
 The relationship between the post-2003 Conservative Party of Canada 
and socially conservative evangelical Christians has attracted signifi -
cant interest in scholarly and other circles. Scholars have long noted 
the intertwining of religion, social conservatism, and other elements 
in the earlier Reform Party and its successor, the Canadian Alliance.  2   
Studies of recent elections, while not always in full agreement, fi nd a 
strong preference among evangelicals for the Conservative party.  3   In 
general, and unlike the Liberal and Progressive Conservative parties, 
Reform/Alliance and the post-2003 Conservatives have demonstrated 
both a clear affi nity with these groups and an understanding of how 
to cultivate and apparently maintain their support. But while journal-
ists and activists have speculated about a semi-hidden social conser-
vative agenda in the Harper government, there is limited scholarship 
that looks directly at the relationship.  4   I have argued elsewhere that the 
unusual political window of same-sex marriage in the mid-2000s was 
a prime motivator for evangelicals and social conservatives to turn to 
the Conservative Party.  5   But this does not fully explain why or how the 
party has reciprocated. 

 This chapter focuses on this new development in the relationship 
between religion and Canadian politics. I explore how Conservative 
leader Stephen Harper and his Reform and Alliance predecessors, 
Preston Manning and Stockwell Day, have managed their relationship 
with evangelical Christians and social conservatives (two distinct but 
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overlapping categories that are explained below). The study concen-
trates on party leaders and top-down processes because of the domi-
nant role of leaders in Canadian parties and especially in these parties.  6   
Using the literature on Reform and the Alliance as well as more recent 
evidence from the Harper government, the paper analyzes the strate-
gies used by Manning, Day, and Harper to attract, but also to manage 
and control, evangelicals and social conservatives as part of an overall 
conservative coalition. These strategies include careful messages to tar-
get groups, relying on “democratic” populist-style options rather than 
fi rm policy stances, tight control of party platforms, and an expanded 
focus on “family” issues. While the Conservatives have shown a will-
ingness to promote more narrow social conservative ideals as well, the 
relationship is best understood in this broader and carefully managed 
context. 

 The chapter begins with a brief review of religion and Canadian party 
politics and a discussion of the overlapping but distinct categories of 
evangelicals and social conservatives. It then looks at the experience of 
Preston Manning and the Reform Party, analyzing Manning’s attempts 
to keep socially conservative evangelicals within a larger conservative 
movement, and how this differed from Stockwell Day’s more outspo-
ken cultivation of these groups. We then turn to the Conservative Party 
and how Stephen Harper has also focused on social conservatives and 
evangelicals as part of a larger conservative coalition strategy. Research 
for the chapter draws from the academic and other literature on the 
Reform, Canadian Alliance, and Conservative parties and their leaders, 
interviews, and consultations with current Harper government offi -
cials, and contemporary press reports. 

 Religion and Canadian Party Politics 

 Religion has generally been seen in recent decades as being of dimini-
shing signifi cance in Canadian politics and indeed in politics more 
generally.  7   While Catholic-Protestant sectarian struggles characte-
rized much of nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Canadian his-
tory, and the Catholic Church played an especially important roles in 
Quebec, the rapid secularization of Canadian society since the 1960s 
and the dwindling of overt religious discourse and issues suggested 
a reduced importance for religion in contemporary Canadian poli-
tics. The Co-operative Commonwealth Federation / New Democratic 
Party, founded on an explicit “social gospel” with minister-politicians 
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like Tommy Douglas, J.S. Woodsworth, and Stanley Knowles, gradu-
ally moved away (though never entirely) from its religious roots, and 
the gradual demise of the religiously inclined Social Credit party both 
federally and provincially also suggested a growing irrelevance for reli-
gion in Canadian politics. While religious issues remained (e.g., con-
troversies over Catholic school funding in Ontario in 1985), they were 
sporadic and increasingly marginal, especially as a partisan issue.  8   

 But this apparent decline in the importance of religion was challenged 
by the rise of the Reform Party in the 1990s. Not only was Reform leader 
Preston Manning outspoken about his religious beliefs, but evidence 
suggested a strong three-way correlation among evangelical Christian 
beliefs, socially conservative attitudes on abortion and gay rights, and 
support for the Reform Party.  9   While Reform did not prioritize oppo-
sition to abortion and gay rights in its platform or offi cial rhetoric, it 
clearly attracted support from religious conservatives holding such 
attitudes.  10   This religious dimension to party politics and voting car-
ried over to the Canadian Alliance under the even more outspokenly 
religious Stockwell Day and has been maintained and even increased 
under the reunited Conservative Party of Stephen Harper.  11   Gidengil, 
Fournier, Everitt, Nevitte, and Blais report that while “fundamentalist 
Christians” already preferred the Canadian Alliance in 2000 and the 
Conservatives in 2004, the 2006 and 2008 elections saw even more dra-
matic increases in “fundamentalist” support for the Conservatives.  12   
This correlates with social conservative attitudes; Kay, Perrella, and 
Brown fi nd signifi cant relationships among conservative Protestant 
denominations, traditional positions on abortion and gay rights, and 
support for the Conservative Party.  13   

