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Preface 

Shortly after he returned to Harvard University, the former Secretary of State, Dean 

Rusk, was challenged respecting an evident change in the views to which he subscribed.  His 

response—“Where one stands depends upon where one sits”—has some relevancy to the 

exchange published here: sitting as they do, one in each of Saskatchewan’s two universities, 

Professors Pitsula and Hayden have very different perceptions of the events relating to the 

establishment of the University of Saskatchewan and, sixty-seven years later, the University of 

Regina. 

We believe their exchange will be interesting to those concerned with issues of public 

policy, most particularly, those interested in public policy respecting post-secondary education.  

Major public-policy decisions are typically the result of many interacting and competing forces; 

their interpretation, even at the time, is thus fraught with difficulty.  The historian’s task, of 

explaining these decisions to subsequent generations, is even more daunting: the documentary 

evidence is never as complete as one would like; the accuracy of memory is eroded by the 

passage of time; and principal actors have quit the scene.  It is hardly surprising, therefore, that 

increasing distance from an event does not necessarily give rise to a convergence of views 

respecting it.  Certainly it would not appear to have done so in the present exchange of views 

concerning the genesis of Saskatchewan’s universities. 

The present debate was initiated when the Saskatchewan Institute of Public Policy 

published Dr. Pitsula’s essay “Higher Education Policy in Saskatchewan and the Legacy of 

Myth” in our series of public-policy papers.  We felt that he had adopted a novel approach to the 

analysis of factors that influence public policy, one that practitioners would find both informative 

and interesting.  We were delighted, however, when Dr. Michael Hayden, the historian of the 
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University of Saskatchewan, expressed an interest in responding to the Pitsula paper, and the 

present compilation of the sequence of exchanges is the result. 

In his initial paper, Dr. Pitsula suggests that the perceptions surrounding some policy 

decisions can assume mythic qualities that refract the apprehension of subsequent public policy, 

literally for decades, and do this even though there may have been profound changes to the 

circumstances that conditioned the initial policy decision.  Thus, he contemplates a myth—the 

“University of Saskatchewan concept”—signified by the conjoined propositions that there is 

only one university in Saskatchewan, and that it operates without interference from the 

provincial government.  Pitsula contends that the University of Saskatchewan has been 

enthralled by this myth, and that it has largely shaped the reaction of that university to 

subsequent policy events.  Hayden, on the other hand, doubts this myth ever existed, and is 

concerned that Pitsula has resurrected a different, more damaging myth, one that takes as its 

point of departure the proposition that the University of Saskatchewan should, in the first 

instance, have been given to Regina.  

The debate, of course, is not—at least directly—about current issues of post-secondary 

educational policy.  Indeed, Pitsula is quite explicit about his desire to consider broader, 

conceptual issues, most particularly the manner in which policy is shaped by its historical 

context and by the “myths” that may be fostered by that context.  In particular, while 

acknowledging the power of the “University of Saskatchewan concept”, he contends that, once 

identified and dissected, this myth vanishes and thereby enables policy makers to perceive issues 

and problems through an undistorted lens. 

In responding to Pitsula, Dr. Hayden argues that the creation of the University of Regina 

in 1974, and the concomitant changes to the University of Saskatchewan Act, contravened both 
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the singularity and autonomy of the University of Saskatchewan.  Until that time, both the 

University and the wider Saskatoon community believed that the mandate of the University of 

Saskatchewan was to be “the provincial university”, with all the responsibilities that entailed.  In 

his history of the University of Saskatchewan, he had written, as Pitsula notes, that the 1974 

revisions to the statute left the university as autonomous as most other Canadian universities, but 

lamented both the loss of the greater autonomy that had been enjoyed previously, and the 

consequences of that loss.  Most particularly, he was then, and is still, concerned that the 

abandonment of the one-university model ushered in an alternative model in which, given the 

circumstances of Saskatchewan, there is a chronic tendency to under-funding. It was this shared 

concern, he believes, that explains the antipathy of those who opposed the two-university model. 

Lévi-Strauss has observed that “myths are machines for the suppression of time.”  If this 

is indeed correct, those in the thrall of the “University of Saskatchewan Concept” may have 

become inured to the changes wrought by the passage of time, changes that have undermined the 

verities of 1907.  It is still the case, however, that the issues underlying this exchange continue to 

resonate in contemporary discussion of post-secondary educational policy.  University 

autonomy, and the latitude in which to exercise it, is still a contested issue.  So, too, is the 

question of the model of university education that best meets the present needs of the province.  

With some 30,000 students now enrolled in the province’s two universities—more than 12,000 

of them in the smaller institution—there should be no question of the viability of the scale of 

either.  Indeed, this was not questioned in either of the government-initiated reviews of the 

university sector,1 both of which, it is interesting to note, concluded that, where there was 

duplication of programs—for example, in Arts and Science, Education, Engineering, and 

                                       
1 See Pitsula, “Higher Education Policy in Saskatchewan and the Legacy of Myth”, note 2. 
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Graduate Studies and Research—this was in fact warranted.  Neither review recommended, 

therefore, any fundamental restructuring or reallocation of the activities undertaken by the two 

universities. 

With the increasing demand for university education, there has emerged another issue 

that must influence current post-secondary educational policy, namely, accessibility.  At the time 

of the establishment of the University of Saskatchewan, and for many years thereafter—the era 

that Pitsula considers to have been the formative period of the University of Saskatchewan 

myth—there was no significant issue of accessibility: with barely enough students to sustain one 

small university, students, perforce, would have to go to where the university was situated.  Now, 

however, with some 30,000 students in the system, it is no longer axiomatic that all should be 

expected to go to a single location.  Indeed, both the students—who are increasingly encumbered 

by rising levels of student-loan indebtedness—and their parents are concerned that there be 

affordable places in the university and program of their choice.  There must also be recognition 

of the central role that universities play in contributing to the social and economic well-being of 

the regions in which they are located: the University of Regina and its Research Park and the 

University of Saskatchewan and Innovation Place are each vital—indeed, critical—to the regions 

they serve.  It is thus necessary to temper any vestigial zeal for economies of scale in a single 

location with an appreciation of the associated diseconomies of inaccessibility and singularity: 

What best serves the real or perceived needs of a single institution may not, in consequence, best 

serve the needs of the province.  

There is also scope for debate, as the present exchange demonstrates, regarding the 

significance of the lamented loss of autonomy by the University of Saskatchewan in 1974.  Quite 

clearly, autonomy granted by statute can never be absolute.  Its retention and use are thus, at 
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best, conditional on its not being used to thwart a course of action strongly desired by the 

grantor.  Arguably, establishing a comprehensive and independent university in Regina had, by 

1974, become such a course of action.  When the University of Saskatchewan used its autonomy 

to establish academic priorities in an attempt to obstruct that development, some retraction of 

autonomy became inevitable.2  Hayden’s contributions to the debate, however, go beyond this, to 

speculate about what might have been had the situation been handled differently.  For example, 

had the government of the day chosen to impose on the nascent University of Regina a severely 

limiting mandate (an omission that Dr. Janice MacKinnon criticises, in the e-mail from which 

Dr. Hayden quotes), possibly restricting it to an under-graduate liberal arts institution, it is 

certainly possible—indeed, likely—that more resources would thereafter have been available to 

the University of Saskatchewan.  One may certainly speculate whether this model of post-

secondary education would have better served the needs of the province.  One may also speculate 

about the political feasibility, more than a quarter-century later, of any attempt to revert to “the 

road not taken”. 

Whatever one’s view of the events leading to the establishment of the University of 

Regina in 1974, we believe you will find this exchange between Dr. Pitsula and Dr. Hayden both 

informative and stimulating.  We publish it in the expectation that revisiting the issues debated 

will contribute to a better understanding of our policy history, and thereby to a strengthening of 

future post-secondary educational policy. 

Dr. Raymond Blake 

Director, Saskatchewan Institute of Public Policy 

                                       
2 Ibid., pp. 21–22. 
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Foreword 

The rationalization and coordination of the university sector has been a major public policy 

concern for the Government of Saskatchewan. Following two major inquiries in the 1990s, 

policy-making in this area has been placed within a logical, coherent framework. This essay 

steps back from the particulars of specific models and planning processes to consider broader 

conceptual issues.  Public policy is shaped by the historical context in which it has arisen, 

including well-established "myths" that are never subjected to critical scrutiny. For this very 

reason, such "myths" function as extremely effective instruments of public policy. Using the 

Roland Barthes definition of myth, the essay argues that the University of Saskatchewan, for 

most of its history, has been in the grip of a powerful myth that has helped shape its identity 

and govern its decision-making.*  According to the myth, there is only one university in 

Saskatchewan, and it operates without interference from the Provincial Government.  The 

myth was most prevalent from 1907, when the University Act was passed, to 1974, when the 

University of Regina came into existence, but its effects have not been altogether 

extinguished. It exerted great influence over the history of higher education in Saskatchewan, 

but, as with all with myths, as soon as it is identified and dissected, it dissolves, enabling 

policy-makers to understand issues and problems in a new light. 

