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Stability and Change
in Alberta Provincial Elections

THOMAS FLANAGAN

UA

“ew political event:
berta pr%zm; al e

Alberta is g rally thought to be a prov-
mcv where politics are snbmaa to oceasion-
al voleanic a;ﬁz avals alternati ing with long

periods of stability. Th is is certainly a cor-
rect deseripuion of the history of political
pim in the province, There have bee
three great eras ez}i“ *:zf{wmuai politics, mark-
ed by three critical elections, and we may
now be at mﬂ beginning of a fourth such
era. In eac pgrzfd in the past, a single
party dammé{cd the legislature. There has
never heen 2 minority government in office.
The oppesition, furthermore, has generally
been wak and often splintered among sev-
ties. The most pez:*aﬁniar foature
’ this his tory has been the thrice-repeated
erning parties with a long
zmd the failure of such

Thomaos
studied gt Notre Dame Uiy rity,
mm{:ﬁ? science i from Duke u

g ¢

amga@z iz Associate Professor of Pelitical

Indigna, and the ! ¥ s
z?*gwsta in Northern Cgam?ma The phot
Iof counting in Edmonton during the 1348 prov

generate more interest and excitement than elections, and Al
*cnf ns have been as colourful as any in Canada.

sarties to make a comeback. No party in
1eld office and having been
ever returned to power.

The first era was that of Liberal domin-
aw}m lasting from the achievement of prov-

incial status in 19035 until the Liberals’
éﬁféaz in 1921, This sixteen-year reign was
brought to an end by a combination of
factors. In the postewar depression, the
price grain sagged badly. Farmers were
drive “the edge of despe cration by gfass‘

hoppers  and drought. Ottawa showed its

u%i}ai indifference ?w dissolving the national
heat-ma rk:aufw
h@d gotien out of
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United Farmers of Alberta, who had been

in ence under that name since 1909,
decided to get into politics, with overwhelm-

ing success. They won 46 percent of the
fate) wém W}i aqd 38 of 61 seats in the
; ¢ Liberals, Iw&%hﬁﬁ to 15 rep-
;5, never recoversd from

in o rulked fﬂs
il i 1935 they were unsea
a;}ii}»’ than ghe:ﬁ had
als. This time the ¢ party was Wil-
Aberhart's Social Lrédﬁ League. With
54 percent of the popular vote and 57 se
of 63, Mr. Aberhart’s triumph was com-
plete. The UF A, winning only 11 percent
ei the vote and no seats at all, ceased 1o be
a force in_provincial politics.

%Ez»i} the

The Social Credit League went on to re-
peat their victory eight more times in a row,
First under Mr. Aberhart and then under
Ernest Mannng, their control of the prov-
ince was not seriously challenged until
1971, In that year Peter Lougheed’s renas-
cent Progressive Conservatives won an up-
set victory unexpected by most observers.
This time there seems to have been no
ily identifiable cause for the electoral
other than the retirement of Mr
ng in 1969 and the hard work of the
Conservatives.

On this showing, Alberta certainly seems
to merit its reputation for dramatic changes.
H;mac,r there is another side to provincial
politics which needs to be considered. Al-
though parties come and go, the people of

ngs alterations
of E?}\, popuiaism but
adjust to the beliefs and

z:fswm;) in re-
maa& o5 and downs of political
> of g’:fu’ws of ph fsmi
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berta influence the distri~

bution of faderal po :. Furthermore,
P

the prmsmzai administration was handed

over to the Liberals in order to organize the
first election, so the party gol a head-start
on ;}r:}vmuai patronage. But even without
these advantages. the Liberals undoubtedly
would have | sirong in Alberta in this
period, as they were in the other prairic
provinces. The Liberals were known in the
West as the party of the farmer, of free
wade, and of the great immigration boom.
The Conservatives were more closely identi-
fied with urban manufacturing and financial
interests, In the 1906 census, the combined
p(}‘;?h;iiil(}fi of Calgary and Edmonton was
caly 12 percent of the Alberta total. The
Libcm s were in their own milicu in such
a rural province.

the province remain. Human geography it is not surpri ing that the Iw rals were
changes, but generally over decades and  able to win four clections in a row. As Table
TABLE 1
Resulis of Alberta Provincial Elections 18051917,
Liherals Conservaltives
vote seats % vote seats
1805 81 22 33 3 5 0
1909 61 37 33 2 g 2
1913 49 38 45 13 5 0
18172 49 34 42 19 g 2
HOther” w eﬂm Independent, Socialist, Non-Partisun League (in 1917).
2Totals for 1917 ignore the non-partisan votes of soldiers and nurses.
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Shortly before dissolution of the Alberta legislature in 1921, the members posed for this

historic photo. In the election a few weeks later. the Liberals were swept out of office by

the United Farmers of Alberia.

