas formulatedby these men and women, to their 

execution to see how the theories were applied in real-world situations.  The failure of 

the existing histories to examine the application of the Social Gospel ideology on an 

institutional level creates a lack of understanding of the motivations of those working 

óon the groundô as well as how the Social Gospel developed in the eyes of most 

Canadians, and not the theologians or philosophers of the time.  To the well-known 

historians of this field the Social Gospel was predominantly an elitist movement that the 

general population must have simply followed based on the merits of its theories.  The 

following chapters seek to illustrate the diversity of beliefs amoung social gospellers, 

and how the movement was interpreted by the workers at All Peoplesô Mission.. 

An alternative approach, following the theories of micro-history, can provide a 

more comprehensive understanding of All Peoplesô Mission.  Micro-history argues that 

ñthick description therefore serves to record in written form a series 

of signifying events or facts which would otherwise be evanescent, but 

which can be interpreted by being inserted in context, that is to say, in the 

flow of social discourse.  This approach succeeds in using microscopic 

analysis of the most minute events as a means of arriving at the most far-

reaching conclusions.ò
37

  

However, this theory neglects the essential role of leadership in any movement. 

By blending the top-down approach, and a bottom-up analysis two important 

aspects of the movement can better be explained.  First is the manner in that the 

intellectual ideas were executed by the followers of the Social Gospel.  Secondly, a 
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blended approach reveals the lived experience of the average gospeller without losing 

the context of the national narrative.  In examining the lived experiences of those 

involved in the movement, but linked to a major historical figure, history can create a 

more truthful and relevant construction of the past. 

I have decided to follow a closer line of examination on one Social Gospel 

institution; The All Peoplesô Missions, Winnipeg.  This institution is frequently referred 

to in the histories of the Social Gospel in Canada, and has been touted as a major 

institution of social reform and innovation.  Historical references to the Mission always 

rely on the existing biographies of J. S. Woodsworth, and rarely go past those sources..  

Mentions of the All Peoplesô Mission usually will only take reference from Kenneth 

McNaughtôs biography of Woodsworth, or from annual reports made to the Methodist 

Church.  As of yet there has not been a sustained and in depth examination of how the 

All Peoplesô Mission functioned and how the ideas developed by J. S. Woodsworth were 

actually executed.  My research will focus on the ephemera and articles left behind by 

not only Woodsworth, but the other administrators and volunteers at the All Peoplesô 

Mission.  The majority of this material has been preserved in the J. S. Woodsworth 

fonds at Library and Archives Canada, and provides a more in depth and detailed 

understanding of how the ideology laid down by the Social Gospel was executed in the 

real-world situations found in the North End of Winnipeg in the early twentieth century. 

The materials used in this thesis are dominated by newspaper articles collected 

by Woodsworth over his tenure at All Peoples.  These articles, written by Woodsworth, 

workers at the mission, as well as local reporters, represent many of the papers and 

community newsletters that covered the Mission during his tenureprovide multiple 
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views of All Peoplesô.  Those written by Woodsworth are from the perspective of a 

promoter who is desperately trying to finds funds and volunteers.  Articles written by 

other workers at the mission provide an understanding of why and how they worked in 

the North End, while those written by reporters provide a more clinical account of All 

Peoplesô.  The ephemera that also exists in the Woodsworth fonds helps to flesh out the 

historical image and allude to the operations of the mission.  These documents however, 

can be criticised for being too bias, as most of them were produced by those working at 

the mission. 

The selection of documents within these files was made by Woodsworth, and 

later added to by his daughter Grace MacInnis.  While Woodsworth did go therough a 

period later in life where he destroyed many of his documents, these scrapbooks 

survived.  I do not believe he made any particular selection to preserve these sources as 

he was recovering from his second stroke, and had been removed from his position 

within the Co-operative Commonwealth Federation.  His attempt to erase his archival 

records came at a time of duress and intellectual frustration, and was not as methodical 

as could be interpreted.  Furthermore, one of the scrapbooks was copied from his 

daughters fonds.  While he destroyed the documents he had in his control, many of his 

records remained in the hands of his family, who have helped to reconstruct his 

historical record at Library and Archives Canada. 

The focus of the following chapters will be on some of the main aspects that 

have long been touted as Woodsworthôs great innovation in social aid, that allegedly 

made the All Peopleôs Mission such an important Social Gospel institution.  The 

emphasis has always been placed on the general design of the plant ï the build 
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environment of the All Peoplesô Mission ï the use of educated women as social workers, 

and most centrally the Peoplesô Forum; a type of public theatre and educational venue 

that historians have claimed was developed by Woodsworth to address the problems of 

providing aid to multi-cultural communities.  While I acknowledge that the work done 

by James Shaver Woodsworth and the All Peoplesô Mission was important and 

beneficial to its membership, I do theorize that the work done here was neither ground 

breaking, nor original.  The All Peoplesô Mission was a completely ordinary social 

settlement for its period not only in Canada, but among other Social Gospel nations.  It 

did not represent the great beginning of Woodsworthôs destiny to regenerate the 

Canadian nation, nor did it represent the greatness of Woodsworthôs political ideology.  

This viewpoint will become clear by examining closely the actual activities at the All 

Peoplesô Mission instead of listing off its accomplishments outlined in the reports sent to 

the central Methodist Church.  Woodsworth should not be portrayed as a great social 

prophet who was the only person qualified to reform Canadian society, but rather as a 

dedicated citizen who felt that hard work and determination on the part of the individual 

was the only path to social regeneration and salvation.  Woodsworthôs time as 

superintendent did not represent a ground shaking moment in his ideological 

development, but instead was characterized by continuity and gradual change in his 

beliefs. 

Cathy James has spearheaded an interest in social settlement history in Canada.  

The works that exist, however, are few in number and focus more directly on a micro-

historical level.  They do not expand their research to a greater Canadian context, but 

examine the social settlement from a predominantly social perspective.  Cathy James 
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places the emphasis on the work of the social settlements in Toronto as having a major 

impact on helping the individual communities adjust to Canadian life, but does not 

extrapolate her findings to a national context.
38

  This pattern is mirrored in Enrico 

Cumbo`s study of the social settlement among the Italian community in Toronto.
39

  The 

only place where Cathy James strays from her socio-economic framework is in Framing 

Our Past that is a short piece that recasts the social settlement as a place where women 

were able to carve out their own place in setting the moral identity of the nation and 

providing the marginalized female population with a voice in crafting the nascent 

Canadian nation.
40

 

The All Peoplesô Mission is more generally applicable to notions of how Canada 

functions as a nation because its superintendent from 1908 to 1913 was James Shaver 

Woodsworth.  Moving on from the All Peoplesô Mission in 1913, Woodsworth was 

involved in the labour movement, the Winnipeg General Strike, federal politics, and 

eventually in founding the national leftist party of considerable importance, the CCF.  

These reasons have all led to an interest in Woodsworth as well as an interest in finding 

a meta-narrative in his life.  He was involved at every point in the development of the 

Canadian leftist movement, from Social Gospel, to labour, to parliament.  This meta-

narrative that has developed out of his life has cast the All Peoplesô Mission as one of 

the most important moments in Woodsworthôs life.  To his biographers and historians 

alike, the lessons learned at the All Peoplesô Mission, and his frustrations with the 

limitations of the Methodist Church, were central to creating a well formed ideology in 
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Woodsworthôs mind, and a clear plan of action to reform Canada through labour and 

politics.  The All Peoplesô Mission is considered the genesis of Woodsworthôs political 

career; a career that became of great importance to Canadian politics and society as he 

helped found some of the central institutions of the Canadian welfare state. 