                                                 
* Semiotics is the theory and analysis of signs and significations, and Roland Barthes (1915-1980) is considered 
one of its foremost practitioners.  Building on the work of Ferdinand de Saussure, he developed a theory of myth 
that has had great influence on modern cultural studies.   His work influenced the thought of psychoanalyst 
Jacques Lacan, socio-historian Michel Foucault, and philosopher Jacque Derrida.  For more on Barthes see John 
Lechte, Fifty Key Contemporary Thinkers: From Structuralism to Postmodernity (New York: Routledge, 1994) 
and Annette Lavers, Roland Barthes: Structuralism and After (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 
1982). 
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One of the major public policy areas for the Government of Saskatchewan in recent 

years has been the rationalization and coordination of the university sector.1  The issue was 

the subject of two comprehensive inquiries in the 1990s led respectively by A.W. Johnson and 

Harold MacKay.2  Both reports affirmed the important roles played by the University of 

Regina and the University of Saskatchewan in the educational, cultural, social and economic 

development of the province and suggested ways for them to work cooperatively and 

harmoniously on a province-wide basis.   

The MacKay Report (1996) led to the DesRosiers Report (1998, updated in 2000) and 

agreement on the Saskatchewan Universities Funding Model, a new formula for allocating 

Provincial Government grants to the two institutions.  The model was partially adopted in the 

2001-2002 and fully implemented in 2002-2003, though discussions continue on ways to 

improve it.  In addition, the government produced in 1996 a report titled Public Interest and 

Revitalization of Saskatchewan’s Universities and a follow-up Progress Report in 2001.3 

According to the latter report, both universities have incorporated strategic planning into their 

decision-making processes, and the Saskatchewan Department of Learning (a merger in 2002 

of the Department of Education and most of the Departments of Post-Secondary Education 

and Skills Training) is currently working on a sector strategic plan. 

It appears, therefore, that the task forces of the 1990s have borne fruit and policy-

making in Saskatchewan higher education has been placed within a coherent, logical 

framework.  The purpose of this essay is to step back from the particulars of specific models 

and planning processes to consider broader conceptual issues.  Public policy is invariably 

shaped by the historical context in which it has arisen, and it sometimes happens that deeply 

embedded assumptions escape critical scrutiny.  Such assumptions or “myths” can function as 

effective instruments of public policy because they frame the discussion, but are never 

themselves the subject of discussion.   They are just “the way things are.”  As soon as a myth 

is identified and dissected, it begins to dissolve, enabling policy-makers to understand issues 

and problems in a new light.   

                                                 
1 A modified version of this paper has been submitted for publication to the journal Saskatchewan History. 
2 Looking at Saskatchewan Universities: Programs, Governance, and Goals, Report of the University Program 
Review Panel, March 1993; The Report of the Minister’s Special Representative on University Revitalization, 
1996. 
3 James M. Pitsula, “Post-Secondary Education in Saskatchewan,” Missing Pieces III: An Alternative Guide to 
Canadian Post-Secondary Education (Ottawa: Canadian Center for Policy Alternatives, 2002), 43. 
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The University of Saskatchewan Myth Defined 

Through most of its history, the University of Saskatchewan has been in the grip of a 

powerful myth that has helped to shape its identity and govern its decision-making.  

According to the myth, what might be called the “University of Saskatchewan concept” is 

signified by two propositions: (1) there is only one university in Saskatchewan and (2) it 

operates without interference from the provincial government.  As a corollary, any departure 

from the one-university model is attributable to “political influence.”  The myth has enjoyed 

wide circulation and considerable influence both within and outside university circles.  It has 

influenced the opinion of the general public and guided the judgment of policy-makers.  

Although its power has been much attenuated since 1974, it continues to make its presence 

felt in the life of the province and the development of the university sector. 

It is necessary to clarify what is meant by the term “myth.”  It is used here not in the 

sense of “a widely held false notion” or “a fictitious idea,” but rather along the lines suggested 

by literary critic and semiotics theorist, Roland Barthes.  He holds that myth is “a type of 

speech.”4  It is defined, not by its message, but by the way the message is communicated.  A 

“language-object” does double duty in conveying simultaneously a literal, immediate meaning 

and a broader, more nebulous concept.  The statements, “Saskatchewan has one university,” 

and “the Provincial Government does not interfere in the affairs of the University” stand in for 

and are tokens of the idea of the University of Saskatchewan (what might be called 

“University of Saskatchewanness”). The myth functions when the first two formulations (the 

signifiers) bring to mind the third (the signified).  The signifiers do not so much describe the 

signified as contain it.  When this “mode of signification” occurs, we have myth.  Whether the 

statements in any given case are true or false is immaterial, because what matters is not the 

content, but rather the form of communication and understanding. 

The very principle of myth is that “it transforms history into nature.”5  Thus, it 

becomes part of the natural order of things that Saskatchewan has but one university.  As 

Walter Murray, the first president of the University of Saskatchewan, remarked, to think 

                                                 
4 Roland Barthes, Mythologies, selected and translated from the French by Annette Lavers, (London: Jonathan 
Cape, 1972), 109.  The literature on myth is vast, including such recent studies as Colin Grant, Myths We Live By 
(Ottawa: University of Ottawa, Press, 1998), Robert W. Brockway, Myth from Ice Age to Mickey Mouse 
(Albany: State University of New York Press, 1993) and Robert A. Segal, Theorizing About Myth (Amherst: 
University of Massachusetts Press, 1999). 
5 Ibid., 129. 
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otherwise would be a “dangerous heresy.”6  Myth transforms what is contingent, historical, 

and fabricated into what “goes without saying.”  As Barthes put it, “In passing from history to 

nature, myth… abolishes the complexity of human acts, it gives them the simplicity of 

essences, it does away with all dialectics, with any going back beyond what is immediately 

visible, it organizes a world which is without contradictions because it is without depth, a 

world wide open and wallowing in the evident, it establishes a blissful clarity….”7 

Jonathan Vance in Death So Noble: Memory, Meaning, and the First World War 

employs Barthes’ conceptualization of myth to throw light on how Canadians in the 1920s 

and 1930s made sense of the war by constructing “a mythic version of the events of 1914-18 

from a complex mixture of fact, wishful thinking, half-truth, and outright invention…”8  He 

demonstrates how myth can play a role in the formation of “social memory,” defined in 

general terms as, “the shared narratives of a community’s past, which are essential to its 

identity and cohesion.”9 The community may be a nation-state, as in Vance’s study, or a more 

narrowly defined group, such as the working class, women, a town or an institution.  The 

University of Saskatchewan is both an institution and a community, whose members—

faculty, students, alumni, administrators, and others—share to varying degrees and in diverse 

ways a common identity.  The University of Saskatchewan myth has been and to some extent 

continues to be part of that identity.  This essay attempts to analyze where the myth came 

from, how it was perpetuated, and what its effects have been.  The main focus is on the years 

from 1907, when the University was created with monopoly degree-granting powers in the 

province (except for theology), to 1974, when a second university came into existence. 

 

                                                 
6 James M. Pitsula, An Act of Faith: The Early Years of Regina College (Regina: Canadian Plains Research 
Center, 1988), 135. 
7 Barthes, 143. 
8 Jonathan F. Vance, Death So Noble: Memory, Meaning, and the First World War (Vancouver: UBC Press, 
1997), 3. 
9 Jenea Tallentire, “Strategies of Memory: History, Social Memory, and the Community,” Histoire 
Sociale/Social History, 34, 67, May 2001, 198.  On social memory, see James Fentress and Chris Wickham, 
Social Memory (Oxford: Blackwell, 1992). 
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The Construction of the University of Saskatchewan Myth 

The myth had its origins at the very founding of the University in the controversy over where 

to locate it.  By the terms of the University Act, 1907 this decision was entrusted to the Board 

of Governors, which consisted of nine men—five appointed by the Senate, three by the 

Provincial Government, and one, the President of the University, by the other members of the 

Board.  The Senate, which chose the majority of Board members, was made up of 5 ex-officio 

members and 12 members elected by Convocation, the body of graduates of Canadian and 

British universities who had resided in Saskatchewan for at least three months and had 

applied to be members of Convocation at the call of the University Registrar.  The ex-officio 

members were the Chancellor, the President, the Chairman of the Educational Council of the 

province, the Principal of the Normal School, and the Minister of Education.10 

The Senate held elections on 7 January 1908 and appointed to the Board the following 

men: A. Forrest Angus, Regina (Conservative); Arthur Hitchcock, Moose Jaw (Liberal); John 

Dixon, Maple Creek (Liberal); Andrew MacDonald, Prince Albert (Liberal); and James 

Clinkskill, Saskatoon (Conservative).  The Liberal government led by Premier Walter Scott 

named: James MacKay, Prince Albert (Conservative); Archibald P. McNab, Saskatoon 

(Liberal), and Levi Thomson, Wolseley (Liberal).  The ninth board member was Walter C. 

Murray, a professor of philosophy at Dalhousie University, who on 20 August 1908 became 

President of the University.  Excluding Murray, there were four members from the north 

(MacDonald, Clinkskill, MacKay, McNab) and four from the south (Angus, Hitchcock, 

Dixon, Thomson).  Of the three government appointees, two were from the north (MacKay, 

McNab) and one from the south (Thomson). 