 This evangelical and social conservative tilt towards the Conservative 
Party not only challenges past assumptions about the declining impor-
tance of religion in Canadian politics, but also institutionalist argu-
ments in the comparative literature that religious conservatives in 
Westminster parliamentary democracies avoid entanglements with 
any one party because of the relatively closed, winner-take-all nature of 
these systems.  14   In such systems, power is concentrated in party lead-
ers, leaving few openings for intra-party factions and challenges, and 
legislative agendas are controlled by governing parties (along with 
other party leaders in minority Parliaments). In contrast, the more 
porous American system provides numerous openings and institu-
tional levers for evangelical and social conservative activism. The link 
between the Conservatives and evangelicals and social conservatives 
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also goes against the traditional understandings of Canadian broker-
age politics that suggest the two major parties avoid and downplay 
divisive ideological stances in their pursuit of electoral majorities and/
or national unity.  15   While the Reform and Alliance parties are widely 
seen as having been more ideological than brokerage parties, the post-
2003 Conservative Party, too, continues to take socially conservative 
positions on abortion and same-sex marriage – unlike its equivocal PC 
predecessor – and, as we have seen, appears to be rewarded by elec-
toral support from these groups. Whether or not we accept that the 
Conservative Party of Canada is “essentially the same party” as the his-
toric Progressive Conservatives, it is worth investigating its distinctive 
relationship with evangelicals and other social conservatives.  16   

 Evangelicals versus Social Conservatives 

 This chapter focuses broadly on both evangelicals and social conser-
vatives, two groups with considerable overlap but also some differ-
ences. This overlap is a key diffi culty facing research in the fi eld, with 
researchers using different categories like  evangelical, social or moral con-
servatives, Christian Right, born-again Christians, conservative Protestants, 
fundamentalists , etc., which are similar but not interchangeable. 

  Social conservative  can have a variety of defi nitions, but there is wide 
agreement that the term refers to traditional and moralistic attitudes 
towards reproductive rights, sexual orientation, and sexuality gener-
ally, as well as to support for a high degree of state regulation of “moral-
ity.”  17   Social conservatism was re-energized politically in the 1960s 
and 1970s, in part as a response to changes in state policy.  18   The social 
movement arising from such responses “accepts that the personal has 
become politicized and seeks to use political means to promote tradi-
tionalist notions of correct sexual behaviour and family structure.”  19   
Most social conservatives, but not all, are religious, and not all who are 
would describe themselves as evangelical. 

 Precisely defi ning  evangelical Christians  is a diffi cult task, for it 
involves using careful theological distinctions to describe groups and 
individuals that may or may not identify as evangelical or accept oth-
ers as evangelical. In general, evangelicals are committed to spreading 
the Word of God with the goal of individual conversion. Historically 
the category has encompassed a broad ideological range on issues 
related to social justice and public morality. They remain diverse on 
economic, social, and foreign policy issues, but studies consistently 
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fi nd evangelicals to be strongly opposed to abortion and same-sex mar-
riage and to hold social conservative views on other issues of sexual-
ity and reproduction.  20   Studies suggest somewhere between 9 and 15 
per cent of Canadians are evangelical.  21   For the purposes of this chap-
ter, evangelicals and social conservatives remain conceptually distinct 
but are highly overlapping categories with a shared “moral” agenda. 
Further, the moral agenda of social conservatism, which is often (mis-
takenly) confl ated with evangelicalism, has created a political com-
mon ground with other religious groups (most notably conservative 
Roman Catholics, but also some Jews, Muslims, Sikhs, and Hindus) 
from whom evangelicals are often religiously estranged. This chapter 
will generally refer broadly to evangelicals and social conservatives as 
a single grouping, though the latter sections will note areas in which 
the Conservatives approach evangelicals beyond their social conserva-
tive dimensions, especially in foreign policy. 