It is this clear story, crafted by the historians, that I will attempt to dispel in the 

following chapters.  The Woodsworth myth is reliant on a belief that he was a social 

pioneer from the beginning of his career and that only he had enough experience and 

qualifications to take his place at the head of the social reform movement.
41

  By 

examining the All Peoplesô Mission with greater detail, a new reality emerges that 

undermines this myth.  Most importantly, that the All Peoplesô Mission was not an 

innovative social settlements.  This can be seen by comparing the ógreat new ideasô of 

Woodsworth to those of other social settlements and social gospellers of the same 

period.  More specifically those founded by Sara Libby Carson, an American who has 

been surreptitiously omitted from many Canadian histories of the Social Gospel.  These 

institutions in Toronto were founded by Carson on her own initiative and, eventually, 

were supported by the Presbyterian Church of Canada.
42

  Carson in fact should be 

credited with bringing social settlements to Canada, however is disregarded by 

Woodsworthôs biographers in favour of better representing Woodsworth as a 

revolutionary.  The research on Sara Libby Carsonôs activities in Canada is somewhat 

underrepresented, however, Cathy James provides adequate evidence of these 

settlements existence and activities in several of her articles published in ñReforming 

Reform: Toronto's Settlement House Movement, 1900-20ò and ñóNot Merely For The 
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Sake Of An Eveningôs Entertainmentô: The Educational Uses of Theatre in Torontoôs 

Settlement Houses, 1910 ï 1930.ò 

Following a comparison of the All Peoplesô Mission to other contemporary 

institutions it is hoped that the Woodsworth myth will appear less compelling and will 

eventually be replaced by a more normalized approach to James Shaver Woodsworthôs 

life, perhaps one that he would appreciate more.  In one of his most well know works, 

My Neighbour, Woodsworth declares that the majority of the problems found in Canada 

are not the result of industrialism and capitalism, ñé but more largely the selfish 

indifference of the majority of the citizens.ò
43

  This opinion has been lost through the 

Woodsworth myth.  Woodsworthôs message of individual action has been obscured by 

the mythology of his life that has portrayed social action and great social reforms can 

only be accomplished by the great men and great thinkers of Canada.  Woodsworth was 

not a great Social Gospeller.  He did not create new forms of social aid, nor did he 

develop an entirely new ideology for the social welfare movement.  J. S. Woodsworth 

was an ordinary citizen who believed strongly in social reform and dedicated his life to 

achieving the greatest good for the greatest number of people.  He believed that the 

individual had the power to reform society, a point that I shall make through examining 

All Peoplesô Mission. 
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Chapter Two ï The Woodsworth Myth 

 

 The writing and rewriting of Woodsworthôs biography over the past 75 years has 

resulted in the formation of an elaborate mythology that elevates James Shaver 

Woodsworth to the position of a Father of Confederation.  While there are nuances 

within each biographerôs interpretation, the overall theme remains the same: J. S. 

Woodsworth was a man who touched all parts of the country and had an everlasting 

impact on the character and structure of Canadian society. 

The mythology has placed the narrative above the historical accuracy of 

Woodsworthôs life.  To achieve the mythical tone of the other biographies, each new 

author selects different historical events to gloss over and misrepresent in order to cast 

Woodsworth as an even greater hero who was more acceptable to the mentalities of the 

era.  The misrepresentation began with Olive Ziegler, in the 1930s, who 

underemphasized Woodsworth rejection of religious orthodoxy in order to cast him as a 

Christian hero, and continued up to the 1990s with Allen Millsô most recent casting of 

Woodsworth as an intellectual hero who overcame moral contradiction to serve Canada.  

At the heart of each version of the myth is Woodsworthôs time spent at the All Peoplesô 

Mission in the North End of Winnipeg. 

The All Peoplesô Mission is selected by all biographers as the most influential 

point of Woodsworthôs life; the moment when he finally settled on his religious, 

political, and moral beliefs.
1
  His time at the All Peoplesô Mission moulded Woodsworth 
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into the man that became a leader and a father of Canada.  The Woodsworth myth relies 

on their interpretation of the All Peoplesô Mission to be correct.  Historically, 

Woodsworth would have had to develop a cutting edge social welfare system that 

incorporated many new, ground-breaking ideas.  He would have had to realize at that 

moment that he could never remain in the Methodist Church because he no longer 

believed the doctrines of that church.  Historically, Woodsworth would have had to 

accomplish this mostly on his own, and before others could think of it.  The historical 

reality is, however, that none of this happened, and the following mythology is therefore 

in a precarious position: 

 

(Figure 1 ï James Shaver Woodsworth) 

 

Named after his father, a leader in the Methodist Church, James Shaver 

Woodsworth was born into an Anglo-Protestant family from Etobicoke.  His upbringing 
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emphasized the centrality of religion in Canadian society at the time and exposed 

Woodsworth to all parts of the country, experiencing a pioneering lifestyle early on.
2
  He 

had been raised in an environment that prepared him for the life that was to come; he 

was pioneering, ingenious, resourceful, and now connected to the prairies and its 

peoples.  J. S. Woodsworth was also raised to be a central member of his church.  This 

destiny was clearly laid out for him early on by his parents, and Woodsworth himself 

entered into the field of religious studies with enthusiasm and zeal.
3
  This zeal eventually 

faded as Woodsworth yearned for a placement as a teacher at the Methodist college in 

Winnipeg, Wesley College.  Woodsworth had always viewed himself more a teacher 

than a minister, preferring to interact directly with his flock instead of from the pulpit.  

This trait may have been one of his most influential, as this self-image as a teacher 

guided him to many major events in his life.
4
 

First beginning at Wesley College for Mental and Moral Science,
5
 then at 

Victoria College for Divinity, Woodsworth developed an interest in helping individuals 

and educating them about their rights and roles in Canada.
6
  While studying in Toronto, 

Woodsworth lived with his two cousins Charlie Sissons, Clara Woodsworth, and her 

friend Lucy Staples.
7
  First nurturing affections for his cousin Clara, years later J. S. 

Woodsworth would contact Lucy Staples, develop a romance, and marry her in 1904.
8
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Lucy would then become J. S. Woodsworthôs main support throughout his exhausting 

public career.
9
 

After completing his studies in Toronto, Woodsworth moved on to Oxford 

University.  Here he continued his studies in Christian Ethics, further developed his 

distaste for industrialism and capitalism, and took one of the most defining treks of his 

life.
10

  During his Christmas break at Oxford, Woodsworth took a working holiday to 

East London and stayed with some colleagues at a social settlement entitled Mansfield 

House in Canningtown.
11

  Here Woodsworth got his first taste of social work and how 

British social gospellers were dealing with the same problems he was beginning to see in 

Canada. 

At Mansfield House Woodsworth experienced how a social settlement was run; 

how it was designed, the buildings, the programmes, the staff, etc.  Here Woodsworth 

decided that he wanted desperately to get involved in a similar project in Canada.  His 

experience here provided Woodsworth with a framework that he could channel all his 

energies of regeneration into.  The social settlement in London provided Woodsworth 

with a modus operandi for reforming society.  He would take up the cause of the Social 

Gospel and work toward the regeneration of society and the environment instead of 

saving the individual. 

Following his studies in England, Woodsworth took another voyage to Germany 

before returning home.  This excursion provided Woodsworth with more understanding 

of how other countries dealt with their poor and deprived populations.  Woodsworth 
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used the time he had in the early years of his life to collect information and learn the 

methods that others had employed in solving the ills that resulted from a capitalist-

industrial society.  Woodsworth, the teacher, spent the first quarter-century of his life 

learning how best to serve his Lord and his society.  The answer he settled on was to join 

the church and bring the truths that he had seen at Mansfield House, and in Germany, to 

the people of Canada.  He decided he would return to Canada and become a professor.
12

 

Olive Zeigler, writing while Woodsworth was still sitting in the House of 

Commons, wrote her biography ñéwith the hope that it may help in making him 

[Woodsworth] known to his fellow citizens generally, as he is already known and 

respected among those who have followed him throughout the years with open and 

unprejudiced minds.ò
13

  The biography was based on personal writings and interviews 

and placed heavy emphasis on the personal life of J. S. Woodsworth.
14

  This approach to 

writing the history of Woodsworthôs life, however, has resulted in a clear bias towards 

Woodsworth by Ziegler: the author casts Woodsworth as a religious ñprophetò who was 

directly responsible for shaping modern Canada.
15 

 Ziegler even goes so far as to 

compare Woodsworth to Jesus several times, stating that in Jerusalem ñéit was on that 

ósacred eveningô in the garden on the Mount of Olives that he decided that he must 

follow his convictions even though that course involved severance from the church of 

his fathers.ò
16 

 Her analysis of his life glosses over his religious criticism in an attempt to 

portray a man who is more appealing to Canadians who remained deeply religious as 

Woodsworth pursued his more radical beliefs.  Ziegler has written a biography of a man 
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who is still alive and therefore she never directly criticises him, creating a hagiography 

more than a biography.  The author began, in 1934, a trend of idolizing Woodsworth and 

elevating him above his place in Canadian history. 