The Board voted to select the site of the university on the evening of Wednesday, 7 

April 1909.  On a motion of Levi Thomson and Andrew MacDonald, they voted by ballot, 

dropping after each round the city that received the fewest number of votes.  It came down at 

the end to a contest between Regina and Saskatoon, with Saskatoon emerging the winner.  

The margin of victory was not made public; nor was any information given out as to how 

individual board members voted or why they voted as they did.  The Board decided to say as 

little as possible in order not to fuel speculation or controversy—a futile hope, as it turned out. 

                                                 
10 Arthur S. Morton, Saskatchewan: The Making of a University, revised and edited by Carlyle King (Toronto: 
published for the University of Saskatchewan by the University of Toronto Press, 1959), 18. 
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The outcome led to rejoicing and celebration in Saskatoon, of that there is no doubt.  

Accounts differ as to the reaction in Regina.  Arthur S. Morton, an historian at the University 

of Saskatchewan from 1914 to 1940 and author of Saskatchewan: The Making of a University, 

bases his interpretation on an editorial that appeared in the Regina Morning Leader the day 

after the vote.  Journalism has been described as the first draft of history, and so it was in this 

case: 

The Board of Governors of the Provincial University have in their wisdom 
decided that the great future institution of learning shall be located at 
Saskatoon, and despite any disappointment which may be felt by citizens in 
Regina, Moose Jaw, Prince Albert, Fort Qu’Appelle and Battleford that their 
home city was not preferred above their successful rival, the decision of the 
Governors will be readily accepted and loyally concurred in.  The University is 
not a local, but a Provincial institution, and it was a proper and worthy 
ambition for any place to wish to become the home of the institution.  Now 
that the question has been settled it should be regarded by all as settled, and 
settled wisely and well.  There should be no heart-burnings, no fault-findings.  
The residents of each of the several aspiring cities may still be as profoundly 
convinced as ever that the University would have attained to a greater measure 
of success and more rapidly, if located in their midst, but there is no longer 
anything to be gained by urging such views.  There is one common duty now 
devolving upon each and all as loyal citizens of Saskatchewan, and that is to 
accept the decision reached… Although the Parliament Buildings of 
Saskatchewan are at Regina, our pride in them should be equaled by 
Saskatoon, and Saskatoon’s pride in the stately structure, which will soon arise 
on the banks of the noble Saskatchewan River should be equaled by Regina.  
Both institutions belong to both and to all, and are created and maintained for 
the benefit of all.11 
 
Morton concludes, on what basis it is not clear, that the editorial “turned out to be a 

very accurate reflection of the opinion not only in Regina but also in the province at large.”  

He adds, “the Board’s decision was accepted by the public with remarkable acquiescence, and 

attention turned almost at once to considerations of getting the University started.”12   

 

                                                 
11 The  Morning Leader (Regina), 9 April 1909. 
12 Morton, 50-51. 
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Although Morton’s book was published in 1959, it is not known when he wrote the  

manuscript.  At the time of his death in 1945, he left a 440-page typescript of an incomplete, 

“History of the University of Saskatchewan from 1907 to 1937.”  Carlyle King, a colleague in 

the English Department, edited a portion of the draft and had it published in book form.13  The 

title, Saskatchewan: The Making of a University, with its identification of the University with 

the province, is itself suggestive of the University of Saskatchewan myth. 

Morton neglects to mention that the Conservative newspapers in Regina did not share 

the opinion of the Liberal Morning Leader.  The West said the decision to give the university 

to Saskatoon was pure politics: “The governors were selected by the government with the end 

in view that has been attained.  Does anyone deny that the university location was not decided 

[sic] some time ago?”  As a result, claimed the newspaper, the prospects of the university had 

been seriously damaged, but that was no concern to the Liberals.  All they cared about was 

winning the Saskatoon seat in the next election.  “That is how this government does 

business—in the light of political advantages to be gained.”14  The Conservative Daily 

Standard had the same verdict, condemning the Liberals as “vipers,” who “gamble[d] with 

loaded dice and gave pointers to gamblers.”  The new institution would never be anything 

more than the “University of Saskatoon,” and a true University of Saskatchewan would yet 

arise.15 

The Leader denied the charges of political interference, basing its case on the fact that 

the government had appointed only three of the nine board members.  Although it was to be 

expected that the Saskatoon appointee voted for his home city, the other two were said to be 

blameless for Regina’s defeat.  James Mackay, a well-known Conservative, would not have 

participated in any Liberal scheme, and Levi Thomson was rumored to have voted for Regina.  

(The latter supposition, as we shall see, proved to be unfounded.)  The Leader then proceeded 

to criticize the West for the its gratuitous slur upon the integrity of the Board of Governors, 

“who are among the leading citizens of Saskatchewan on both sides of politics, but whom the 

Tory organ would have the people believe are mere puppets in the hands of the Government 

and without the slightest regard for the welfare of a great institution whose interests they were 

                                                 
13 Ibid., v. 
14 The West (Regina), 14 April 1909. 
15 Cited in Morning Leader, 17 April 1909; cited in Jean E. Murray, “The Contest for the University of 
Saskatchewan,” Saskatchewan History, 12, 1, Winter 1959, 21. 
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appointed to safeguard and promote.”16  The West responded in a second editorial, posing two 

questions.  Could the Leader—that “pap-fed organ of a corporation favoring government”—

explain why Premier Scott had not appointed a Board member from Regina and why 

Archibald P. McNab, the Liberal Public Works Minister from Saskatoon, had given every 

sign of knowing in advance that his city would get the prize? “Several prominent men in 

Saskatoon seemed to have a clear understanding with Mr. McNab that the university would be 

located there.  By what authority could he promise it?”17 

Both Conservatives and Liberals tried to make political capital out of the controversy, 

the former trying to pin blame on the government, the latter seeking to exonerate it.  But 

beyond the skirmishes of party politics, the debate also has implications for the University of 

Saskatchewan myth.  If it turns out that politicking placed the university in Saskatoon, the 

myth is contaminated at its source.  “The university operates outside of the realm of 

politics”—not true, if the government manipulated the Board of Governors. “The one 

provincial university ‘belongs’ to Saskatoon”—not true if some tricky business put it there.   

It is vital for the myth to clear up this matter and make smooth the rough edges of history. 

Morton is at pains to put his readers’ minds at ease.  He tells us that Murray voted for 

Regina, even though he knew Scott preferred Saskatoon.  “The incident was an eloquent 

indication of the President’s independence of mind and of the freedom given to the Governors 

to decide University problems for themselves.”18  Morton completely ignores the dissident 

opinions of the West and the Daily Standard, citing only the Leader’s editorial.  He fails to 

mention that the Leader was a Liberal paper, and William F. Kerr, the managing editor and 

probable author of the editorial, was one of Premier Scott’s closest associates.  Scott had 

owned the paper until 1906 when he sold it to the Leader Publishing Company, in which Kerr 

was the major shareholder.19  Kerr also assisted Scott with his financial affairs.20 

                                                 
16 Morning Leader, 16 April 1909. 
17 West, 21 April 1909. 
18 Morton, 52. 
19 SAB, Records of the Department of Provincial Secretary Companies Branch, R-348, Defunct Company Files, 
Leader-Post Publishing Co., Ltd., file 5314.  See also J.W. Brennan, “Press and Party in Saskatchewan, 1914-
1929,” Saskatchewan History, 27, 3, Autumn 1974, 82, and  Historical Directory of Saskatchewan Newspapers, 
prepared by Christine MacDonald (Saskatchewan Archives Board: Regina and Saskatoon, 1984), 61-63. 
20 Gordon L. Barnhart, “Peace, Progress and Prosperity”: A Biography of Saskatchewan’s First Premier, T. 
Walter Scott (Regina: Canadian Plains Research Center, 2000), 78. 
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The negative reaction to the university decision was not confined to the ranks of the 

Tory party.  J.W. McLeod, private secretary to Walter Scott, reported that by the Saturday 

following the vote “quite a number of prominent Grits [were] vowing summary vengeance 

upon all and sundry connected with the Government.  A hurry-up meeting of about 20 or so of 

the workers was held and I believe the gathering was one of the warmest which has taken 

place in Regina for many moons.”  Norman Mackenzie, a Liberal lawyer and later the 

benefactor of the Mackenzie Art Gallery, was so angry that for a day or so after the 

announcement it was scarcely safe to approach him.  “He paced his office all one day very 

much after the manner of a caged tiger while the air was positively blue in his vicinity.”21  

McLeod said that Regina members of the university Senate accused Minister of Education 

J.A. Calder of giving them the “double-cross,” leading them to believe that Regina had 

nothing to fear, when all the while Saskatoon had the advantage.  McLeod also passed along 

the information that certain individuals from Saskatoon were doing “a lot of unnecessary 

talking”: 

For instance: a brother of Sheriff Calder represents the Canada Permanent in 
Saskatoon and about the time the Governors met he was in Regina conferring 
with Mason, of the Canada Permanent here.  He assured Mason that he has 
seen a promise, over your signature, that the University would not be located 
outside of Saskatoon.  Mr. Brown had this information direct from Mason and 
also very near had a scrap with him while discussing the matter.  The action of 
several Saskatoon people in coming down here, offering to give big odds on 
the result and their loud boastings before the Governors reached their decision, 
has been the cause of a lot of unfavorable comment—not from Tories alone but 
from a good many Liberals as well.  The decision was a sore touch at the best 
without any unnecessary ‘rubbing it in.’22 
 

It is worth noting that McLeod did not say that the Saskatoon statements were untrue, just that 

they were “unnecessary.” 