 Evangelical and social conservative activism has notably increased in 
Canada since the 1990s, especially on the issue of same-sex marriage.  22   
However, these groups and activist networks vary considerably, both in 
their level of organization and sophistication and in their approach to 
party and electoral politics. Some groups like the Evangelical Fellowship 
of Canada and Focus on the Family Canada are nominally non-partisan; 
other groups, like those associated with activists Charles McVety and 
Tristan Emmanuel, have run candidates for Conservative nominations.  23   
Alberta social conservative activist Craig Chandler even ran for the 
Progressive Conservative leadership in 2003. But this partisan engage-
ment is often ephemeral and episodic. Some groups themselves come 
and go, attracting publicity through their charismatic leaders but with 
their actual infl uence and effectiveness diffi cult to track.  24   

 Until the 2000s, social conservatives and evangelicals had no obvi-
ous single home in a major national party. Farney notes the marginal 
relevance of social conservatives in the Progressive Conservative 
Party in the 1970s and 1980s, arguing that the party’s leaders consis-
tently rejected taking fi rm partisan stances on abortion and same-sex 
rights.  25   And while we saw above that social conservatives and evan-
gelicals were drawn to Reform in the 1990s, a signifi cant number 
remained Liberal supporters. One academic study by Hoover reported 
that in 1996, 22 per cent of “Christian Right sympathizers” favoured 
the Reform Party in 1996, while a surprising 52 per cent favoured the 
Liberal Party.  26   Hutchinson and Hiemstra also fi nd signifi cant evan-
gelical support for the Liberal party in the 1990s and early 2000s.  27   
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But signifi cant shifts have occurred since. Part of this is a result of the 
emergence of a new Conservative Party, but Hutchinson and Hiemstra 
(senior employees of the Evangelical Fellowship of Canada) argue that 
the Liberals actively drove their own evangelical supporters away from 
the party in the early 2000s.  28   This occurred not necessarily through a 
rejection of the social conservative agenda but through key messages 
directly disparaging evangelicals. When Stockwell Day’s creationist 
beliefs were mocked in the 2000 election, Hutchinson and Hiemstra 
note “While Evangelicals hold various views on Creation, most under-
stood this as an attempt to denigrate their faith.”  29   They also note a 
Liberal 2004 poll that asked voters, “Would you be more or less likely 
to vote for the Conservatives if you knew they had been taken over by 
evangelical Christians?” These writers argue that these messages were 
taken by evangelicals to mean that they did not belong in the Liberal 
Party. Regardless, neither the Liberals nor the historic Progressive 
Conservative parties appears to have placed a priority on mobilizing 
evangelicals and social conservatives. 

 Preston Manning and the Reform Party 

 The Reform Party under Preston Manning represented a very different 
approach. As we will see in the following section, Manning did not 
necessarily directly cultivate evangelical and social conservative sup-
porters or explicitly promote their agenda. Rather, he used his position 
as party leader to attract these supporters but also carefully manage the 
relationship between them and the party, a role that has been emulated 
even more successfully by Stephen Harper. 

 Dominance by the party leader is a characteristic of Canadian par-
ties, with leaders exercising considerable control over their parliamen-
tary caucuses and party machinery. Both Preston Manning and Stephen 
Harper (less so, Stockwell Day) stand out as dominating fi gures in the 
Reform and Conservative parties respectively. Manning was “the driv-
ing force” behind Reform who insisted on “directing all aspects of the 
party”; Harper demonstrates a similar tight control of the Conservative 
Party.  30   For example, while evangelicals and social conservatives 
have made organized attempts to control nomination meetings in the 
Conservative Party, these have been sporadic and largely unsuccessful.  31   
On other occasions, the control exercised by Manning and Harper has 
been evident in the strategies they have deployed to attract, retain, and 
control social conservatives and evangelicals as activists and supporters. 
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 Manning’s own religious faith and social conservatism have often 
been cited as shaping the agenda of the Reform Party.  32   But the schol-
arly literature presents a more complex picture. Writing in 1995, Trevor 
Harrison states that “except for Manning and [MP Deborah] Grey, the 
values of moral conservatism are not readily found in the highest eche-
lons of the party.”  33   Similarly, scholar and party operative Tom Flanagan 
discusses the nuanced relationship between evangelicalism and party 
operations in his refl ections on the early 1990s Reform organization. 
Writing in 1995, he wrote that it was a misconception to think Preston 
Manning’s “political philosophy is directly derived from his religious 
convictions” and that “I can report that religion never played a role in 
considering the merits of policy positions.”  34   Yet Flanagan immediately 
goes on to say, “However, Manning does have an increasing tendency 
to surround himself with evangelical Christians, not for policy reasons 
but because a common approach to religion encourages rapport and 
loyalty.”  35   

 In an analysis of how Manning’s faith infl uences his broad political 
philosophy, David Laycock notes that Manning believes that “Christian 
teachings warn against the creation or continuation of invidious distinc-
tions between people.”  36   This, argues Laycock, underlay Manning and 
Reform’s opposition to social citizenship ideas that promoted group 
rights and a redistributive state, in a way that appealed simultaneously 
to fi scal conservatives, social conservatives, and libertarians. Indeed, 
Manning’s suspicion of group identities extended even to appealing to 
his own evangelical constituency; in his 2002 memoirs, he writes that 
“appealing for votes on the basis of religious faith is ultimately bad 
politics and bad public policy, conducive to creating permanent and 
divisive cleavages among the electorate that can destroy the unity of 
a party and even a country.”  37   Like his father’s “gospel of individual-
ism,” Manning’s religious beliefs fi t naturally with his broader views 
of state and society, well beyond social conservative issues of sexual-
ity.  38   He was identifi ed with social conservatives and evangelicals and 
wanted their support but did not allow himself to be limited to this 
constituency alone. 