Woodsworthôs dream of returning home to Winnipeg and becoming a teacher 

was quickly dashed when his father, a senior member of the Methodist Church, informed 

him that there were no teaching positions available at Wesley College.  Woodsworth 

then turned to his friends in the Methodist Church to council him on what to do next.  By 

the end of the Methodist National Convention in 1907, Woodsworth was assigned to the 

All Peoplesô Mission where he would make the best use of his ingenuity and pioneering 

character.
17

 

In 1908, Woodsworth arrived at the All Peoplesô Mission.  The newly formed 

mission was located in the poor, immigrant filled North End.  It was a region of 

Winnipeg that had, and retains, a reputation as one of the most disadvantaged 

neighbourhoods in the city and at the turn of the twentieth-century, in Canada.  Here 

Woodsworth put into action the many social reform programmes that he felt would 

contribute to the regeneration of Canadian society.  While his goal was to provide aid to 

those who needed it, the work at the All Peoplesô Mission resulted in a refocusing of 

Woodsworthôs ideology to be more national in focus and less denominational.
18

 

During his years in Winnipeg, Woodsworth pioneered such institutions as the 

Peoplesô Forum, a social sharing theatre that encouraged cultural displays and 

intellectual exchanges; a meeting place for the settlement community and a focal point 
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for entertainment activities.  The Peoplesô Forum was adopted at other Methodist 

missions and settlements and, eventually, at many other social settlements across 

Canada.
19

  Woodsworth also reorganized the All Peoplesô Mission into a settlement, 

similar to Mansfield House, in 1912.
20

  A social settlement has many of the same 

services and facilities as a regular religious mission, howver, the social workers live 

within the neighbourhood in order to display their idealized culture and way of life.  He 

moved his family into a house on Stella Avenue next to All Peoplesô and opened his 

doors to the community and transformed the Woodsworth family home into another 

facility within the plant of the Mission.
21

  The reorganization meant that Woodsworth 

was applying the lessons he learned in Europe to a Canadian context. While it was 

extremely different ministering to an allophone community of newly immigrated men, 

women and families, the theories behind All Peoplesô Mission and Mansfield House 

were the same.  Woodsworth had adapted a British solution to a Canadian problem. 

Woodsworth also spearheaded campaigns to provide supervised playgrounds for 

children in Winnipeg,
22

 create mandatory kindergarten for all children in the city, and 

generally forced the municipality to take a more active role in providing social welfare 

to all its citizens.  Woodsworth passed the time at All Peoplesô Mission in a very active 

manner.  By 1913, when James Shaver Woodsworth resigned from his position as 

superintendent, and his membership in the Methodist Church, he had become an icon in 

Winnipeg and began to have a well-deserved reputation across the country.
23

  By the end 

of his career at All Peoplesô Mission, J. S. Woodsworth was becoming more secular in 
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outlook, while retaining his belief in the teaching of the bible and Christ, and was 

becoming more political in approach. 

In 1953, Grace MacInnis, Woodsworthôs daughter, was the first to write a 

biography of Woodsworth in nearly twenty years.  Her biography, J. S. Woodsworth: A 

Man to Remember, broke academic ground on Woodsworth in the 1950s and began a 

steady trend of publishing books on Woodsworthôs life.  She breathed life into her 

fatherôs historical memory, currying interest in his accomplishments.  Her book is 

neither ground-breaking, nor historically erudite, however it provides the reader with an 

intimate look that connects Woodsworth with the reader.
24 

 Many histories published 

after MacInnis' would reference her monograph and she is used as a standard source on 

his life, situating it as a seminal work on Woodsworth
25

.  MacInnis was in a position to 

defend Woodsworthôs image in a more personal manner because she was a publishing 

academic, respected and active in academia, making it difficult for other historians to be 

critical or even neutral to the accomplishments of her father as they rely so heavily on 

MacInnisô personal accounts.   

  MacInnisô biography, however, remains an important document that influenced 

the historiographical trend in the mid twentieth century by tempering interpretations of 

Woodsworthôs life and generally deterring any strong criticism from historians.  The 

presence of an active interest group did more to influence the history of Woodsworth in 

this period than did the trends in historiography of the time that would have seen a 

strong criticism or in-depth examinations of the ógreat menô in history, especially one so 

closely linked to revolutionary fears of the left. 
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After leaving the Methodist ministry, J. S. Woodsworth became the director of 

the Bureau of Social Research in 1916, an organization set up by the prairie provinces to 

examine the social situation that had developed out of the rapid expansion, cultivation 

and population growth of the west.
26

  Here, Woodsworth was offered the opportunity to 

use his resourcefulness to set up an innovative governmental body that was designed to 

serve the social needs of the prairie peoples.  Woodsworth was tasked at setting up an 

institution that had no direct predecessor, was carving its own niche out of other 

programmes that overlapped but never provided adequate social services, and was 

decidedly more regional in focus than local.
27

  Woodsworth had an opportunity at the 

Bureau of Social Research to act on his Social Gospel beliefs and push his influence 

passed the local level to a more visible stage. 

After the Bureau commenced its work, Woodsworth found himself in a difficult 

position; should he sacrifice his personal beliefs to remain in a position he desperately 

desired and felt uniquely qualified for, or stick to his pacifist morals.  With the rapid 

escalation of tensions across Europe, and the increased likelihood of a coming war, 

Woodsworth discovered that his belief in passivism and peaceful cooperation were not 

tolerated at such a public organization.
28

  On January 31, 1917, Woodsworthôs 

employment at the Bureau of Social Research was terminated, and he found himself 

again unemployed because of his radical ideological beliefs.
29

  In four years he had been 

pushed out of two institutions ï the Methodist Church and the Bureau of Social 

Research ï because of his controversial and progressive ideology.  He could not remain 
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in the church because of his progressive ideas regarding theology and the authority of 

the church, and he was not allowed to continue at the Bureau while he openly protested 

against the governmentôs position regarding the growing conflict in Europe.  J. S. 

Woodsworth found himself 43 years old, unemployed, and not welcome within the 

fields that he had already dedicated the majority of his life pursuing.  He then moved to 

Briti sh Columbia with his family where he accepted some work as a minister for a small 

church in Gibsonôs Landing.
30

  This was a short lived project that ultimately led him to 

work as a longshoreman in the dockyards of Vancouver.
31

 

It was in Vancouver that Woodsworth first made his transition from a 

progressive Christian reformer to developing an allegiance with the labour movement.  

This link would eventually become Woodsworthôs most identifiable stamp on Canadian 

society.  Through a series of extremely coincidental events, Woodsworth found himself 

working as a longshoreman, living with many of his colleagues (his family remained at 

Gibsonôs Landing), and deeply involved with the local union.
32

  Here he was introduced 

to the power of mass organization of the workers, and the newest ideology tied to 

unionism: the One Big Union (OBU).
33

  The OBU movement was already underway 

when Woodsworth became involved, but he managed to carve out a place where he 

could agitate and promote the cause in the same manner that he did at the All Peopleôs 

Mission and the Bureau of Social Research.  Fulfilling his idolized role as a teacher, 

Woodsworth began at the end of the First World War to travel across the country 
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lecturing on the merits of unionism, organized labour and the OBU.
34

  Hearing about the 

strike on one of his speaking engagements, Woodsworth became very interested in the 

developments, but knowing the strike was nascent and confined to a few local unions he 

elected to continue on his scheduled tour of the prairies and arrive on schedule in 

Winnipeg, 1919, where he became the replacement editor of the Strike Bulletin.  It was 

at this place and time that marked a dramatic shift in J. S. Woodsworthôs ideology; 

Woodsworthôs name would no longer be synonymous with the Methodist Church and 

Winnipeg, but instead with the labour movement and Ottawa. 

While still in prison for publishing seditious libel material in the Western Labor 

News, the strike bulletin, Woodsworthôs supporters began discussing his name as a 

potential representative of the labour movement in the House of Commons.  In the 1921 

election, J. S. Woodsworth ran in Winnipeg Centre for the Independent Labour Party, 

that had recently formed with the help of William Irvine from Calgary East.
35

  The ILP 

was the first instance of labour interests being represented in parliament.  With the help 

of A. A. Heaps, who was also elected to his ILP seat in Winnipeg in 1925, Woodsworth 

began his long journey to promote a socially democratic system to be developed in 

Canada.
36

 

In 1959, Kenneth McNaught published his history of J. S. Woodsworth, six years 

after Grace MacInnis.  He was educated at Upper Canada College and graduated from 

the University of Toronto in1941.  McNaught acted as editor for many academic and 

religious magazines such as Canadian Studies in Government and Christian Outlook.  
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He also acted as chairman for several organizations relating to Canadian Studies.  In his 

monograph McNaught openly stated that he believed that the existing history of 

Woodsworth was extremely biased and lacked any historical context.
37 

 McNaughtôs 

book A Prophet in Politics: A Biography of J.S. Woodsworth, actually did little to 

overhaul the history of J. S. Woodsworth, and instead simply recast Woodsworth as a 

liberal reformer instead of a socialist radical or Christian evangelist.  McNaught 

accomplished this by reemphasizing Woodsworthôs rejection of faith, and 

underemphasized his affiliations with the Labour movement. 

 McNaught is attempting to redefine Woodsworth, and distance the man from the 

two principle myths that were created in the early histories of J. S. Woodsworth.  

McNaught recasts Woodsworth as a social and political progressive who was more 

concerned with liberal ideas of social and political progress instead of religious zeal, as 

argued by Ziegler.
38  

McNaught is writing Woodsworth as a more moderate character 

who did have an impact on Canadian history, but that impact was principally about 

social progress and not the Social Gospel or a Red Revolution.
39

  McNaught is trying to 

maintain Woodsworthôs role as a hero in Canadian history, but he is actively redefining 

Woodsworth in order to make him acceptable to the general population at a time when 

the conflict with the Soviet Union was at its peak. 