The “all’s-well-that-ends-well” editorial, which Morton misleadingly uses to 

characterize the reaction to the university decision, also features prominently in Jean E. 

Murray’s “The Contest for the University of Saskatchewan.” It brings the article to a ringing 

and triumphant close.  She suggests that while competition was intense leading up to the 

decision, once it had been made, everybody was reconciled to it.  Jean Murray was the 

                                                 
21 SAB, Walter Scott Papers, M 1, I, J.W. McLeod to Walter Scott, 17 April 1909. 
22 Ibid., 20 April 1909. 
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daughter of Walter Murray, and she owed her appointment to the History faculty in Saskatoon 

in 1931 to her father’s willingness to pay her salary out of his own pocket.23  Despite the 

family connection, the tone of her account, published in 1959, is on the whole more neutral 

and matter-of-fact than that of Morton.  She sketches in the political context and narrates the 

events with a minimum of emotional coloring.  The reader receives the vague impression that 

while Scott was tempted to intervene, he did not do so.  She hints, without actually saying so, 

that he held back because of a letter her father wrote to him on 8 October 1908 warning of the 

dangers of tampering with the independence of the University.  This thesis is not rigorously 

argued or defended, merely suggested.  We know what we are supposed to believe, but we are 

not quite sure how we got there. 

To her credit, she gives full value to the political ambience.  Scott had made it 

government policy in 1906 to select Regina as the capital.  The reasons were obvious.  The 

city had already served as the capital of the North West Territories for close to a quarter of a 

century, and it was the largest city in the province.  The population of Regina in 1906 was 

6,169 compared to 3,011 for Saskatoon; the figures for 1911 were 30,213 and 12,004 

respectively.24  Regina’s advantages did not discourage other cities from advancing their own 

claims, with the result that the process of choosing the capital became highly contentious.  

Once the matter had been resolved, Scott went out of his way to express appreciation for the 

attitude that had been taken by the citizens of Saskatoon.  He said they had not tried to 

embarrass or apply undue pressure, and this was something he promised to remember “for 

many a long day.”25  Saskatoon had another reason for optimism.  The Liberal platform in the 

1905 election supported the principle of  “decentralization of public institutions,”26 which 

could be interpreted to mean that since Regina had been made the capital, Saskatoon would 

get the university. 

                                                 
23 Michael Hayden, Seeking a Balance: The University of Saskatchewan, 1907-1982 (Vancouver: UBC Press, 
1983), 345. 
24 Government of Canada, Report on the Census of the Northwest Territories, 1906; Census of Canada, 1911. 
25 Murray, 3. 
26 Ibid., 9. 
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Initially, Scott took the position, as indicated in the University Act, that he would leave 

the decision on the university site to the Board of Governors.  However, he appeared to adopt 

a different policy on 26 August 1908, when he stated publicly that, “if the Government was to 

be held fully responsible for selecting the university site, then the Government would make 

the selection.” He promised to proceed, if the other cabinet ministers agreed, with an 

amendment the University Act “to take the duty off the Board of Governors.  We coped with 

the capital location and [we are] not afraid to cope with the university location.”27  This 

announcement greatly worried Walter Murray, who expressed his deep concerns in a letter to 

the Premier on 8 October 1908.  Noting that party politics was the “great bane” of 

universities, he advised Scott that interference in the location of the university would set a 

precedent for interference in other matters—the appointment and dismissal of professors, the 

letting of contracts, or “the dozen and one things men wish to use to their own advantage.”  

The University would become “a prey to the schemes of designing men.” 

Murray went on to say that if the government were to interfere, it could do so in one of 

two ways.  The direct method was to amend the Act, which at least had the virtue of openness, 

frankness and courage.  The indirect method was to employ “secret influence,” which would 

be “just as injurious and will beget suspicion.”28  At the time Murray wrote the letter, the 

government had already made its three appointments to the Board— Archibald P. McNab, 

James MacKay, and Levi Thomson.  McNab had been conspicuously outspoken on the 

university question.  When he ran as the Liberal candidate for Saskatoon in the provincial 

election of 14 August 1908, he promised to resign his seat if the city did not get the 

university.  Murray’s letter referred specifically to McNab, implying that his presence on the 

Board tainted the process of choosing a site for the university.  Scott in early December 1908 

raised McNab to the post of Minister of Public Works, which, in accordance with the 

parliamentary rules of the day, required him to resign his seat and run in a by-election.  The 

voters of Saskatoon returned him to the legislature by acclamation.  One week before the by-

election he resigned from the University Board of Governors, and Scott replaced him with 

W.J. Bell, another Saskatoon Liberal.  Even the Morning Leader admitted that Bell was 

                                                 
27 Ibid., 13. 
28 Ibid., 14-15. 
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“undoubtedly expected” to vote for Saskatoon.29  This meant that the situation that Murray 

had complained about had not changed in the slightest.  Scott still had the means to apply 

“secret influence” to get what he wanted. 

Although the specifics of the Board’s vote to give Saskatoon the university were 

neither recorded nor made public, Walter Murray in 1938 said it was 6-3.  University of 

Saskatchewan historian Michael Hayden argues that Murray’s memory must have played a 

trick on him because the vote was 5-4.30  There were 4 board members from the north, 4 from 

the south, and Murray, the ninth member, voted for Regina.31  Therefore, at least one of the 

members from the south must have voted for Saskatoon.  (If all the southern votes had been 

for Regina, then the outcome would have been 5-4 for Regina).  Levi Thomson of Wolseley 

confessed in a letter to Walter Murray on 12 April 1909 that he voted for Saskatoon.  He 

“betrayed the south,” as it were, but was he alone?  Thomson states in the same letter that 

Arthur Hitchcock of Moose Jaw voted for Regina.  A. Forrest Angus from Regina was a 

Conservative who almost certainly voted for his home city, which leaves John Dixon, a 

Liberal from Maple Creek.  The evidence points to the fact that Dixon voted for Regina.  

Otherwise, as Hayden indicates, Thomson’s letter doesn’t make sense, specifically the part 

that reads, “I am the guilty party in the eyes of my Regina friends.  I don’t feel at all guilty, 

but I can understand that they can feel that they have a serious grievance against the man who 

gave a South vote in favor of Saskatoon.”  If Dixon had voted for Saskatoon, Thomson would 

not have been the “guilty party,” but merely one of the guilty parties.  He would not have 

been “the man who gave a South vote in favor of Saskatoon,” but one of the men who did so.  

Moreover, Dixon had been a member of the committee that had toured U.S. universities in 

1908, which led to a report favoring Regina.  He remained popular in Regina and was invited 

in 1910 to serve on the board of Regina College.  Hayden’s detective work leads to the 

conclusion that the vote must have been 5-4.32 

                                                 
29 The Morning Leader, 16 April 1909. 
30 Hayden, 44. 
31 Murray favored placing the university in the seat of government because it would be better known and better 
supported by the Legislators, close to the Provincial Library, and capable of giving greater service to the State.  
He noted that the University of Wisconsin, located at the capital, “renders its State from three to five times as 
much service as the Universities which are distant from their capitals.”  Morton, 51. 
32 Hayden, 43-44. 
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Levi Thomson, the only government appointee from the south, cast the critical vote.  

Morton describes him as a representative of the “Farmers,” Jean Murray refers to him as “a 

Liberal from Wolseley,” and Hayden simply as “a Liberal.”33  But he was not just a person 

who voted Liberal; he was a party insider, a candidate in four elections, and a dispenser and 

recipient of government patronage.  A lawyer by profession, he stood as the Liberal candidate 

for Qu’Appelle in the 1904 federal election, losing to his Conservative rival by 28 votes.  He 

represented the Liberals in the 1905 provincial election, losing again, this time by 20 votes.34  

Shortly after the election, he wrote Scott congratulating him on the provincial victory and 

regretting having “failed to do our share toward building up your majority.”35  After the 1908 

election, he apologized for failing a second time to elect a Liberal, but he assured Scott that it 

was not for want of effort.  “Mr. Magee and I have been on the warpath pretty steadily since 

we got back.  And our leading men here all fell into line and worked for Rosborough [the 

Liberal candidate] like men.”  He went on to give a poll-by-poll accounting of the vote in the 

constituency, which resulted in a 48-vote margin of victory for the Conservative candidate.36 

The inability to elect a Liberal did not lessen Thomson’s ability to distribute 

patronage.  A letter to Scott on 28 March 1910 enclosed an application from Mrs. C.J. Heazle 

for a job in the Land Titles Office.37  C.E. Sheldon-Williams applied on 10 October 1910 on 

behalf of her sister, who “is very anxious to secure a clerkship in the Land Titles Office by the 

New Year… Mr. Levi Thomson has kindly promised to write to either Mr. Scott or Mr. 