 Instead, Manning managed Reform’s evangelicals and social con-
servatives through “careful but clear remarks” signalling his own 
views and affi nity with them.  39   Social conservative issues were also 
managed through the party’s direct democracy agenda, at least in its 
initial years. Tom Flanagan writes that Manning’s “theory of represen-
tation was designed to prevent Reform from becoming identifi ed as 
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a socially conservative party” by emphasizing referendums and deci-
sions by individual MPs on such issues.  40   Harrison also notes how the 
party relied, at least in its early years, on gaining appeal on diffi cult 
issues through “a vagueness further obfuscated by populist calls to ‘let 
the people decide.’”  41   This evasiveness “served Manning and the party 
well” prior to its 1993 breakthrough.  42   

 However, tensions grew as the party competed for national offi ce. 
Ellis notes that by the mid-1990s Manning was “heading in opposite 
directions” from party members by not prioritizing opposition to gay 
rights and seemingly ignoring grassroots opinion on this and other 
issues.  43   In 1996 Manning had to deal with a dispute between caucus 
members over anti-gay remarks, and social conservatism remained a 
simmering issue in the party, supplanting earlier problems with rac-
ist and anti-immigration elements.  44   In 2000 Manning lost the new 
Canadian Alliance leadership to fellow evangelical Stockwell Day, who 
relied heavily on membership recruitment through churches and social 
conservative organizations. Under Day’s leadership, “the Alliance 
could be a more outspoken partisan standard-bearer of the Christian 
fundamentalist campaign against modern secular society than Manning 
had allowed Reform to become.”  45   But lacking Manning’s “careful but 
clear” approach, Day became fodder for criticism and mockery in the 
2000 election and soon afterward faced a caucus revolt, notably led by 
fellow evangelicals and Manning loyalists Chuck Strahl and Deborah 
Grey, and an eventual defeat at the hands of Stephen Harper.  46   The 
Day-Manning struggle clearly reveals the internal divisions  among  
evangelicals and social conservatives in the party, and Day’s outspoken 
cultivation of these groups versus Manning’s more cautious strategy. 

 Stephen Harper and the Conservative Party 

 Unlike Preston Manning, Stephen Harper has said little about his per-
sonal religious beliefs and in his early career appeared to have had little 
interest in an evangelical / social conservative agenda. Tom Flanagan 
classifi ed him as a non-evangelical in 1995, and Trevor Harrison wrote in 
1995 that Harper was one of “a number of infl uential people connected 
with the party [who] appear genuinely uninterested in the conservative 
moral agenda.”  47   Journalists have examined Harper’s churchgoing and 
rare statements about religion but can do little more than speculate and 
conjecture about his private beliefs.  48   It is similarly diffi cult to track sys-
tematically the religious beliefs of other Conservative elites. Attempts 
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to categorize legislators’ religious beliefs with any precision is diffi cult, 
but there is clearly a signifi cant group of evangelical Conservative MPs 
in Parliament.  49   Harper’s government includes some senior evangeli-
cal staffers, including until recently a senior policy advisor who was 
formerly the president of Focus on the Family Canada, and another 
who was the former director of the evangelical Laurentian Leadership 
Centre, part of Trinity Western University (both were also former 
Manning staffers).  50   

 In his stated visions for the Conservative party, Stephen Harper has 
repeatedly stressed the need for different elements of conservatism to 
come together, though not always in a consistent formula. In the 1990s, 
writing with Tom Flanagan, Harper stressed the idea of a “three sisters” 
approach that brought together Ontario Tories, prairie populists, and 
Quebec nationalists (more recently, Flanagan suggests ethnic minori-
ties as an additional grouping).  51   In a 2003 speech, Harper cited  Alberta 
Report  founder Ted Byfi eld’s distinction between economic “neo-cons” 
and social conservative “theo-cons,” arguing that both were essential 
pillars of a successful conservative party.  52   Like Preston Manning (and 
unlike Stockwell Day), Harper takes a careful approach that sees social 
conservatives as one element of a larger conservative coalition. For 
some, this is essentially a return to the old Progressive Conservative 
brokerage strategy.  53   But Harper’s Conservatives have been much more 
explicit in their cultivation of evangelical and social conservative sup-
port than the Progressive Conservatives ever were. And while more 
circumspect than Preston Manning, Harper follows much of the earlier 
pattern set by the Reform leader. 