During the Second World War, and continuing into the Cold War, historians 

including McNaught tended to move away from political histories and emphasized the 

origins of liberal institutions, a switch that had to do largely with ensuring public support 
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for the continuing Cold War conflict in the name of protecting these institutions.
40

  

McNaught is recasting Woodsworth as a man who was central to the creation of the 

liberal institutions that shaped modern Canada, and who was inspired by the notion of 

liberal progress.  McNaughtôs attempts at challenging the preceding historical saint hood 

of J. S. Woodsworth were unsuccessful, and instead McNaught has simply revised 

history to make Woodsworth more acceptable to the general public of the 1950s.  

McNaughtôs biography, however, has been elevated to a place of academic prestige and 

is assumed to be one of the most unbiased biographies of Woodsworth.
41

 

J. S. Woodsworthôs many speeches in the House of Commons highlighted his 

desires to push forward a system of public ownership of key industries in the Canadian 

economy. Woodsworth used his position within Parliament to play the political game 

and pass major social reforms while only holding two seats in the House of Commons.  

Woodsworth accomplished this through familiarizing himself with and mastering the art 

of the Committee.  Here Woodsworth was resourceful with his limited assets and 

managed to push through reforms to divorce courts in Ontario,
42

 increases in national 

minimum wage standards, and eventually, during a minority government in that the 

Independent Labour Party held the balance of power, was able to force the King 

government to enact a national Old Age Pension programme.
43

 

Woodsworthôs time in Parliament, however, was not defined by his immediate 

political gains, but rather on the permanent mark he left on the national political system: 
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the Co-operative Commonwealth Federation.  In the early 1930s Woodsworth, 

encouraged by the support of disaffected progressives formerly of the Liberal party, 

began to formulate a plan for the creation of a nationally organized political party that 

would not only represent the interests of labour, but more widely the interests of the 

producers, those who work with little financial compensation.
44

  Woodsworthôs goal was 

to form a party with enough grass-roots support that it would be democratically elected 

to parliament with a mandate to reform the socio-economic system in the hopes of 

providing better distribution of natural, economic, and political resources.  

Woodsworthôs aim in founding the CCF was to revolutionize the Canadian political 

system from within, free of violence or revolution.
45

 

The Co-operative Commonwealth Federation represented for the first time the 

unification of those disenfranchised by the capitalist system and provided them with a 

political voice.  The CCF, as Woodsworth laid out in the Regina Manifesto, hoped to 

reform the socio-economic system by democratizing key industries and providing more 

programmes to equalize the distribution of wealth.
46

  The CCF called for the 

nationalization of transit, banking, natural resources, medicine, education, etc.  It sought 

to remove those monopolies that dominated the economy, and whose leaders also 

dominated the House of Commons.  The CCF was so influential because it transformed 

the political landscape of federal politics.  It shifted the Canadian Parliament to a multi-

party system that was no longer dominated by the old Liberal and Conservative parties, 

                                                           
44

 McNaught, A Prophet in Politics , p. 166-167 and , p. 255. 
45

 MacInnis, A Man to Remember, p. 215. 
46

 Chauvin, The Founder of the CCF, p. 19. 



 

36 
 

both dominated by big business interests.  The CCF was to represent the interests of 

those abused by the capitalist elite. 

Under the CCF Woodsworth led a group of extremely resourceful MPs.  At first 

meeting with electoral defeat in provincial as well as federal by-elections, the CCF made 

their first political break when several seats were elected to the British Columbian 

provincial legislature.
47

  The CCF began their long voyage to what Woodsworth hoped 

was a new Canadian order emphasizing fairness, compromise and equality.  Shortly after 

the CCF met with success in the federal election.
48

  Woodsworth personally traveled 

across the country to help establish local CCF chapters and grassroots funding scheme; 

he has been credited as being the only man who could have organized the CCF, and the 

only man who can be credited with being the heart around that the movement formed; 

Woodsworth embodied the CCF.
49

  The party was the ultimate expression of 

Woodsworthôs social, political, and economic ideology.  The CCF, that would later 

become the New Democratic Party, changed the face of Canadian politics forever 

because it pushed the political discourse farther to the left.  The Liberal party, in an 

attempt to stop the haemorrhaging of support to the CCF, began adopting many of the 

CCFôs platforms in a policy of adapt or be left behind.  The CCF, while never forming 

government or official opposition, was able to agitate and provide support for such early 

social welfare programmes as an expanded Old Age Pension, minimum wage, work-

place standards, and other similar programmes.  Woodsworth also began to agitate for 

three major reforms that would later become key defining aspects of Canadian politics. 

                                                           
47

 Mills, Fool For Christ, p. iv 
48

 McNaught, A Prophet in Politics, p. 249. 
49

 Ibid., p. 255. 



 

37 
 

The three reforms, that were arguably a half-century ahead of their time were; 

the repatriation of the Constitution;
50

 the amending formula that required unanimous 

consent of the provinces;
51

 and the notion of entrenching a code of human rights within 

the constitution so that they would be protected by the highest court, making the federal 

government themselves unable to override the civil liberties of its citizens in the manner 

that Woodsworth had witnessed in 1919.  These reforms never materialized in his 

lifetime, but it is fascinating that J. S. Woodsworth was so innovative and avant garde in 

his ideology that many of his goals were not realized for a further five decades. 

In 1991, however, the long standing tradition of focusing on Woodsworthôs 

institutional accomplishments was broken by Allen Mills in his biography Fool For 

Christ: The Political Thought Of J. S. Woodsworth.  Mills is attempting to redefine 

Woodsworth as an individual who was not a prophet but an intellectual revolutionary.  It 

is the first and clearest examination of how Woodsworthôs political and social thought 

developed through an analysis of writings, letters and speeches. 

Mills is attempting to revise the history of Woodsworth to recast him as an 

intellectual innovator and not as a social prophet or socialist agitator.  Mills argues that 

Woodsworth was an intellectual who developed out of a period when religious influence 

was decreasing and that his inspiration came from intellectual study and not from the 

Social Gospel or Communist ideology.
52 

 Mills is once again distancing Woodsworth 

from the traditional interpretations and recasting him in a way that would be more 

acceptable to a modern Canada.  In Fool For Christ: The Political Thought Of J. S. 

                                                           
50

 Chauvin, The Founder of the CCF, p. 2 
51

 Ziegler, Social Pioneer, p. 109 
52

 Mills,  Fool For Christ, p. 38-40. 



 

38 
 

Woodsworth, there is heavy emphasis put on the historical and intellectual context of 

everything that Woodsworth did.
53 

 Mills is attempting to cast Woodsworth as an 

individual who was affected by his surroundings and not as a prophet who was driven by 

divine inspiration. 

Mills does not acknowledge any personal factors that influenced Woodsworth 

and instead concentrates solely on the intellectual context of the period.
54 

 He does not 

wish to portray Woodsworth as a regular man who was inspired by his family and life 

experiences, but rather as a man who was highly educated, and used this education to 

develop ideas and institutions that would benefit all Canadians.  Mills embraces the 

elitism that so many other biographers downplayed in their attempts to make him a 

ónormalô labouring man struggling for social justice. 

The final years of Woodsworthôs life was marked by his gradual loss of control 

of the CCF.  While still a revered figurehead and their haloed founder, Woodsworth led 

the party with some difficulty as his programme of reform was tweaked and altered by 

the next generation of party membership.
55

  In 1939 J. S. Woodsworth suffered a stroke 

and found himself unable to retain control of the CCF.  After decreasing his role within 

the party, Woodsworth experienced another stroke and found himself too ill to continue 

in parliament.
56

  He returned home to Toronto briefly then continued on the Vancouver.  

There he died, surrounded by family.  Woodsworthôs funeral was noticeably lacking in 

religious references, going so far as to replacing the Lordôs Prayer with a prayer he had 

penned while preaching at the Labour Church in Winnipeg.  While there was singing of 
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songs and reading passages of the Bible, James Shaver Woodsworthôs funeral placed 

more emphasis on remembering the secular labour leader who transformed Canada, 

rather than the radical Methodist who was inspired by the lessons of Jesus and the 

Golden Rule to dedicate his life to social service and teaching the benefits of social 

democracy to Canadians.  Woodsworthôs died on March 21, 1942, and his ashes were 

scattered across English Bay, in Vancouver.
57

 

The hero of Canada, the hero of the disadvantaged, and the hero of the CCF, had 

left an impressive mark on Canadian politics.  He had redirected the flow of Canadian 

history from its pioneering and early industrial beginnings toward a society that values 

the good of society over the personal ambitions of individuals.  James Shaver 

Woodsworth was a man who, starting in Winnipeg, spent his life dedicated to serving 

society.  He was the man who fathered the left in Canada and he alone was qualified for 

the task according to many historians.  He constituted all of the qualities that were 

required in a leader at that time.  He had old connections to the prairies and the west, 

central Canada, and began to make a name for himself in Montreal and the Maritimes.  