I shows, their victories were by substantial

ins, even after the railrond scandal of
1 to the resignation of Premier
Rutherford and dimmed the party’s repu-
tation for hor

e
o

Y.

Yet the Conservatives and Socialists were
not without pockets of strength. The areas
in which their support was located were the
result of human and physical geography.
The Conservatives were noticeably stronger
in the rural ridings south of Red Deer than
they were in the rural ridings north of that
town. The Liberals were not exactly weak
in the southern part of the province, but

in a relative sensc thelr support was not as

st be called upon for ¢

n The Red Deer Rivor is the
mate linc of division in the prov
tween prairie and parkiand. South
Dear the treeless open land was
for ranching. particularly where warm C
nook winds cleared the snow from the grass.
This part of the province : settled rela-
tively early by ranchers. particularly with
completi Canadian Pacific Rail

way m 1 f

, many of

B

; esttia
/ setfiers
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: federal Conser
tion. In the mann
ate and pressi

North of Red Deer, scttlement took place
more slowly. chiefly after Clifford Sifton's
immigration policy went into effect in 1898,
The new settlers were farn not ranchers.
Many of them were from Central and East-
ern Europe. while still others were French-
Canadians from Quebec, often by way of
the United States. Ethnically they were far
more diverse tha earlicr population
southern Alberta, /

<rs

=
tawa. Thus factors of geography and histo
combined to produce distinet political color-
ations int the northern and southern halves
of the province.
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rs have continued In line with this theory, the UF.A. did

1o govern elections down to this day. As not normally put forward ca didates in the
TABLE 11
Results of Alberta Provincial Elections 1921-1830.
U.FA. Liberals Conservalive Other
% vote seats % vote seals ‘o vole seals
19 467 38 34 15 [ip 7
14928 41 43 27 7 23 [¢]
1530 39 35 25 11 14 7

grror comes from a m s’mfe W:‘%"a ion of the &, Z ss’;siem JssM
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Cﬁ,ﬁf ry and Edmonton, and only one in Medicine Hat,
; on of the U.F.A. percentage.

ran as in 1821 since their parfy had become s0
st following the Uniom government.
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a‘cpm;{an centres of Calgary and Ed-
saton. in the smaller mining and transpor-
ation centres of Lﬁifﬁ‘r‘iﬁgi and Medicine
R gszd éﬁ t%e *“mz;smm tédéz}{m of Rocky
ntion ' Lo this

o8

$ ’m ]:dm@*’

when solicitor J. F. Lwﬁég:sz ran for the
U.F.A. Lymburn had been brought directly
into the Cabinet in 1925 as Attorney Gen

! when Mr. Bmwmw wWas zz%amcé ?mf‘*i
that position to Premier. The UF AL also
entered into informal coalitions with the
our party in some urban or industrial
but it was always made clear such
s were not members of the farm-

ement. Because of the philosophy

w UF. A, the cleavage between agrarian
parts of i?%% province and the utban or
industrial areas, which was already present
hefore 1921, was made oven more visible.

There also f::sﬁf;mmé 1 be a division be-
ween north and south in the province but
with the line of demarcation moving farther
to the north. Above Edmonton, the UF.A.
were not overwhelmingly successful as they
were in the south. In the rural ridings
south of Edmonton, Farmer candidates were
almost defeated, usually garnering
60 percent or even 70 percent of the vote.
But north of the capital, the races were con-
sistently much closer, and the Liberals won
occasional victories. Liberal strength per-
sisted in ridings with large ?ﬁmbers of
Frgmh(az‘m ian or Ukrainian citizens.
: were groups which the U FA per-
o ot reach as readily, due 1o dif-
guage and rahgigﬂ, A major-
;a} csf Ukrainians, and almost all French-
Canadians, were Roman Catholics, where:
many of the leaders of the United Farmers,