Turgeon [the Attorney General] on her behalf.”38  Thomson himself was a beneficiary of 

government favor.  He served as Crown Prosecutor in Wolseley and obtained in October 1910 

an Order-in-Council appointment as “Agent of the Attorney General in and for the Judicial 

District of Moosomin,” a position he held until December 1912.39  He returned to active 

                                                 
33 Morton, ; Murray, 7; Hayden, 44. 
34 Information about Levi Thomson can be found in Mrs. Ashley Thomson, “Levi Thomson and His 
Descendants,” Bridging the Past: Wolseley and District, 1880-1980 (Wolseley and District History Committee, 
1981), 464.  See also “Levi Thomson,” in John Hawkes, The Story of Saskatchewan and Its People, vol. 3 
(Chicago-Regina: S.J. Clarke Publishing Company, 1924), 1719-1720. 
35 SAB, M 1, II 2, Levi Thomson to Walter Scott, 18 December 1905. 
36 SAB, M 1, I, Levi Thomson to Walter Scott, 17 August 1908. 
37 SAB, M 1, IV, 15, Private Secretary to Levi Thomson, 30 March 1910. 
38 SAB, M 1, IV, 15, C.E. Sheldon Williams to J.A. Calder, 10 October 1910. 
39 SAB, Government of Saskatchewan, Executive Council, O.C. 681/10, 27 October 1910; O.C. 1317/12, 2 
December 1912. 
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politics in 1911 winning election as a Liberal to the House of Commons, where he served for 

ten years.  

Thomson was a loyal soldier for the party.  Although he informed Walter Murray that 

he voted for Saskatoon “because I believed it to be in the best interests of the 

University and the Province,”40 this statement is compatible with the hypothesis that he was 

placed on the Board because Scott could depend on his vote.  We know from Murray’s letter 

to Scott on 8 October 1908 that Scott had the means to interfere through “secret influence.”  

For the interference to have any hope of succeeding, it had to be applied to one of the 

southern votes.  Thomson, the only government appointee from the south, was a well-

connected Liberal deeply involved in the affairs of the party.  While he may have believed 

that his duty to the party coincided with the best interests of the province, this does not alter 

the fact that he could have been placed on the board to do a job.  One month after the 

university decision Thomson showed up at Scott’s office with a delegation from Wolseley.  

He asked that Attorney General Turgeon be available to discuss “court house matters in all 

their bearings” and that Calder, the minister responsible for telephones, be there, too, to talk 

“along telephone lines.”  In the same letter, Thomson alluded to fact that “Regina lawyers are 

trying to make trouble for us by endeavoring to form a law school in Regina.”  He seemed 

very comfortable discussing university matters with Scott.41  The Premier in a letter to loyal 

party supporter 11 June 1909 denied that the Government had tried to influence the Board,42 

but he would have been extremely foolish to say anything else. 

Walter Murray was sure that politics was involved, and in the immediate aftermath of 

the vote, he considered resigning in protest.  As he had made clear in his 8 October letter to 

Scott, government interference in deciding the location of the university would set a 

dangerous precedent that compromised the integrity of the institution and its future 

development.  Now what he had feared had come to pass.  He apparently did not believe 

                                                 
40 Hayden, 44. 
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42 Ibid., Walter Scott to Mrs. E.F. Grover, 11 June 1909. 
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Thomson’s claim that his vote had not been motivated by political considerations. After 

consulting with University Chancellor E.L. Wetmore and his friend, Robert Falconer, 

President of the University of Toronto, Murray decided to stay.  Resignation would have 

signaled to an already suspicious public that the vote had been rigged, and the University 

would have been thrown into political turmoil.  Thereafter, Murray consistently maintained in 

public that politics had never entered into any aspect of the life of the University.43  Privately, 

however, he told Walter P. Thompson, who joined the University in 1913 and served as 

President from 1949 to 1959, that the decision in favor of Saskatoon “was arranged through 

the appointment of certain members of the board and the pressure brought to bear on them.”44  

Why did Murray say one thing in public and another in private?  An obvious explanation is 

that the myth required it.  It was important for the public to believe that Saskatoon “deserved” 

the university and that it was exempt from political interference.  The flouting of these basic 

principles at the moment of the institution’s founding was not a minor detail that could be 

brushed aside or a topic for idle speculation.  It cut to the heart of what the University was, 

what it stood for, and what it was meant to accomplish.  The complexity and murkiness of 

history had to be simplified and distilled into the “blissful clarity” of myth.  

 

The Perpetuation of the University of Saskatchewan Myth 

Despite the best efforts of the mythmakers, the grumbling in Regina continued.  Alderman 

F.N. Darke suggested in a letter to the Morning Leader 12 April 1909 that an additional storey  

be added to the two-storey collegiate building then under construction in the city.  The third 

storey could be used for a medical college and a law school.  “These are institutions  

which belong to the city for which we will have to provide and which cannot be taken from 

us, if our citizens are true to their own best interests.”45  In June 1909, a mere two months 

after the decision to locate the university in Saskatoon, the Saskatchewan Methodist 

Conference discussed the possibility of establishing a residential college in Regina.  The 

immediate goal was the provision of secondary education for the youth of the city and the 

surrounding area, but long-term plans included first-year university courses.  The General 
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Conference of the Methodist Church approved the project, and the Provincial Government 

granted a charter of incorporation on 23 April 1911.46  It was to have been called 

“Saskatchewan College,” but, when Walter Murray objected, the name was changed to 

“Regina College.”  He also intervened behind the scenes to ensure that the college did not 

receive any government funding, subsequently reporting to Robert Falconer, “Why then 

should we fear though the Methodists rage and Regina imagines vain things?”47 

In 1925 Regina College succeeded in obtaining junior college status in affiliation  

with the University of Saskatchewan, which meant that it could offer the first year of the  

three-year Bachelor of Arts course.  Students transferred to Saskatoon or to some  

other university to complete their degree.  As the pioneer era drew to a close and as high  

schools became more common in southern Saskatchewan, fewer parents in rural areas sent  

their children to Regina College.  Enrolment dropped, and the College began to  

experience financial difficulties. President Ernest A. Stapleford dealt with the crisis by  

trying to expand to a full degree program, but he encountered stiff opposition  

from the University.  Walter Murray, who sat on the Board of Trustees of the Carnegie 

Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, arranged in 1932 for the Foundation  

to undertake a study of whether the province should have one university or two.  The  

principal investigators were W.S. Learned, with whom Murray had collaborated on a  

Manitoba royal commission, and E.W. Wallace, Principal of Victoria University, Toronto.   

Their report repudiated Stapleford’s plan and delivered a heavy blow to Regina College.  

Murray praised it as a “masterpiece… I believe it has disposed of the problem for at least 

twenty years.”48   

The financial crisis of the 1930s depression forced Regina College to the wall,  

and in 1934 it succumbed to a takeover by the University.  The latter acquired ownership  

of the buildings and property, valued at more than $800,000, in exchange for assuming the  

debt (close to $100,000) and promising to maintain the institution as a junior college.   

Murray secured a $50,000 grant from the Carnegie Foundation to help cover the debt.  

Ironically, the Foundation had earlier refused Stapleford the identical amount, which he had 
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intended to use to keep the College operating independently.  Murray celebrated his victory: 

“Great as was the operating loss of 1934-35, it is more than offset by the advantages resulting  

from the attainment of the University’s great objective—to be the one recipient of state  

aid for University purposes and the sole degree conferring power in the province.”49   

Saskatoon now had firm control over the base from which Stapleford had tried to launch a 

second university. 

During the following twenty-five years, the College made numerous requests  

for permission to expand beyond the first year Arts program, all of which the University  

turned down.  Dean William Ramsay in 1938 endorsed a petition from a group of public  

school teachers in Regina, who asked to be allowed to take more than five classes (five  

classes constituting one year’s work) towards their B.A. degree.50  Ramsay’s successor, 

Steward Basterfield advanced the same petition in 1946 and again in 1950.51  Although both 

men had been faculty members in Saskatoon for many years prior to taking up the deanship in 

Regina, each came to the conclusion that Regina College was not being treated fairly.  