He had experience with local reform movements, labour organizations and national 

politics.  He knew everyone who needed to be involved and he alone was the central 

force that brought together all of the aspects required to create a successful political 

movement that continues today. 

 

--- 
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 The reality of Woodsworthôs life is very important to understand in order to 

debunk this mythology, however, such an exhaustive study is not permitted in the page 

constraints of this Masterôs thesis.  In its place a close examination has been selected as 

an alternative to a glossed over biography.  By examining All Peoplesô Mission not only 

can Woodsworthôs lived reality be more clearly understood, but a more balanced 

understanding of the motivations of those involved in the Social Gospel can also become 

clear. 

 The first obstacle that faced this thesis was the unfortunate fact that J. S. 

Woodsworth had not wished to be studied or eulogized by historians, and so destroyed 

many of his personal documents toward the end of his life.  This unfortunate reality left 

no journal or diary written by Woodsworth during the period studied in this paper.  

However, a three page leaflet written in Woodsworthôs hand writing remained in the 

Woodsworth fonds in Ottawa.  This document allows a partial picture to be constructed 

of the real life of Woodsworth during the time as Superintendent, stating that ña record 

of our work week, kept as a matter of curiosityò would provide a partial idea of what his 

responsibilities were.
58

 

 He begins by enumerating the various organizations and charities that he attends 

in his capacity as superintendent: 

 During the past year he has served on the Deaconess Board, and the Fresh 

Air Committee, the Board of Associated Charities and in Committee ... 

and Relief, the Board of Childrenôs Aid and its ... Home Committee, the 
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Anti-Tuberculosis Society and its Committee on Education and Publicity, 

and the Playgrounds Association.
59

 

 

While maintaining a busy administrative schedule Woodsworth also attended to the 

many meetings that were required to maintain such a large operation. 

 Sundays began mid-morning with interviews with members of the congregation 

at the Burrows Avenue branch.  He then moved to the Maple Street branch for a class 

meeting.  The afternoon was spent at the Sunday School, organizing and meeting with 

the various school teachers.  His evenings also included some mission business during 

his is off hours.  During this particular week Woodsworth had an evening tea with 

Professor Rose, attempting to enlist his support at All Peoplesô.  Sunday ended with 

Woodsworth noting that he had a ñquiet evening at home ï the first for weeks.ò
60

 

 Monday morning consisted of a series of meetings regarding the various needs of 

the teachers as well as many of the committeeôs he served on.  This Monday included a 

meeting with two deaconesses and the architect regarding the construction of new 

facilities.  The afternoon was occupied with attending various committee meetings and 

more interviews with staff.
61

  Tuesday morning consisted of more meetings and in the 

afternoon, Woodsworth made several collecting calls and attended the meeting of the 

Deaconess Board.  During the evening, Woodsworth attended the meeting of the 

Socialist Party that was held in Selkirk Hall.  Wednesday was again dominated by 

meetings and committees, and finished at 6 oôclock with more collecting calls.  
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Wednesday evening consisted of a prayer meeting and making arrangements for a 

ñPeoples Concertò.
62

  Thursday was again a typical day of meetings, however, in the 

evening Woodsworth had the opportunity to teach a class at the Night School at the 

Burrows Avenue branch.
63

  Friday morning was spent meeting with Deaconesses and in 

the afternoon Woodsworth made arrangements for ñgirls to go into Grace Hospital.ò
64

  

Friday evening was spent making collecting calls and Woodsworth also oversaw a Boys 

Club and the  

new Institute. 

 Saturday was spent in a slightly different manner.  Woodsworth usually hoped to 

take off Saturday as a day of rest, but was interrupted by important telephone calls, and 

therefore continued to work through his time away from the Mission.
65

  While 

Woodsworth was surely a busy man he did not spend as large a portion of his work time 

interacting directly with those in need.  Whereas other staff members attended to the 

immediate needs of those living in the North End, Woodsworth played the role of 

advocate, not social worker.  His efforts were far more logistical than missionary in 

style. 

 The realities of Woodsworthôs time in Winnipeg is that he was a man who 

motivated.  He motivated individuals to donate their time and work with those in need, 

and he encouraged others to provide money and support to his cause.  J. S. Woodsworth 

was a brilliant organizer, not a ground-breaking social worker.  He embodied many of 
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the characteristics of a great leader, something that ideally suited him for his later life in 

politics.  To understand the origin of the mythology that his biographers have promoted, 

a closer examination of the daily lives of those working at All Peoplesô is necessary.  

The truth in the mythology of Woodsworthôs biographers can be found in the work of 

the other workers at the mission.  Much of the evidence provided by Woodsworthôs 

biographers regarding his life in social work is accurate, however they have misplaced 

the credit.  All Peoplesô Mission was a successfully run Social Settlement, and the men 

and women who worked in the North End deserve much of the credit. 
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Chapter Three ï All Peoplesô Mission 

 

 The North End of Winnipeg, centred around the neighbourhood of Point Douglas 

North totalling around 20,000 residents, was one of the focal points of the moral panic 

surrounding the influx of ónewcomersô to Canada in the early national period.
1
  This 

neighbourhood was bound by the bend in the Red River to the east, Sinclair St. to the 

west, and Burrows St. and Notre-Dame to the north and south.  The main commercial 

activity centred around the stretch of Main St. that cut through the middle of this area 

comprised of wards 4, 5, and 6 within the municipality of Winnipeg.
2
 (see Figure 2)  

This neighbourhood appeared on first glance to be a respectable neighbourhood, at one 

time it housed senior municipal officials in fairly sizable Victorian houses.  The streets 

were broad and treed, providing the false perception of space.  These houses, that 

cramped the streets as the years passed and the immigrant community boomed, sheltered 

some of the newest and poorest Canadians to come to the prairies.  The respectable 

appearance of the neighbourhood betrayed the reality that the housing conditions 

represented the most cramped, filthy, impoverished and inhumane living conditions in 

all of Winnipeg; it had become a tenement district.  During a canvassing tour of the 

North End, Rose commented that ñthe appalling fact that I saw was the way the people 

lived.  In nearly every room there were two, three, and four beds.  Within single rooms 
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men, women, and growing children herd together.ò
3
  It was this crowding and mixing of 

the population that threatened the middle-class Victorian sensibilities. 

 

(Figure 2 ï The North End of Winnipeg) 

 

 Within this neighbourhood there were several churches attempting to cope with 

the terrible conditions that the ministry saw surrounding them, ñAll Peoplesô originated 

from local initiative rather than from the conscious policy of the Methodist Church.ò
4
  

These churches, however, were faced with an immigrant community that did not speak 

English and largely did not attend that particular denominational church. Emery notes 

that at this point 
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All Peoplesô had been a private mission which was supported by the 

Methodist churches of Winnipeg.  It had not been an official Methodist 

mission because it lacked church members and was, therefore, outside the 

provisions of the Discipline.  Mission workers overcame this regulation, 

which was designed for English-speaking populations, by banding 

together themselves.
5
 

 

Their flock had left the neighbourhood, and these Churches didnôt have the support or 

money to continue their services in a traditional manner.   

The Methodist Church, faced with the imminent collapse of their current efforts 

in the area, decided to reorganize their resources and establish a mission that could better 

serve the needs of the ónewcomers.ô
6
  Individual Methodists inspired by their evangelical 

traditions, began to work in this area in the belief that society in western Canada would 

perpetuate the Protestant, English-language culture that had developed in Ontario and 

other parts of eastern Canada.
7
  However, it was principally the individuals inspired on a 

local level that began work in this area among the new Canadians, not the Methodist 

Church.  In 1889, Miss Dollie McGuire, began holding Sunday school classes each week 

in German at McDougall Church.  Average attendance, once the programme was 

established approached 100, largely due to the fact that she also distributed food and 

clothing to those who participated. 

 The work of Miss McGuire drew further attention to the moral panic surrounding 

these ónewcomersô, and as interest increased more people became involved with what 
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was becoming known as missionary work ófor all peoplesô.
8
  Rev. R. L. Morrison first 

became involved with this work in 1901.  In order to achieve an entrée into the homes of 

the immigrants, Rev. Morrison offered medical aid
9
, thereby gaining their trust and 

making Methodism appear less threatening.  By 1902, the work that was being done 

under the banner of All Peoplesô Mission had outgrown the facilities, so a permanent 

home was purchased on Stella Street and placed under the administration of Rev. J. V. 