2

neve

s

as of the Progressives generally, were pro-
testant cis;g}mvn or lay preachers,

This difference between north and south
might have been predicted by an acute ob-
server in 1921 when the UF A, made their
decision to enter provinecial polities, for a
similar line of cleavage had appeared in the
prohibition referendum of 1913, In his book
Booze, James Gray has pointed out many
aspects of the temperance movemeni on
the prairizs: but he has not mentioned that
the Alberta referendum of 1915 was in cert-
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because the ac wed the rf *h man to
import out-of-province liguor while the poor
man was confined to two percent temper-
ance beer, that being all he could afford
But xaé}fffi of Edmonton the story was quit
é fferent {}m \a a dozen constituencies on
*. The ethnic factor was pa
z”msza; able. Ukrainian and gspeci-

s&f§‘«

French-Canadian ridings were unre-
“wet” (e.g. 74 percent “wet” in

71 percent in St. Albert). The re-
reminiscent of the national refer-
conducted by Sir

. and mascu-
fre ntier was not as
as the more set-
fererce in pol-
ween north and south
corresponded to of physical geography
The boreal forest covers most of the country
above the North Saskatchewan River. ex-
cept for belts of open parkland in the Peace
River country. This fact, plus the colder
climate and its general remotencss, meant
that the north szfi settled after more desir-

Imz: iz;& of E?zsw, z“sa:‘;;zd
cond prohibition

tled life in the south. This di
bet

itical geographs

able lands were taken in the south. This
later settlement mz}i;cd that a larger pro-

Tkrainian and French- Cabadgm
vould settle there, for it was
se groups who were coming
¢ being opened up.

s geographical division of the prov-
ince, which was so obvious in the prohobi-

tion referendum, carried over into par
politics msamg the United F rmers
berta were the strongest ba




W;e*s organizations in the othe

nces. Hence it was not surpris-
to see the same pattern emerging in
2’; as in 1913, The UF.A. were not
weak north of Edmonton; on the
m% won a majority of races. But
r.e?sz?s elv weaker than in their

over

Most im;}arf;aaziv
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caled the
nduring part
stitd w;' s today.
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yerta pm\zm ial elections hus remained
v constant since the great debate about
pcfd;}a and prohibiton  divided the

i
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provinee.

1935 and 1967, Eiza Social
2 won nine successive elections.
are summarized in Table 1L
erall picture in this era was one
of striking similarity with electoral patterns
in the preceding vyears of UF.A. domin-
ance. Th; Social Credit League seems large-
v to have inherited that support which prev-
iously was given to the UF.A. Where the
Farmers had been strong, Social Credit was

1

The line of division at Edmonion was
sintained. In 1933, the Social Credit
sweep left only one MLA from a rural con-
stituency who did not belong to the League,
h-Canadian from remote Grouard.
nt vears, Social Credir lost seats
heartland in only the merest

(16 ot 272
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A second area of Social Credit weakness
was the mountains. In spite of a clever
gerrvmander. Social Credit has generally
run weaker in the constituencies in the
Rockics than in the grain-growing or ranch-

ing areas south of Edmonton In the pro-

invincible: and where the Farmers had had s ) o
difficulties. Social Credit was relatively vincial reapportionment W ich was per-
weaker, {formed for the 1940 election. the govern-
TABLE I
Fesults of Alberta Provineial Elections 19351867,
Social Cre Conservatives CCE/NDP Other
% vote  seats 7, vote  seats 9¢ wvole  seats % vole  seals
1935 54 57 g 2 — — 173 0
1940 43 36 ; e e 11 0 458 20
1944 52 51 — — - _ a5 9 5 4
1948 56 51 18 2 — e 19 2 7 2
1852 56 52 22 4 k2 2 14 2 4 1
1955 48 37 31 15 9 3 8 2 5 4
1858 56 81 14 1 24 1 4 4] 2 2
1983 55 60 20 2 13 3 g 4 3 1
1967 43 535 11 3 28 6 18 0 2 1
iincludes 11% for the UF.A.
sIncluding many coalition candidates of former Liberal, Conservetive and UF.A
allegiance.
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irban victories.