Ramsay, upon resigning, strongly criticized the “negative attitude” of the University Council: 

“The staff here and I have given, I think, loyal service.  The University Council should be 

loyal to us.”52 

  The arrival of the veterans after the Second World War temporarily boosted 

enrolment, but when they left, the number of students fell drastically.  The situation was so 

serious that Government of Saskatchewan in 1949 asked the University to close down the 

College as a cost-saving measure.  The University declined to do so in part because of the 

legal argument that if the University reneged on its commitment to maintain the junior college 

in accordance with the 1934 agreement, the buildings and property would revert to the 

original owners.53  Besides, the College served a useful public relations function.  As long as 
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it existed, it was tangible proof that the University was doing something in Regina and gave 

residents of the city a reason to contribute to University fundraising campaigns.54 

 When W.A. Riddell was appointed Dean in 1950, he renewed the appeal for 

expansion beyond the first year.  The University rejected the proposal for the usual reason—it 

would signal the development of a second university, which it claimed the province could not 

afford.55  Since the College by 1954 offered 30 credit classes, it was becoming increasingly 

difficult to explain to students why they were allowed to take only 5.56  Frank Wagg, the 

Registrar for many years and also a United Church minister, remarked uncharitably that there 

would be no change in policy until there had been “a few funerals in Saskatoon.”57  Riddell 

came to believe that, while most people in the University viewed the College with 

indifference, others “hoped that it would just disappear.”58 

Beginning in 1952, a group of Regina citizens began to agitate for a full degree 

program.  Their efforts were spearheaded by George H. Barr, whose uncle, G.W. Brown, had 

been the first chairman of the board of governors of Regina College.  Barr, as a young man 

just beginning his law career, had attended meetings of prominent supporters of the Scott 

government held in April 1909 shortly after the Board of Governors voted to locate the 

university in Saskatoon.  Facts had been disclosed, according to Barr, “showing that we had 

been betrayed by the politicians and that the youth of our city and this part of the province 

were sacrificed on the altar of political expediency.”59  Forty-five years later, on 19 March 

1954, 150 people gathered at City Hall to discuss the same topic.  They organized a Regina 

College Citizens’ Committee and passed a resolution calling on the government “to take the 

necessary steps to give Regina College its rightful status.” Specifically, they wanted an 

amount earmarked in the provincial budget to pay for a B.A. course in Regina.60  Father Athol 

Murray, President of Notre Dame College at Wilcox, not only endorsed the proposal, but also 

raised the ante.  What Regina needed, he said, was not just a degree course, but a “full-

fledged, chartered UNIVERSITY OF REGINA [emphasis in the original].”61 
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Woodrow Lloyd, the Minister of Education in the CCF government, asked for an 

official response from the University to the Regina College Citizens’ Committee resolution.  

A joint committee of the Board of Governors and the Senate prepared a report, which they 

duly presented to the Minister on 25 May 1954.  It defended the status quo, arguing that if the 

government were to act on the Regina request, “it would mean direct governmental 

interference in University affairs.”62  The monopoly, once granted to the University of 

Saskatchewan, had been granted forever.  Any government attempt to remove it was regarded 

as infringement upon the institution’s autonomy. 

The issue flared up in the 1956 provincial election campaign.  A.H. McDonald, leader 

of the Liberal Party and of the Official Opposition, declared his support for a degree program 

in Regina.  He was immediately attacked by Woodrow Lloyd for turning the University into a 

“political football.”  The Regina Leader-Post observed that the issue had been handled quite 

differently in Alberta.  When Opposition party members introduced a motion in the legislature 

to expand university facilities in Lethbridge and Calgary, no one had criticized them for 

interfering in the internal affairs of the University of Alberta based in Edmonton.63  In 

Saskatchewan, by contrast, if a politician dared to suggest a degree program somewhere other 

than Saskatoon, he was shouted down for “interfering” with the University.  Such was the 

power of the University of Saskatchewan myth. 

 

The Crumbling of the University of Saskatchewan Myth 

By 1959, the pressure of baby boom enrolments made Saskatoon’s position increasingly 

untenable.  The Board of Governors, aware of the need for large sums of money for the 

construction of new buildings on the campus, contemplated a major capital fund raising 

campaign.  They hired G.A. Brakeley and Company, a firm that had conducted campaigns for 

a number of other universities, to prepare a preliminary study.  Brakeley reported in May 

1959 that there was a reasonable chance that $25 million could be raised provided certain 

conditions were met.  The provincial government would have to match donations dollar-for-

dollar, which it agreed to do, and the University would have to make a clear statement of its 

policy regarding Regina College.  The report made the latter point “very strongly.”  If all the 
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new development occurred in Saskatoon, Regina and southern Saskatchewan, whose support 

was greatly needed, would not get behind the campaign.64  Accordingly, University Council 

on 6 July 1959 approved a resolution to establish a degree program in Regina.  President 

W.P. Thompson rammed it through, even though the meeting apparently lacked a quorum.65  

The Senate followed suit, giving its consent on 8 July 1959.66  The decision appeared to have 

been made by the University without direct pressure from the Government.  Although 

Woodrow Lloyd had decided by December 1958 that the time had come for the expansion of 

facilities in Regina,67 there is no evidence that he forced his view upon an unwilling 

Thompson.  On the other hand, Thompson’s parting words as he handed over the presidency 

to J.W. T. Spinks in November 1959 were, “But don’t forget where the money comes from.”68 

Regina College introduced the second year arts course in 1961 and the third year in 

1964.  The change in status led on 1 July 1961 to an official change of name from Regina 

College to University of Saskatchewan, Regina Campus.  The Saskatoon Star-Phoenix 

claimed that Regina was trying to build its reputation by borrowing prestige from the parent 

campus.  A more fitting name would have been “Pile-O’ Bones U” or “Palliser’s Prairie 

Paradise College of Knowledge.”  The new name might not make any difference, the editorial 

went on to say, since the city’s hard water might “atrophy the brain cells” and doom the 

whole venture.  A cartoon contrasted Saskatoon’s well-developed and flourishing campus 

with the dry scrub plain that was future home of the university in Regina. 

Optimism ran high in Regina as the new campus sprang up on the southeastern edge of 

the city.  Minister of Education Allan Blakeney during the budget debate in March 1961 

spoke glowingly of the day when “a great new university will arise in Regina.”  He said that 

the campus would start with a college of Arts and Science, and in due time professional 

colleges, such as commerce and law, would follow.  They would either be established as new 

entities or transferred from the Saskatoon campus.69  R.H. Macdonald, a professor in 

Saskatoon and member of senate, protested vigorously that such decisions were for the 
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University, not the Government, to make.70  A Saskatoon cartoon depicted thieves in the 

night dismantling University of Saskatchewan buildings stone by stone, and hauling them off 

to Regina.  Blakeney replied that he was merely repeating what President Spinks had said—

that the University planned first to set up a college of Arts and Science in Regina and then 

“examine the possibility of establishing colleges of commerce and law, either by transfer of 

those facilities from the campus of Saskatoon or by the establishment of second colleges here 

in Regina.”71 

No transfers ever took place, but the Regina Campus expanded in the 1960s and early 

1970s beyond its Arts and Science base, establishing professional colleges in Education, 

Engineering, Administration and Social Work.  Competition between the two campuses led to 

strained relations and bickering over who should do what.  By 1972 at least 90 per cent of 

Regina faculty wanted freedom from the “burden of poor-relation status which ha[d] plagued 

them in the relationships with Saskatoon.”72  As the Hall Commission on University 

Organization and Structure later put it, “We found two campuses warring within the bosom of 

a single University.”73  The Blakeney NDP government in April 1973 introduced Bill 90 in an 

attempt to deal with the problem, which the University seemed incapable of solving.  The Bill 

preserved the one-university concept, but gave each campus its own president, board of 

governors and senate.  The University administration was abolished and replaced by a board 

of regents responsible for allocating resources to the two campuses, but with no power over 

academic policy or the hiring of staff.  Saskatoon for the most part opposed the bill, Spinks 

calling it the exercise of “naked and brutal political power… removing any real autonomy 

from the university.”74  Blakeney contended that the proposed board of regents had the same 

composition as the existing board of governors—half government appointments and half non-

government.  Nevertheless, he bowed before the storm of protest, withdrew Bill 90, and 

appointed a Royal Commission to study the issue and make recommendations.  Chaired by 

                                                 
70 URA, 75-2, 1500.5, “Blakeney Said Overlooking Government, Varsity Separation,” Leader-Post, 6 March 
1961. 
71 URA, 75-2, 1500.5, “Unwarranted Charge—Blakeney,” Leader-Post, 7 March 1961. 
72 SAB, A.E. Blakeney Papers, R-565, III 132a, Report of Advisory Committee on Reorganization of the 
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73 Government of Saskatchewan, Report of the Royal Commission on Organization and Structure, 22 December 
1973. 
74 URA, Vice-President University of Saskatchewan Fonds, 81-12, 5017.1, “Spinks Says Gov’t Aim to Control 
University,” Leader-Post, 11 April 1973. 



 22

former Saskatchewan Chief Justice Emmett Hall, the Commission received briefs and held 

hearings through the summer of 1973 and reported in December. 

John Archer, Principal of Regina Campus, presented a brief advocating the 

establishment of an independent university in Regina, one that offered a varied program 

including arts, sciences, and professional colleges.  It would be a “true university” engaged in 

teaching, research, and service to the community.  He maintained that while there was a need 

for the overall rationalization of university activities in the province, such rationalization had 

to be based on a relationship between “equal partners,” not “senior and junior campuses.”  