Kovar, an Austrian protestant who increased the variety of languages used by the 

missionaries.  He regularly held services in German, Slavic, Bohemian and several other 

languages.
10

  The mission flourished as they added more and more programmes in 

various languages, finally reaching 400 immigrants, representing 16 nationalities, in 

1907, the same year that the various church facilities were reorganized into the unified 

All Peoplesô Mission.
11

  It operated on a modest budget, supplied by the Methodist 

Church, Womenôs Missionary Society, as well as philanthropists,
12

 of $25,000 per year, 

allocating nearly three quarters of their entire budget to work among European 

immigrants.
13

  By 1908, All Peoplesô Mission had its own building and a permanent 

staff of 11, with countless volunteers passing through its doors.
14

  The newly formed All 

Peoplesô Mission, however, needed a strong leader who could manage in the harsh 

conditions of the North End, and inspire effective Christian work. 
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 At the same time as the mission was being reorganized, James Shaver 

Woodsworth had been growing more and more radical in his social beliefs, and was 

faced with another crisis of faith.  In June, 1907 he submitted another letter of 

resignation to the Methodist Church.
15

  His previous attempts had met with failure 

because the Methodist Committee could not stand to lose such a good mind and a close 

family member from their ranks.
16

  They were understandably upset with the news of 

another resignation letter from Woodsworth.  Reviewing its contents it is clear that he 

had not lost his faith.  J. S. Woodsworth was rejecting the religious dogma and the 

institutionalization of faith.
17

  His opinions of Christianity were not in question, it was 

how best to interpret the lessons that were taught in the New Testament ï his faith in the 

system was what he had lost by 1907, not his belief in the moral teaching of Jesus 

Christ.
18

 

 The opportunity to provide Woodsworth with hard work at All Peoplesô Mission 

seemed like a perfect way to dissuade him from leaving the Church, ñit was exactly the 

sort of practical work he had craved for.ò
19

  This lure proved too great for Woodsworth 

to pass up.  Once offered the job of Superintendent at All Peoplesô Mission, 

Woodsworth decided to remain with the Methodist Church, but he followed a Christian 
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dogma rooted in practicality.
20

  He was eager and willing to serve God in this fashion.  

His work in Point Douglas North began in the ñlate spring of 1907.ò
21

 

  (Figure 3 ï All Peoples Mission facilities) 

 

Upon his arrival Woodsworth was faced at the All Peoplesô Mission with a 

scattered collection of buildings and programmes that included four facilities (see Figure 

3).  The two facilities were the principle Maple Branch, close to the CPR depot, and the 

Stella Branch at the corner of Stella and Powers Streets.
22

  At the Maple Branch, 

Woodsworth had close access to the Immigration Hall and the main point of entry for all 

those coming to Winnipeg, and the West.  The building, a small, pitched roof chapel 

with clapboard siding was unimpressive for the amount of work and traffic it 

accommodated.
23

 (See Figure 4)  One staffer remarked ñit imitates the modest daisy too 
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much: in its modesty rather than its beauty and sweetness.ò
24

  It also featured, on one 

side, a mural that identified it as a place open to all people; welcome was written in large 

lettering in more than eight languages.  The namesake of All Peoplesô came from a 

religious passage, that Woodsworth was very familiar with, ñMy house shall be called a 

house of prayer for all people.ò
25

 

 (Figure 4 - Maple Street Branch) 

This place would become the focal point of the social activities of the middle-

class religious community of Winnipeg.  Through this mission, Methodism was going to 

uplift the population of Point Douglas North to ñhigher and better things,ò
26

 thereby 

improving the deplorable and immoral conditions and transforming them into good 

Christian Canadians worthy of the great nation that was hoped would be a successful 

experiment ñéin social justice, an experiment in human comradeship, an experiment in 

successful democracy, and an experiment in the natural consequences of widely diffused 
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intelligence.ò
27

  The immigrant community was an important part of this experiment, 

and how the Anglo-protestant community reacted to their arrival is a testament to how 

dedicated the west was to this understanding of their Dominion. 

 The missionôs early success at recruiting newcomers to their facility owed much 

to the already established system that the Methodist Church had implemented in order to 

deal with the moral panic surrounding the flow of immigrants into the gateway city and 

the west.  Under the Methodist Immigration Department, and later the Home 

Department of Missions, the Methodist Church placed officers at each point of entry into 

the country;
28

 St. Johnôs, Halifax, Quebec City, Montreal, Toronto, as well as Winnipeg, 

as it was the gateway city to western Canada.
29

  These agents were treated with the same 

respect and offered the same resources as the government Immigration Officials who 

were trying to guide the much needed labour to the Canadian West.
30

  The agents waited 

at the immigration hall for newcomers to arrive some of whom were Methodists in their 

home country.  It was common for immigrants to approach their local pastor/reverend 

and ask for a ñnote of removalò prior to his/her departure.  These Methodists were then 

presented with a red pin, to identify them, and any information that was available on the 

Churchôs presence at their destination.
31

  Upon arrival at the ports of entry, these pins 

also identified the agents at the Immigration Hall.  The Methodist officers, who were 

usually volunteers or students, provided them with an introduction card, identifying the 
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name of the priest/pastor, location of the church, and other pertinent information.
32

  The 

agent would then notify the next agent down the line to expect a new arrival.  This 

system continued until the immigrant arrived in his or her final destination. 

 The agents in Winnipeg also guided new immigrants who appeared to need help 

and guidance to All Peoplesô Mission, as it was the closest resource centre to the 

Immigration Hall and main CPR station.
33

 (See Figure 5)  This system of direction 

enabled Woodsworth and the All Peoplesô Mission to provide aid to a great number of 

people, averaging a turnover rate of about 25%; approximately every four years those 

being helped by the mission were a completely new group of people.
34

  Woodsworth 

commented that ñthe workers [at All Peoplesô Mission] have no lack of the óspice of 

varietyô in their everyday duties.  The changes and combinations might almost be 

described as kaleidoscopic.ò
35

  Woodsworth, as Superintendent was the man who 

managed the activities of the constantly changing mission, and had a hand in developing 

the most efficient methods for helping such a vast, diverse, and changing group of new 

Canadians. 
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 (Figure 5 - Immigration 

Hall) 

 The programmes that the All Peoplesô Mission offered tended to heavily favour 

the importance of education.  The provision of better education was believed to be the 

best and most effective way of creating good Canadians out of the patchwork or 

ónewcomers.ô  Woodsworth commented in 1909 in a speech made at the Broadway 

Methodist Church that his principle goal was to ñémix these people and mould them in 

some way into Canadian citizens,ò
36

 something that he would late try and accomplish 

with the Citizenôs Forum.  But upon his arrival, Woodsworthôs main focus was 

expanding the existing education programmes in order to provide an opportunity for 

more immigrants, and more age groups, to learn how to live in their new home. 

 The Kindergartens, first set up by Miss Dollie McGuire at McDougall Church,
37

 

were the first thing to be expanded when the All Peoplesô Mission was reorganized.  At 

the Maple Street Branch in 1907 the roll call included 72 names, with an average weekly 

attendance of 45, at the Stella Avenue Branch, their average attendance approached 50 

                                                           
36

 Anon. ñSunday Services: Tell of Mission Work,ò The Free Press, April 8, 1909.  Woodsworth, J. S.  

The Peoplesô Forum (Scrapbook).  LAC: H2280 27 35 (1915-1917, 1929-1935) 
37

 McNaught, A Prophet in Politics, p. 40. 



 

54 
 

children per week.
38

 These included children from many different nationalities and 

linguistic backgrounds from Eastern Europe.  These numbers represented the full 

capacity of the facilities, and it was not until 1908, with the construction of the New 

Institute on Sutherland Avenue that more space would be opened up that ñémade 

possible much that we have longed for in the past.ò
39

  J. S. Woodsworth strongly felt that 

this work among the children was ñéprobably the most important but that was not 

clearly seen at firstò,
40

 and vigorously agitated for compulsory schooling acts and 

municipal facilities to be provided.
41

  Woodsworth believed that since these small 

children were going to represent the next generation of Canadian citizens, enfranchised 

with the vote, they must be educated in the ways of Canadian life and morals. 

 This moral approach to education was not uncommon during the Social Gospel.  

Woodsworth represented an ideological belief that ónewcomersô needed to be uplifted 

and taught how to be good Canadian citizens.  This uplifting could not just happen with 

their minds, but also their bodies and their morals.
42

  This paradigm is what inspired the 

educational programmes that were offered to the young boys and girls of the North End.   

The goal of the Boys and Girls clubs were to create good strong, moral Canadian 

citizens. 

 The best example of this was the creation of a Bands of Hope at the mission.  

Bands of Hope were societies that children would join and pledge to never imbibe or 
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abuse alcohol.  It was an attempt on the part of the moral panic surrounding alcohol to 

imbue the message of prohibition in children before they encounter bad influences.  It 

also offered prohibitionist an influential voice within each household, encouraging each 

child to speak out against any alcohol abuse within their own homes.  Other attempts 

were being made to reach young boys and girls at the same time.  In fact, many of the 

attendees of one club would usually participate in several others. 