 Manning devoted an entire chapter of his 1992 autobiography to his 
religious beliefs, but Harper has been far more selective in communicat-
ing “careful but clear” signals to evangelicals and social conservatives, 
especially in publicly available speeches.  54   While he concluded his 2006 
election victory speech with “God bless Canada,” Harper has gener-
ally been much more guarded in references to religion. His most noted 
remarks have been in private gatherings such as the 2003 Civitas speech 
(the “theo-con” reference above) and a 2009 speech at the Manning 
Networking Conference where he said “that his version of conserva-
tism is summed up ‘in three Fs: freedom, family and faith’” and that 
“faith in all its forms teaches … that there is a right and wrong beyond 
mere opinion or desire.”  55   Such remarks are vague and open to various 
interpretations, and copies of these speeches are diffi cult to fi nd.  56   
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 While guarded in his messages to the grassroots, Harper has 
espoused elements of Manning’s other technique of relying on demo-
cratic instruments to deal with social conservative concerns. The most 
notable example is same-sex marriage. Campaigning in 2004, Harper 
promised to hold a free parliamentary vote on the issue (which Paul 
Martin did in 2005), and in the 2006 election Harper promised to hold 
another free vote on whether to reopen the issue. When this vote was 
defeated in late 2006, he argued that Parliament had spoken and the 
issue would not be revisited. However, as Ellis and Woolstencroft note, 
this approach risked “a populist trap” in which Harper could not dis-
avow comments by MPs and candidates who suggested that Parliament 
revisit other issues like abortion, or that the Charter’s notwithstanding 
clause be used to uphold laws at risk of being ruled unconstitutional.  57   

 To avoid this trap, Harper has been even more controlling than 
Manning of party priorities. At the party’s 2005 policy convention, 
Harper made clear that abortion was not on his agenda, regardless 
of what delegates said – a position that was “antithetical to Harper’s 
Reform roots.”  58   Ellis and Woolstencroft argue that Harper “effec-
tively eliminated most of the social conservative and populist hot but-
ton issues that allowed their opponents to label the Conservatives as 
extreme and accuse them of harbouring hidden agendas.”  59   Harper’s 
determination to avoid divisive social conservative issues is also seen 
in his management of off-message candidates and MPs. His 2004 
campaign was damaged by the musings of MPs like Cheryl Gallant 
and Randy White and other anti-gay candidates (Tom Flanagan calls 
White’s comments “enormously damaging”).  60   Harper strongly dis-
avowed such comments, and his offi ce tightened its monitoring of can-
didates during election campaigns. 

 The Conservatives in Power 

 As a governing party, Harper’s Conservatives face a more complex 
environment than that faced by Manning and Reform in opposition. 
The Harper Conservatives are noted for their extensive use of direct 
mail and advertising to specifi c groups, allowing careful messaging 
and mobilizing of discrete groups, including social conservatives and 
evangelicals.  61   They also maintain regular connections to conservative 
groups through key ministers like Jason Kenney.  62   The full extent of this 
political outreach activity is diffi cult to document. But we can look at the 
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concrete policies and initiatives by the Harper government and what 
they reveal about the mix of strategies and approaches directed at evan-
gelicals and social conservatives. There are echoes here of Manning’s 
key strategies of “careful but clear” remarks and the language of direct 
democracy. Harper has also subsumed issue positions related to a 
“moral” agenda under a larger “family” agenda that appeals to other 
types of conservatives and at the same time has delivered on policy 
commitments that signal the government’s support of social conserva-
tive stances. Such activity is in some ways consistent with traditional 
brokerage party behaviour. Yet the Conservatives under Harper have 
also chosen to support social conservatives in more controversial areas 
and at times appear to deliberately polarize, rather than broker, conten-
tious issues like censorship, sexual orientation, and abortion. 