The existing one-university model carried too much psychological baggage (“as much 

hindrance to understanding in Saskatoon as it is an irritant in Regina”) to be viable any 

longer.75 The brief from the Saskatoon Campus Council envisaged one university in 

Saskatoon providing “a complete range of courses,” and another in Regina confined to “pre-

professional courses, liberal arts courses, and community-oriented courses.”  It was a 

variation on the old theme, one university in Saskatoon and an appendage to it in Regina.76 

The Hall report recommended in favor of creating an independent university in 

Regina.  It noted that Regina’s 1973-74 enrolment of 3,417 full-time and 2,280 part-time 

students exceeded that of 5 universities in Ontario, 2 in Manitoba, 1 in Alberta, 1 in British 

Columbia, 5 in Nova Scotia, 2 in New Brunswick, and 1 in Prince Edward Island.  “The 

University of Regina has a right to expect to be something more than just a liberal arts 

college….”  The statement, on the face of it, seems odd and unnecessary.  Why not say 

simply, “It would be a good idea to have a university in Regina.”  The reason was the power 

of the myth, which made a second university seem as though it was something unnatural and 

forbidden—“Thou shalt have no other universities before thee.” The Commission 

instinctively felt the need to refute not just an argument, but also a mindset, a way of thinking 

about university education in Saskatchewan. 

The Blakeney government in April 1974 introduced legislation implementing the 

major recommendations of the Hall report.  Just as it was necessary for historians operating 

within the framework of the myth to suppress or downplay the role of government in creating 

                                                 
75 URA, 80-38, Principal’s/President’s Papers, 302.11-2, John Archer, “Submission to the Commission on 
University Structure,” 20 June 1973. 
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the University of Saskatchewan in 1907, it was equally necessary to highlight and exaggerate 

the role of government in creating a second university in 1974.  Michael Hayden places a 

great deal of emphasis on the provision in the legislation that removed Spinks from the 

presidency and made campus principals, Robert Begg and John Archer, the acting presidents 

respectively of the University of Saskatchewan and the University of Regina. The 

government’s intervention is painted in the blackest terms.  Hayden asserts that a dangerous 

precedent of government interference had been set: “It was now a matter of time—when 

would a government replace another president?  When would a government abolish senate or 

council?  When would a government appoint or dismiss members of the board of governors to 

change the academic direction of the university profoundly?”77  It was no coincidence that 

this fateful loss of autonomy occurred just at the moment that Saskatoon lost its monopoly 

over university education.  The myth had always partnered the two ideas. 

A case can be made that the legislation was not as catastrophic as Hayden claims it to 

have been.  Although it is true that Spinks was removed from office, the circumstances were 

unusual and are not likely to recur.  In 1974, either Spinks or Begg was redundant; the 

University of Saskatchewan did not need two presidents.  The faculty in Saskatoon were 

divided three ways on the issue, one faction supporting Spinks, one backing Begg, and the 

third “primarily concerned about preventing the establishment of the precedent of the 

government dismissing university officials and appointing others.”   The Saskatoon Campus 

Council voted on 30 January 1974 to postpone the change in university structure until 30 June 

1975, giving time for new boards to be appointed and new presidents selected.  This would 

have allowed Spinks to serve one more year until his retirement at age 67.78 It was an 

impractical solution, because, as Begg told the Minister of Education, it would prolong the 

uncertainty and instability at the University for another year.  Begg said, “The best plans and 

decisions are not made under these circumstances and a prolongation until mid-1975 would 

inflict additional damage and I consider the potential gains very dubious.”79 The government 

took Begg’s advice, and the legislation removed President Spinks and Vice-President Lloyd 

Barber from their positions as of 30 June 1974.  Barber had resigned the previous February, 

but Spinks held on.  It is worth noting that when the Blakeney government first came to 
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power, Spinks offered to resign if the government did not want him.  Now he refused to go, 

presumably because he felt that an important principle was at stake.80  The key point is 

whether the events of 1974 seriously damaged the university’s autonomy.  Even Hayden 

admits that, “constitutionally, the University of Saskatchewan is now in no worse position 

than other universities in Canada and many throughout the English-speaking world.  The 

shame is that originally it had been so much more independent.”81 

As for the University of Regina, which came into existence 1 July 1974, Hayden 

concedes that its emergence was probably inevitable.  Much as Saskatoon had tried to 

neutralize the demand for a second university, “public spirit [in Regina] and political 

influence made that impossible.”82  An alternative interpretation is that the university in 

Saskatoon was itself a product of “political influence,” notwithstanding the myth built up to 

deny the fact.  The myth went on to portray the one-university concept as normal and natural, 

beyond politics and history.  Only “political influence” could undo it, as happened in 1974, 

and not just run-of-the-mill “political influence,” but interference of the most shocking kind, 

extending even to the removal of the president from office. 

Although the myth lingers still, its period of greatest influence was 1907 to 1974.  It 

shaped the work of University of Saskatchewan historians Arthur Morton, Jean Murray and 

Michael Hayden, and it legitimized university policies restricting the development of Regina 

College.   Its power helps account for the fact that the University of Regina was the last of the 

new universities of the 1960s in Western Canada to gain its independence.83  While it lasted, 

it was extremely influential in framing attitudes and policies concerning higher education in 

the province.  “One-university” and “no politics” signified “the University of Saskatchewan” 

in the minds of many people, especially those who were devoted to the institution.  The myth 

dominated and helped define the collective identity of the University Saskatchewan for most 

of its history, and one wonders what has or will replace it. 
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Foreword 
 
 In his paper James Pitsula describes what he calls the University of Saskatchewan myth.  

In fact, this so-called myth was part of the original set of goals of the U of S. – to be singular and 

autonomous.  For the University of Saskatchewan community the goal of autonomy has always 

meant seeking to be as free of political interference as possible, given the world as it is.  Since 

the establishment of the University of Regina in 1974 singularity has not been possible, but 

between 1909 and 1974 it was a goal of the University of Saskatchewan to remain what it was 

created to be – the one provincial university.  

 Professor Pitsula has not only mistaken University of Saskatchewan goals for a myth, but 

he has given new life to an ancient myth.  In its fullest form, this myth can be expressed in a set 

of statements.  Regina should have been given the University of Saskatchewan in 1909.  Failing 

that Regina should immediately have had its own university.  No other locality in the province 

deserved a university.  The establishment of the University of Regina in 1974 provided a partial 

remedy.  Justice will not be served, however, until the University of Regina has, as a minimum, 

everything that the University of Saskatchewan has. 

 It is the contention of this paper that Dr. Pitsula has done a double disservice to public 

education policy in Saskatchewan by claiming to have found a myth that never existed and by 

giving new life to a myth that has bedevilled Saskatchewan for almost a century.  
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 In SIPP Public Policy Paper 12, Professor James Pitsula of the University if Regina 

wrote: 

Through most of its history, the University of Saskatchewan has been in the grip of a 
powerful myth that has helped to shape its identity and govern its decision-making.  
According to the myth, what might be called the “University of Saskatchewan concept” is 
signified by two propositions: (1) there is only one university in Saskatchewan and (2) it 
operates without interference from the provincial government.  As a corollary, any 
departure from the one-university model is attributable to “political influence”.... 
Although its power has been much attenuated since 1974, [the myth] continues to make 
its presence felt in the life of the province and the development of the university sector.”1 
 

 In his paper, Pitsula states that he is not defining myth as “a widely held false notion” or 

“a fictitious idea,” but rather as “a type of speech” defined “not by its message, but by the way 

the message is communicated.” Relying on the ideas of the French literary critic Roland Barthes, 

Pitsula states that myth “transforms what is contingent, historical, and fabricated into ‘what goes 

without saying.’” Whatever the niceties of definition, throughout his essay Pitsula, in fact, 

accuses assorted members of the University of Saskatchewan community of distorting history to 

mislead the people of Saskatchewan and to influence public policy in a harmful way.  At the end 

of his paper he states that “[t]he myth ... portray[ed] the one-university concept as normal and 

natural, beyond politics and history.” He says that this myth blinded both the members of the 

University of Saskatchewan community and many people throughout the province to historical 

reality with the result that they believed that it was natural that there be only one university in 

Saskatchewan.  Further, says Pitsula, the myth was used to prevent the development of a  

university in Regina.  Finally, the myth has skewed the writing of the history of the University of 

Saskatchewan.2  

 It is the contention of this response to Pitsula’s paper that he has done a double disservice 

                                                 
1 James Pitsula, “Higher Education Policy in Saskatchewan and the Legacy of Myth,” The Saskatchewan Institute of Public 
Policy, Public Policy Paper 12 (February 2003), p.  3. 
2 Ibid., pp.  3-4, 24. 
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to public education policy in Saskatchewan by claiming to have found a myth that never existed 

and by giving new life to a myth that has bedevilled Saskatchewan for almost a century.  

 What Pitsula calls the University of Saskatchewan myth was, in fact, part of the original 

set of goals of that University – to be singular and autonomous. For the University of 

Saskatchewan community the goal of autonomy has always meant seeking to be as free of 

political interference as possible, given the world as it is.  Since the establishment of the 

University of Regina in 1974 singularity has not been possible, but between 1909 and 1974 it 

was a goal of the University of Saskatchewan to remain what it was created to be – the one 

provincial university.  