 The Boys Clubs at the mission were targeted towards young boys, under the age 

of 16.  They offered many opportunities for normal social development, including: 

games, clubs were held in all of the branches; sports, the New Institute offered better 

facilities that included several swimming tanks; a gymnasium and an outdoor field; as 

well as secret societies that developed among many of the boys, usually centred on 

athleticism but also including many educational overtones.
43

  The central aim of the 

Boys Clubs, as stated by Cathy James, was to ñéprepare themselves to be educated, 

law-abiding voters and workers in a capitalist democratic state.ò
44

  The goal of these 

activities were clear, the missionary work would take a back seat to the more important 

problem of creating ñone strong Brotherhoodò through social work.
45

 

 The Girls Club closely mirrored the activities of the boys, but had a decidedly 

more dour approach to citizenship, believing that the programmes should prepare these 

young girls for the ñlarger and more important duties in life.ò
46

  The principal clubs that 

the young immigrant girls of the North End were encouraged to join were the kitchen 
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garden club, and the cooking class. (See Figure 6)  Girls would begin in the kitchen 

garden, learning how to grow their own food and how to create healthy meals from the 

vegetables available.
47

  Once they had mastered this, they would graduate to the kitchen 

where they would take cooking classes.  The aim of this class was to ñéteach the girls 

how to make a few cents go a long way and yet have the dishes taste good too.ò
48

  Once 

these children were taught the ways of middle-class life in Canada, they would be able 

to raise the future generations of Canadians.  Rev. Samuel East stated that ñif they are to 

become useful members of society, they must have teaching in elementary culinary arts 

and in sanitary essentials.ò
49

  Reaching the young girls as they arrived in this country 

became one of the most apparent examples of how the Social Gospel was dealing with 

the moral panic over the increasing immigration rate.  It represented a clear assimilation 

and nativist theme in the work done by Woodsworth and his staff at All Peoplesô 

Mission. 

 (Figure 6 - A cooking class) 
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 The All Peoplesô Mission also ran several programmes directed at uplifting the 

adult population of Point Douglas North. In particular the numerous single men that 

were adding to the moral panic.  Night Schools and Industrial schools were two 

programmes that were mainly directed at the male immigrant population in an attempt to 

provide them with skills and information that would enable them to find employment 

and support themselves, and possibly a family.  The Night Schools, held three times a 

week, offered these men with an opportunity to learn English, one of the most important 

skills as many couldnôt understand anything but their mother tongue, creating a very 

fragmented community which furthered the panic surrounding this new population.
50

  

The activities were hoped to direct these men away from immoral acts, like drinking, 

and toward being a more productive member of Canadian society. 

 The Industrial Schools were a similar example of the need to find stable 

employment for these men.  A controversial issue during the period itself, the aim of 

these schools was to give their students an opportunity to work in a shop, learning a 

trade, for a short period of the schools year, alternating with time in the classroom.
51

  

Woodsworth was very interested in this education technique, and followed the debate as 

he accompanied the Committee of the Technical Education Commission of Manitoba on 

their investigation into similar programmes in the north-eastern United States in 1909.
52

  

Of which Woodsworth was a member of the board. 
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 The work among women, was equally, if not more important in Woodsworthôs 

eyes, in attempting to craft good citizens.  Mothersô Meetings were usually help several 

times a week, offering service and education on child rearing, specifically breast 

feeding, first aid, cleaning and sanitation.  These meetings were overseen by usually one 

deaconess, with an assistant or two.  The meeting would always conclude with a small 

prayer study, where the mothers were break up into groups by nationality and perform a 

bible reading and prayer.  Following this was a social hour with tea, where these women 

could interact socially with the deaconesses, practice their English and listen to some 

music.  The mothers who attended were being trained to be good Christian Canadians, 

and would themselves then raise good Christian Canadian families.   

 All Peoples Mission was dedicated to far more than educational programmes.  

Woodsworth, and the Social Gospel, both believed that you must reform the deplorable 

living conditions present within our society in an attempt to create heaven on earth, and 

be closer to God.
53

  This lofty goal meant that the mission had to provide much more 

than educational services, but had to target all aspects of Canadian society, from 

providing help in finding employment, to creating a more sanitary urban environment.  

One of the goals that Woodsworth advanced was educating these ónewcomersô in the 

legal traditions of their new nation. 

 The legal aid programmes resulted in two important improvements in the life of 

the immigrant.  Firstly, it afforded these ónewcomersô with legal help in defending their 

civic rights against those who would profit from their ignorance.  The mission had 

lawyers who would help the membership explain their situation in court, or find redress 
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from landlords unfairly demanding higher rents in their tenement houses, that were in 

themselves already prohibited under municipal laws.
54

  The other effect of providing 

legal aid programmes was that these new immigrants began to understand their legal and 

constitutional rights, as well as the legal and political system of their new home.  

Woodsworth was so impressed with the progress of their understanding when those 

immigrants affiliated with socialism marched to City Hall on May 1, 1908, protesting 

the unfair and harsh working conditions and the need for more labour initiatives.
55

  By 

becoming involved in the political system, Woodsworth believed these new Canadians 

would become the backbone of a new Canadian electorate; these immigrants were not 

strangers within our gatesô but the newest Canadians to arrive in this land of opportunity 

and they needed to be taught to be responsible Canadian citizens.  This programme made 

the lives of these ónewcomersô more fair, but the provision of a healthy living 

environment was equally important.  Providing health care was one of the many 

priorities of Woodsworth, the Social Gospel and All Peoplesô Mission. 

 Three forms of healthcare were made available to those who received aid from 

the mission.  The first was in the form of home visits.  Deaconesses and volunteers 

would make a complete census of the inhabitants of several street blocks in order to 

better understand what the community required.  This was usually done by going in to 

each house around midnight to inspect how many people actually slept in each room, 
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averaging 8-12 inhabitants in a small sized room.
56

  Each room provided a different 

glimpse into the unacceptable living conditions present in this area of Winnipeg.  It was 

quite common to immigrants suffering from severe injuries or sick and dying children.  

The volunteers would provide as much aid as possible within the tenement, bringing 

with them first aid supplies and their training. 

 The other form of medical aid that was provided was removing these people 

from the deplorable conditions and taking them to a hospital.  In many cases, the 

volunteers would be able to secure help from a doctor without charge.  The hospital 

facilities, however, were lacking.  A new childrenôs hospital was opened in the 

community, enabling the mission to provide better care for some of the sickest children 

in the city.  This expansion coincided with the establishment of a free dispensary at the 

Burrows Branch.  With these new facilities, the mission would be able to provide free 

drugs that were needed to fight diseases such as tuberculosis; many of the health 

problems could have easily been treated by reforming the conditions in that these people 

lived, a point not lost on Woodsworth. 

 A Fresh Air Camp was also constructed along the banks of the Assiniboine 

River, about 10 kilometres west of Winnipeg.
57

  This additional branch of All Peoplesô 

enabled the workers to remove mainly children and mothers from the urban slums, and 

expose them to an environment that could afford some freedom of space and tranquility.  

The Fresh Air Camp consisted of seven white canvass tents pitched on a piece of land 
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along the river.
58

  It was located next to Sturgeon Creek, that was just deep enough at the 

camp to be able to swim and enjoy a cooling afternoon during the hot prairie summer.  

The camp capacity was 25, averaging 170 visitors in one week
59

, and was overseen by 2-

3 deaconesses.  The majority of those who attended were children who, it was believed, 

needed to be exposed to a healthy and moral environment to counter the ñscenes of 

wretchedness, vice and squalorò that could have a negative influence of these young 

Canadians if unchecked.
60

  This belief in the moral uplifting power of the environment 

was quite common in the Social Gospel not only in Canada, exemplified by Camp 

Meetings, but also in the American practice of Mass Revivals.  These camps also offered 

a respite for women and mothers either dealing with illness themselves or a sick member 

of their family.  By bringing these women to the Fresh Air Camp, the deaconesses hoped 

to rejuvenate and reinvigorate these women who were the hearts of their families.
61

  

These overtones at the fresh Air Camp exemplify the high moral tone of the programmes 

at All Peoplesô and their stated aim to create good Christian Canadians. 

All of this work was carried out by the massive staff at All Peoplesô Mission.  

Boasting two ministers, two college students, four deaconesses, four kindergarten 

teachers, one teacher and an interpreter, and a constantly fluctuating rank of volunteers, 

sometimes reaching 100, All Peoplesô Mission never seemed to keep pace with the 

demand for their services.
62

 (See Figure 7)  The mission represented many 
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denominations as well as socio-cultural backgrounds.  This, Woodsworth boasted, was 

what made the All Peoplesô Mission so effective. 