 The accession to power in some ways made caucus management 
easier for the Conservative party, by drawing a distinction between 
government priorities and statements or actions by backbench MPs. 
For example, a number of Conservative MPs have introduced pri-
vate member’s bills and motions related to abortion, such as Rod 
Bruinooge’s 2010 “Roxanne’s Law” that proposed additional penalties 
for coercing women to have an abortion. The Harper government joined 
pro-choice groups in opposing Bruinooge’s bill, affi rming its commit-
ment to not reopen abortion laws, and Harper himself, along with his 
Cabinet, voted with pro-choice MPs to defeat the bill in December 2010. 
Harper further pledged in the 2011 election to continue this policy and 
to oppose future abortion-related legislation by backbenchers. Later in 
2011 another backbencher, Stephen Woodworth, proposed a motion to 
study the defi nition of human life, especially prior to birth.  63   When the 
motion was debated in April 2012, Harper called it “unfortunate” and 
said he would vote against it. Conservative whip Gordon O’Connor 
spoke strongly against the motion, saying, “I cannot understand why 
those who are adamantly opposed to abortion want to impose their 
belief on others by way of the Criminal Code.”  64   However, when the 
vote was fi nally held in September 2012, ten ministers, including 
Minister of Status of Women Rona Ambrose, voted in favour of the 
motion, Ambrose explaining her vote as refl ecting her concern about 
sex-selective abortion.  65   The Conservative caucus divided almost 
equally, with 83 of 163 Tory MPs favouring the motion.  66   In general, 
Conservative ministers, as opposed to backbenchers, have avoided 
controversial religious and social conservative statements, though 
there are still occasional lapses such the fl ustered response in 2009 of 
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Gary Goodyear, minister of science and technology, about whether he 
believed in evolution.  67   

 When we examine actual government policies as opposed to back-
bencher actions, the events and issues can still fi t different interpreta-
tions. For example, in January 2012 controversy arose when government 
lawyers were reported to have argued against the legality of Canadian 
same-sex marriages for non-Canadians.  68   When questioned at a press 
conference, the prime minister claimed to be unaware of the issue; 
later that day, he announced a reversal of the government position 
and said it would support the legality of all same-sex marriages. The 
Conservatives blamed the previous Liberal government for leaving 
the issue ambiguous when same-sex marriage was legalized in 2005. 
Several questions can be asked here. Had the government deliberately 
tried to undermine same-sex marriage? Was it not aware of the argu-
ments of its own lawyers? Had the minister of justice acted on his own, 
only to be refuted later by Harper? The incident provides evidence for 
those seeking to fi nd a “hidden agenda”; yet Harper’s swift reversal 
can also suggest the issue was unexpected and the legal arguments 
were not endorsed by him or his immediate circle. 

 At times the Conservative government has clearly delivered on 
certain discrete issues that please social conservatives.  69   In 2008 the 
Harper government raised the age of sexual consent from fourteen to 
sixteen (while retaining the age of consent for anal sex at eighteen). 
This pleased evangelical and social conservative activists at little politi-
cal cost or controversy, since none of the opposition parties dared to 
stand against such a change. Another example of an action that pleased 
social conservatives at limited political cost may be the exclusion of ref-
erences to sexual orientation in new 2009 Canadian citizenship guides, 
an act that gathered media attention but little widespread controversy.  70   

 However, the larger Conservative strategy appears to emphasize 
broader brokerage issues, especially “family-friendly” policies that 
appeal strongly to social conservatives without polarizing others. 
According to a senior Conservative government offi cial interviewed for 
this research, Harper government policymaking is strongly driven by 
“what can be sold to other groups as well?” (i.e., other parts of the con-
servative coalition).  71   This offi cial and a second senior Conservative  72   
both argued that very few evangelicals and social conservatives voted 
solely on issues of abortion or sexuality rights – however, as the fi rst 
offi cial put it, an evangelical is also likely to be “married, middle 
income, exurban/suburban, a parent, concerned about taxation,” etc. 
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Government priorities were thus driven by a broad focus in which 
evangelicals themselves were not necessarily “the primary target.” An 
example was the cancellation of the Court Challenges funding pro-
gram, which the fi rst offi cial claimed “wasn’t an evangelical thing; it 
was a small government thing.”  73   Regardless of this claim, given the 
program’s support for feminist and sexual-orientation Charter chal-
lenges, the cancellation clearly pleased social conservatives as well. 

 This approach gels with scholarly research such as Nevitte and 
Cochrane’s distinction between “moral values” and “family values” 
among the Canadian public.  74   While “moral values” touch directly on 
abortion, divorce, prostitution, etc., “family values” refers to “whether 
children need a home with both a mother and father, perspectives on 
single parenting and outlooks toward women and children.”  75   While 
Nevitte and Cochrane fi nd a strong correlation between traditional 
attitudes on both measures, they remain distinct sets of views (most 
intriguingly, Nevitte and Cochrane fi nd that Bloc Québécois supporters 
are the least traditional on “moral” issues and yet the  most  traditional 
on “family” values).  76   Conservative policies have been directed more at 
these “family” values, which, while still traditional, are less politically 
explosive than reproductive and sexual orientation rights. An example 
of adopting a policy with appeal much broader than “moral” conserva-
tives is the cancellation of Paul Martin’s national child-care program in 
favour of the Universal Child Care Benefi t, a policy that could simulta-
neously please traditional “moral” social conservatives, larger “family” 
values voters, fi scal conservatives, and even provincial decentralists. 
Other policies like a new tax deduction for dependent children, tax 
credits for children’s sports, and the 2011 election proposal for income-
splitting on tax returns for families with children, are also part of this 
agenda.  77   The offi cial quoted above also suggested the raising of the 
age of consent was popular with this broader “family” constituency, 
especially mothers, even if they did not share other social conservative 
views about sexuality.  78   