Another fea

o
W

2]
Sl
i

wes 3
Cier a& ng
betu i% %de
iis

vi‘

wers
when final i' mam
urbat bsa 2 ?bws, seatls in

Calgary,
in thut City,
134 ﬁzdh%}wf%zs:z

Ly
41

dent ar ¢

ary and i~dm 3
wl ;mc peree
Sogial Credit

cast fo

a ais; w;;spazsz m;h the
collected f{}r the ;mamﬁ: as a
tw i i s Tethbridge
sci

¥'s. Their resu
hf; reported that m :i}{w
1067 had lowsr incomes

voted Liberal or Conserva-

to think that a
s began in 1971,
e, 1t I8 impo
clectoral forces sull

&Stﬁb ose of the past. The agrar-
i3 zféa:ﬁi ai the province south of Ed-
m%{ on and east of the Rockies is still pitted

against the “peripheral” areas of the prov-
ince: the mountains, the north, and the big
cities. But if the forces are still the same.
their balance has shifted. Calgary and Ed-
ton now constitute half the population
of Alberta, while the north has alse grown

relation o g




control the province by dominating voting  Lougheed’s resurgent parv.

g years of Social Credit
x:{gﬁmg is horne our by power, rapid urbanization connected with
boom gradually changed the

1 er among the pro-
f%m b the

regions.,
&Pm selves rema
1613

h more lin
Qi"\}(

v

picture Oi <
5y ;u}%mg at vol
U? es:,:gmraé victories.

3 &

it 37 percent in the
sercent in the north.

vf 1ange zsa“a 1967 t
{fz‘ed? suffer such a
CIOT {}‘&S been men

the explosive gf@mh of {a}gam
and FEdmonton., But the urbanization of

aiversity of Toronto Press,

eria has been proceeding rapidly since Toronto 1959},
rld War 11 i%*g were its Pt?sg{ 50 013» J. A Long and F. Q. Quo, “Alberta: One
1971, but i9 19637 Paﬂia Dominance”, in Martin Robin

Stinnl Titian
@zh:*:r causes were aise ar wm‘% (ed.), Cenadian Political Politics
. i?ren{:e& Hall, Searborough, Ontare

io, 1872) pp. 1-26;

ved ’){} percent in ;963 11 egﬁ. T. E. Flanagan, “Ethnic Voting in Al
S 1GA7T § ,L - . P berta Pro incial El@ctmnz 1§Zl 71,
m 1967, and s miserable 1 percent in Canadia = Y Dee
+ decline ¢ Likerals brous . '
The line of the L}bﬂm rought ember, 1971} pp. 13?3-104;
u;zj to the fragmentation of the opposi- T E L “political G ny and
> which has alwavs been the curse . anagan, "Pollfical Geodraphy an
i C :;§ : i e 2 *{:“ %ib: a. To the United Farmers of Alberta” in
Tedits opponents . Albertd. in S. M. Trofimenkoff (ed), The
opposition %’C"?Cﬂ were not harmiessly Tweni in Western Canada {Mere-

ed but were concentrared on Con- ury Series. History Division, Paper

rvative candi .. The second factor was No. 1 Iat‘ctnai Museum of Man,
ative @:gx;da The ug} actor was Otfawa, 1972). po. 133.169:
entry of n s into the system as

ios. In T. E. Flanagan, “Electoral Cleavages in
Alberta during the Social Credit
ﬁeim 193519717, a contribution to

ected in increasing turnout 3
only 36 percent of those on the voters’

tist d to cast their ballots. Tn 1967 olume of essays on Alberts pol
there was an increase to 64 percent and mca presently under preparation by
in 1971 another jump to 72 percent. Par- g A i‘g"%?ﬁf t%b %ggﬁ@ of the
ticularly in Calgary and Edmont this niver oL netabridge.

turnout was positively correlated with sup- An extensive survey of the 1971 pro-
nort for ihs Conservatives.  Apparently vineial election was conducted by David
e e emsen s ?}f 3 oy Eiton (Lethbridge) and Richard Baird
people 1 the Cities clore had no (University of Alberta) with the sup-
he o vote we a{iractszd by Mr. port of the Canada Council,