 (Figure 7 - Workers at All Peoplesô Mission) 

The non-denominational character of the work, that was a common policy among 

settlement houses, ensured three things.
63

  First, that the work could appeal to all 

members of the immigrant community.
64

  Though the Doukhabors were feared by many 

Canadians in the West during their pilgrimage to find a new home, they were welcomed 

with open arms at the mission.
65

  Second, by abandoning the religious subtext of 

providing aid in order to achieve conversion to one denomination, workers and 

volunteers could be drawn from across the city.
66

  This enabled them to reach many 

different groups simultaneously, for example Mr. Longmans worked directly among the 

Chinese community,
67

 and All Peoplesô was able to support the Polish National Catholic 

                                                           
63

 Parker, ñThe Origins and Early History...ò in The Social Gospel in Canada, p. 113. Woodsworth, J. S.  

The Peoplesô Forum (Scrapbook).  LAC: H2280 27 35 (1915-1917, 1929-1935) 
64

 Osborne, ñThe Church and the Immigrant: An Address at the National Mission Congress,ò The 

Christian Guardian, April 14, 1909, p. 10.  
65

 Woodsworth, ñAll Peoplesô Mission, Winnipeg: Passing Glimpses,ò n.d. [c.1907].  Woodsworth, J. S.  

The Peoplesô Forum (Scrapbook).  LAC: H2280 27 35 (1915-1917, 1929-1935) 
66

 Anon. ñMethodist Mission Work in Winnipeg,ò Free Press, n.d. [c. 1908]. Woodsworth, J. S.  The 

Peoplesô Forum (Scrapbook).  LAC: H2280 27 35 (1915-1917, 1929-1935) 
67

 Woodsworth, ñThe Chinese Work at All Peoplesô Mission,ò n.d. [c. 1907].  Woodsworth, J. S.  The 

Peoplesô Forum (Scrapbook).  LAC: H2280 27 35 (1915-1917, 1929-1935) 



 

63 
 

Church, members of the community who wished to cut their ties to their old church and 

establish their own community parish in Winnipeg with one of their own as preacher.
68

   

Finally, the lack on denominationalism opened All Peoplesô Mission to receiving 

funding it could not do without.
69

  In addition to getting money from the Methodist 

Missionary Society, the mission was reliant on government grants, philanthropic 

benefactors, and donations from other churches within Winnipeg.  By following his 

belief that aid needed to be supplied to the individuals in society and not their souls, 

Woodsworth expanded the programmes at All Peoplesô Mission so as to include as many 

volunteers from other denominations as possible.  Woodsworth was siding in this case 

with the radical Social Gospellers who were agitating for a removal of any church 

influence over social aid and instead championed for the establishment of government 

institutions that could provide aid to all who needed it across the whole Dominion; 

Woodsworth himself stated that ñstandardization is highly desirable.ò
70

   Here he 

appears to be pushing for increased services that would create good Canadians, instead 

of good Christians. 

This drive to create good Canadians is what identifies J. S. Woodsworth 

organizational stamp on the social settlement.  Each of the workers that taught the 

kindergartens, or visited homes, those who volunteered or even just attended the 

community activities, had their own personal call to service; they worked for social 

betterment for their own personal and sometimes religious reasons.  This diverse 
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ideological makeup is what made All Peoplesô Mission so successful, and what 

identifies it as a perfect test case for understanding how the Social Gospel reacted to the 

moral panics facing Canada in the early national period.  During this period there was an 

influx of immigrants to major cities in Canada, Winnipeg swelled from 42,340 to 

139,863 from 1901 to 1908,
71

 one article observed that ñéevery third man who steps off 

the train at Winnipeg does not speak English.ò
72

  This torrential flow of foreigners 

marked the beginning of a moral panic that saw the Social Gospel divide in two.  In 

many ways the schism related to how far the church must go to solve the moral, urban, 

social, and legal challenges that faced Canada. 

The Social Gospel, in its attempts to reform society to bring people closer to 

God,
73

 was faced with two options; reform church institutions to take a central role in 

reforming society, or build new institutions within government to guide renewal.  The 

solution to the problems of the North End, and similar communities across Canada was 

clear; direct involvement and contact with these ónewcomersô in order to provide 

education, moral guidance, and acceptable living conditions.  The radical social 

gospellers agitated for their government to step in as the most able-bodied institution to 

deal with the social problems.
74

  This was linked to their understanding that the federal 

government had the onus stemming from its tax revenue base and its responsibility to 

ensure Peace, Order and Good Government.  In the north end Woodsworth saw no 

peace, no order and poor government.  The more moderate reformers of the Social 

Gospel, however, saw the problem as best being resolved through missionary and 
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evangelical work; to be a good Canadian you had to be a protestant first.  Woodsworth, 

at this point in his life appeared to be a more radical reformer, moving further and 

further away from the Methodist Church. 

The nature of the programmes that he oversaw during the six years at All 

Peoplesô indicates a strong belief in creating a strong, educated citizenry.  They were 

closely resembled those services which Woodsworth had been inspired by at Mansfield 

House, and were highly representative of the social settlement movement in the 

Protestant world.   Most programmes included religious services, most obviously 

relating to the religious nature of missionary work, however, the focus was never on 

conversion, but on education and community participation.  For Woodsworth religion 

took a back seat to helping those in need.  The All Peoplesô Mission gave Woodsworth 

the opportunity to test his theories of social reform and reconstruction.  It is this 

experience that the biographies have imbued with the significance of starting him on his 

struggle to rejuvenate the entire Dominion.
75

  The historians thus far, have used the 

activities of the All Peoplesô Mission to create a story of a man, larger than life, who 

gained experience in an urban laboratory and later applied that experience in the House 

of Commons to redefine Canadaôs institutions and to a degree Canadian identity. 

This narrative is a lofty one, and elevates J. S. Woodsworth to a position that he 

does not deserve.  To exemplify the work of Woodsworth as a social pioneer, is to 

marginalize those who actually acted under him; those who interacted daily with the 

ónewcomers in needô; those volunteers who were inspired by their own belief in service.  

The experience of the workers at All Peoplesô Mission affords a different impression of 
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the work done there.  When examining the daily efforts of those who touched the lives 

of so many immigrants new to Canada, it becomes clear that just as the Social Gospel 

was becoming fractured, the motivations and justifications for service varied 

considerably among individuals.   
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Chapter Four ï Deaconess Work 

 

 During the Social Gospel women were afforded a greater role in many Christian 

denominations.  This, however, happened much earlier within the Methodist tradition as 

women were integral to the establishment and propagation of their religious beliefs 

when John Wesley first established the Church in England.
1
  Women held positions of 

importance within the religious community, and were an important aspect of 

evangelising their interpretation of Christianity.  This tradition is what notably enabled 

Dollie McGuire to establish kindergarten classes and other missionary work at 

MacDougall Church in 1889, and what characterized the type of work, and its delivery 

during Woodsworthôs tenure as Superintendent.  Woodsworth by no means 

revolutionized the provision of social aid by incorporating educated, middle-class 

women into his social work; they were present prior to his arrival and would continue to 

toil in the North End long after he resigned from the church in 1913. 

 This sense of purpose within the Methodist church not only enabled women to 

participate in providing aid, but also in promoting the cause and agitating for more 

involvement from the community, as well as the government.  Women became very 

active in social regeneration during this period, founding many notable groups such as 

the Womenôs Christian Temperance Union and a plethora of Womenôs Missionary 

Societies.
2
  The Deaconesses at All Peoplesô Mission shared many of the same 

administrative role as Woodsworth, while at the same time going into the community 

                                                           
1
 Whiteley, p. 4-5. 

2
 Allen, ñThe Background...ò in The Social Gospel in Canada, p. 13-14. 
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and interacting with those in need on a daily basis.
3
  Agnes Allen, Wilberta Hart, L. S. 

Mason, Grace Tonkin, and many more worked and promoted the mission and played an 

important role in making All Peoplesô the effective social reformatory that it has been 

credited with. (See Figure 8)  The work of these women, however, was self-motivated.  

While they did follow the direction of their charismatic superintendent, they all acted in 

accordance with their own beliefs, whether that was secular, like Woodsworth, or 

sacred, like the more moderate social gospellers.  

  

(Figure 8 - Deaconesses at All Peoplesô) 

                                                           
3
 Another important thing to note regarding the work done by the deaconesses at All Peoplesô is that they 

were not just there on the auspices of the Methodist Church.  Their efforts were partially funded, and 

largely encouraged, by the Womenôs Missionary Society.  They were educated and trained in the arts of 

providing social aid, and the Society was continually supplying the Deaconess House with new recruits.  

They contributed funding as well as promoted the work in many of their newsletters and correspondence.  

The women of All Peoplesô were not there because Woodsworth believed it to be a bold new step in 

providing social aid, but because of their traditional role as evangelists within Methodism, and their very 

active philanthropic societies.  Women were not merely following Woodsworth, but they were driving the 

work at All Peoplesô forward.  See Marilyn Whiteley's Canadian Methodist Women, 1766-1925 for a 

fuller explanation of the role of Women within the Methodist Church. 