 In addition to domestic “family” policies that range beyond “moral” 
social conservatism, evangelical concerns have been blended into 
Conservative foreign policy. Support for the state of Israel appeals to 
a range of party constituencies – evangelicals who support Israel out 
of theological convictions, others favouring closer ties to the United 
States and its global allies, and anti-internationalists – while offering 
the potential to lure some Jewish support from the Liberal Party. The 
government’s cool initial relationship with China also fi t such patterns, 
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playing both to traditional anti-Communist elements and also religious 
activists concerned about religious rights for Christians and others in 
China. Interest in religious freedom abroad also led the Conservatives 
in the 2011 election to promise an Offi ce of Religious Freedom within 
the Department of Foreign Affairs, a pledge that resonated both with 
certain minority ethnic communities and evangelical Christians in gen-
eral. However, the offi ce was not created until 2013, with a director 
drawn from a small conservative Christian college in Ottawa, and after 
controversy about its precise mandate and whether the government 
had suffi ciently consulted with a full spectrum of religious groups.  79   

 On the other hand, the Harper government has not always been suc-
cessful at controlling outcomes and downplaying social conservative 
priorities. Some issues that were perhaps meant to be discreet, low-
profi le issues have instead become high-profi le controversies. In some 
cases, such as the brief 2012 controversy over non-Canadian same-sex 
marriages, the government was quick to respond and reverse its views. 
But at other times, and in defi ance of traditional party brokerage theory, 
the Conservatives have been willing to differentiate themselves from 
other parties and to clearly favour social conservative views. Three 
examples are the C-10 fi lm tax credits, the cancellation of Pride Day 
funding, and the exclusion of abortion services from international 
maternal health funding. 

 In 2007 the government introduced Bill C-10, a large budget bill held 
over from previous parliamentary sessions that included provisions to 
deny tax credits to fi lms with objectionable content, among other regu-
latory changes. Charles McVety, head of (among other organizations) 
the Canadian Family Action Coalition, claimed these proposals were 
the result of his lobbying efforts with senior Conservative offi cials.  80   
Criticism arose from arts groups and the opposition. (Interestingly, 
other leading evangelical groups like the Evangelical Fellowship of 
Canada and Focus on the Family Canada remained silent on the issue, 
and some evangelicals even criticized McVety for focusing on such 
a narrow issue with its anti-intellectual and censorship overtones – 
again, demonstrating important distinctions  within  the evangelical 
movement.  81  ) The government vowed to proceed with the bill (which 
was complex, with many other sections quite unrelated to the fi lm tax 
credits), and in Senate committee hearings Conservative senators – 
interestingly –focused their efforts not on defending its provisions but 
establishing that McVety and his supporters had not actually met with 
government ministers.  82   (According to the second offi cial consulted 
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for this study, the government was not even prepared for the contro-
versy: “I don't think anyone in the government realized what was in 
that bill before it reached the Senate. The bill was inherited from the 
previous government and I can tell you we had no idea that the fi lm tax 
credit measure was it in.”  83   This claim is supported by the fact that the 
controversial provisions did not attract attention when the bill passed 
through the House of Commons.) The bill was not passed before the 
2008 election, and Harper pledged in the election to not reintroduce 
the controversial provisions. Nevertheless, by not immediately back-
ing down and deleting or amending the proposals, the Conservatives 
allowed themselves to be portrayed as on one side of a polarizing social 
conservative agenda. 

 A second case of issue polarization is Pride funding. In July 2009 
a Conservative backbencher, Brad Trost, criticized the funding of 
Pride Day events in Toronto and said the responsible minister, Diane 
Ablonczy, herself an evangelical Christian, had been disciplined for 
allowing it and for personally appearing in the Pride parade.  84   Trost 
said such funding was not government policy and that “‘most of 
the Prime Minister’s Offi ce were taken by surprise at this announce-
ment.’”  85   By early 2010, the government changed its policies in a way 
that greatly reduced funding to such large urban events. While also 
appealing to small-government activists and spreading more money 
to Conservative-friendly rural areas and smaller cities, the policy may 
have been driven primarily by anti-Pride social conservative pres-
sures.  86   Interestingly, Tom Flanagan has argued that this change was 
“atrocious political management” because it played excessively and 
visibly to the social conservative base.  87   In both the above cases, it is use-
ful to note that the controversies were set in motion by actors outside 
the Conservative leadership – an evangelical activist and a government 
backbencher. The government thus did not necessarily seek out these 
polarizing and confrontational debates; but it also clearly allowed itself 
to be situated on the social conservative side of the issues, rather than 
searching for a traditional brokerage compromise like earlier Liberal 
and Progressive Conservative governments. 

 A third example of polarization is the Harper government’s exclu-
sion of abortion from extensive new funding for international maternal 
health development in early 2010. This attracted widespread domestic 
and international criticism, but the government refused to modify the 
exclusion. Again, though, it is not entirely clear that the government 
intended to make abortion such a wedge issue or expected the high 
level of controversy. According to a third senior offi cial, the maternal 
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health initiative was designed specifi cally to attract women voters and 
play well generally with the Conservatives’ broader middle-class base, 
in the fashion of the “family” policies mentioned above. The offi cial 
said, “I wouldn’t have believed in a million years” that it would become 
so visible and controversial.  88   Nevertheless, in this case the government 
directly placed the issue of excluding abortion on the agenda and was 
not afraid of proceeding whether or not it met controversy. In doing 
so, it again demonstrated its commitment to social conservatives rather 
than abandoning them in a brokerage-style compromise. 

 Overall, the Conservatives have tried to manage their evangelical 
and social conservative elements with a mix of Preston Manning’s 
earlier approaches and a policy agenda that generally, but not always, 
avoids or downplays social conservative concerns. In line with Stephen 
Harper’s stated visions for the party, the Conservative government 
approaches social conservatives as one part of a broader conservative 
base, preferring to pursue policies that are either discrete and rela-
tively uncontroversial (like the age of consent, or the Offi ce of Religious 
Freedom), or “family” policies that appeal broadly to a larger base and 
especially suburban, middle-class voters. And Harper has been con-
sistent in not wanting to “reopen” abortion as a domestic issue, even 
if not all his ministers agree, and his quick 2012 reversal on same-sex 
marriage again suggests he has no interest in revisiting the issue. 

 But at other times the Harper Conservatives remain loyal to social 
conservatives on polarizing issues, even when their values may clash 
with this broader suburban base. The result is a somewhat puzzling 
pattern, with a mixed set of evidence that can be used to support differ-
ent interpretations. Some may argue that the Conservative strategy is 
simply incremental, and that its lurching and seemingly contradictory 
actions refl ect an indirect long-term strategy to shift Canadian public 
values in the direction of religiosity and moral regulation of sexuality 
and reproduction. But such “hidden agenda” arguments remain vague 
and speculative; again, evidence can be marshalled to suit a variety 
of interpretations. Overall, the relationship between the Conservative 
party in power and evangelicals and social conservatives remains 
nuanced, complex, and diffi cult to simplify. 

 Conclusion 

 This chapter has analyzed how the Conservative Party under Stephen 
Harper, and before it the Reform Party under Preston Manning, has 
managed relationships with evangelicals and social conservatives. 
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Like Manning, Harper has used various strategies to manage evan-
gelical and social conservative elements, signalling a personal commit-
ment to these groups but in a more nuanced fashion than the outspoken 
Stockwell Day. With the discipline and opportunity of power, Harper’s 
Conservatives have attempted to broker evangelicals and social conser-
vatives into larger conservative coalitions and especially into a broader 
“family” agenda. But the Harper government has also shown a willing-
ness at times to polarize rather than downplay key social conservative 
issues, seemingly in contravention of traditional brokerage strategy. 

 The indications from other Westminster systems would lead us 
to believe that evangelicals and social conservatives avoid putting 
all their eggs in one party basket. But in Canada there is a clear link 
between evangelical and social conservative groups and the Harper 
Conservatives, cultivated and managed by the party and its leader. 
This seems to arise in part from the peculiarities of Canadian conser-
vatism, especially after the shock of the 1993 election, the legacy of the 
Reform Party and Preston Manning, and the particular leadership style 
and electoral strategy of Stephen Harper. 

 The implications of this are unclear. The post-2003 Conservative Party 
and indeed the entire Canadian party system since 1993 have posed dif-
fi cult puzzles for scholars, since they do not entirely follow the patterns 
of the past and in some ways appear to be still evolving.  89   The rela-
tionship between the Harper Conservatives and evangelicals and social 
conservatives is particularly interesting. Does it signify a renewed sig-
nifi cance for religion and religiously driven issues in Canadian politics, 
and an attempt to shape long-term values and policy agendas? Or is it 
a temporary legacy of the old Reform and Alliance currents in the post-
2003 Conservative Party? Most of all, will the relationship strengthen or 
diminish in the future, especially in a post-Harper era? 

 NOTES 

    1   Earlier versions of this chapter were presented at the American Political 
Science Association and Association for Canadian Studies in the United 
States annual conferences. I thank the numerous people that have com-
mented on various drafts, especially the editors of this volume. This 
research has been supported by a standard research grant from the Social 
Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada.  
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