 Prior to 1974 the fact that the university was located in Saskatoon was not seen as 

“natural,” by the members of the University of Saskatchewan community.  Rather, they accepted 

it as a physical fact, just as they accepted that the capital was in Regina – even though Saskatoon 

had wanted it and had made a strong bid for it.  The Liberal Government had made Regina the 

capital in 1905 and then had given Moose Jaw the normal school, Prince Albert the penitentiary, 

North Battleford the mental hospital and Saskatoon the university.   

 Politics reigned in Saskatchewan when these institutions were parcelled out.  Politics was 

(and is) one aspect of life in Saskatchewan, but seeking quality in education is another. Based on 

its intimate knowledge of what a university should be, the university community in Saskatoon 

was convinced (and, for the most part, still is) that the province could not afford another fully 

developed university in Regina, any more than it could afford another fully developed legislature 

and government bureaucracy in Saskatoon.  

 Not only has Pitsula mistaken a goal for a myth, but he has given new life to an ancient 

myth.  It takes several sentences to express this myth fully. Regina should have been given the 
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University of Saskatchewan in 1909.  Failing that, that Regina should immediately have had its 

own university. Further, no other locality in the province deserved a university. The 

establishment of the University of Regina in 1974 provided a partial remedy.  However, justice 

will not be served until the University of Regina has, as a minimum, everything that the 

University of Saskatchewan has. 

 In 1907 the University of Saskatchewan was established by the legislature of 

Saskatchewan as the university of the new province.3  The University Act provided that the new 

university would be governed in academic matters by its Senate whose members would be 

elected in the first instance by university graduates living in the province (later by the graduates 

of the university) and in financial matters by a Board of Governors, a majority of whose 

members would be chosen by the Senate.  In addition, part of the University’s budget would be 

an automatic percentage of certain provincial revenues.  Finally, only the Board could appoint or 

dismiss the president and the professors and no professor could be hired or fired without the 

recommendation of the president.  All of these measures were designed to keep the University of 

Saskatchewan as independent of political pressure as possible. 

 These provisions of the 1907 University Act created a singular and autonomous 

university – one unlike any other in Canada.  As Walter Murray, the first president of the 

University of Saskatchewan, knew and explained to one and all, this privileged situation was 

important if the university was to carry out the functions for which it was designed: to serve the 

people of Saskatchewan by providing all of their post-secondary needs, as well as the help they 

needed to build their new province.   

 Murray expressed himself early and often on the topic of the purpose of the University of 

                                                 
3 For the claim of Emmanuel College to be the first university in Saskatchewan see Jean Murray, “The Early History of 
Emmanuel College,” Saskatchewan History, IX (1956), 81-101. 
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Saskatchewan. In his first annual report he wrote “there should be ever present the consciousness 

that this is the University of the people, established by the people, and devoted by the people to 

the advancement of learning and the promotion of happiness and virtue.”4    In 1908 he wrote to 

a friend: 

A State university cannot confine itself to the realization of an idea but must serve the 
many sided life of the community.  It must keep in close touch with practical needs and 
yet must be true to the best University traditions.  The problem is a difficult one, yet it 
must be solved.5  
 

 Murray believed that remaining singular and autonomous was necessary if the University 

was to fulfill its mission, but he knew that that condition could be maintained only through 

constant effort. This was so because politicians would be tempted to interfere in the management 

of the University and because various groups within the province wanted to establish a second 

university.   

Maintenance of one politically autonomous university was one of his goals, but Walter 

Murray knew that reality was messy.  During the years of his presidency (1908-1937) he stated 

publicly on a number of occasions that politics had not entered into any aspect of university life.  

Nevertheless, he was fully aware of the politics involved in the founding of the university and 

was under no illusion that political autonomy and the existence of one university would be easy 

to maintain.  His strategy was to keep professors out of politics and to refrain from antagonizing 

politicians through public accusations of interference in university affairs.  He did not do this 

because “the myth required it,” as Pitsula states, rather he did it to attain as much of his goal as 

possible.6   

                                                 
4 President’s Report, 1908-09, p. 12.  
5 Dalhousie University Archives, MacMeachan Papers, Murray to A.  MacMechan, 15 August 1908. 
6Pitsula, “Higher Education Policy,” p.  15.  For evidence of Murray’s efforts to maintain one politically autonomous university 
see  Michael Hayden, Seeking a Balance: the University of Saskatchewan, 1907-1982 (Vancouver, 1983), pp.  6, 44-45, 54-55, 
73-74, 77, 121-23, 156-57, 161-74 and D.R. Murray and R.A. Murray, The Prairie Builder: Walter Murray of Saskatchewan 
(Edmonton: NeWest Press, 1984), pp.  58-64, 85-87, 108-11, 189-94. 
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 Murray was more open after his retirement.  In 1941 he described the importance of the 

original Saskatchewan plan to make some of its funding automatic: 

A state university cannot presumably defy the will of the people expressed through the 
government, of course, but it may escape the caprices of a single session or the petty 
threats of a government which wishes to express displeasure over actions or statements 
that a professor or official may make.7 
 

 Pitsula spends almost half of his essay describing the politics and reactions to it 

surrounding the establishment of the University of Saskatchewan in Saskatoon in 1909, rather 

than in Regina.  In the process he provides some valuable new information, but he seems to think 

he is revealing something that until now has been hidden when he states that the choice of the 

location of the first university in Saskatchewan was influenced by politics and that Reginans 

were upset by the choice.  As he must know, since he cites the book when it suits his arguments, 

the politics involved not only in choosing the location but also in many other aspects of the 

founding of the University of Saskatchewan were clearly described twenty years ago in the first 

forty-five pages of a book written for its seventy-fifth anniversary.8   

 Having “revealed” that politics was involved in the choice of Saskatoon as the seat of the 

provincial university, Pitsula turns, in the second part of his essay, to the years 1909-1959 and 

the efforts of Reginans to establish a university in their city.  As was the case in Pitsula’s 1988 

book, Walter Murray is the villain of the piece through the 1930s.  Two elements are missing in 

both of his treatments.  The first of these is the failure to realize that the wish of some Reginans 

to have a university did not, of itself, create a right for Regina to have a university, any more 

than it did for any other city in the province.  The second missing element is the context in which 

                                                 
7 W.C. Murray, “The University of Saskatchewan,” Transactions of the Royal Society of Canada, 3rd ser., sec. 2, 35 (1941), p.  
103. 
8 Hayden, Seeking a Balance, pp.  1-45.    
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Murray was working – that of trying to establish and maintain high quality post-secondary 

education in Saskatchewan.9 

 Walter Murray came from the Maritimes and had observed the fierce fighting among 

institutions and groups and the waste of resources that came from having more than one state-

supported university in a province.  In addition, Murray was convinced that the province of 

Saskatchewan could not afford more than one university with high standards, because of the 

small population of the new province, its many needs and its limited financial resources.  The 

longer he was president, the more limited were those resources.  Further, Murray wanted the 

University of Saskatchewan to be the source of advice to the government in scientific and social 

matters. If there were more than one university, the advice could become confusing or 

competition among advisors could lead to all advice being ignored.   Perhaps most importantly, 

Murray wanted all post-secondary education in the province to be of a high standard.  He 

believed that this could best be achieved by having one institution in charge.  Finally, Murray 

was afraid that if one group got the university it wanted, then others would be in a better position 

to get “their” university.10  

 Murray neither created a myth about the University of Saskatchewan nor was he 

imagining the threat of establishment of other universities in the province.  Well aware of the 

desire of Reginans to have their own university and afraid that eventually some government 

would give in to the pressure, he wrote to the Minister of Education in October 1909: “I would 

like to see the University revenue provided for in a manner that would make its increases 

                                                 
9James M.  Pitsula, An Act of Faith: The Early Years of Regina College (Regina: Canadian Plains Research Centre, 1988). 
10 Hayden, Seeking A Balance, pp. 20-45. 
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automatic and would make it impossible for any government to give grants to other institutions 

by cutting down the University appropriations.”11 

 From the beginning Murray insisted that the College of Agriculture be an integral part of 

the University of Saskatchewan, located on the same campus, something that did not exist 

anywhere else in Canada.  He wanted this so that future farmers and their professors would have 

meaningful contact with the humanities and sciences, while the students and professors of the 

College of Arts and Science would come to appreciate the importance of agriculture in 

Saskatchewan.12  

 Professional education in accounting, pharmacy and engineering came under the control 

of the University of Saskatchewan between 1910 and 1914 without any protests from 

professional bodies. Medicine and education took longer.  In the case of medicine there was 

opposition from a number of Regina doctors who in 1909 hoped to establish a medical college 

there.  The government refused them financial support, but the University’s financial situation 

did not permit the establishment of medical education in Saskatoon until 1926.  The preparation 

of elementary and high school teachers was under the control of the Department of Education 

and the normal school was Moose Jaw’s share of the Liberal Government’s largesse.  When a 

second normal school was opened in Saskatoon in 1912 a very slow process of consolidation of 

teacher education at the University of Saskatchewan began that was not completed until 1964.       

 In 1912 Murray faced the attempt of the Benchers of the Law Society to establish a Law 

School in Regina.  He objected not only to the division of post-secondary education, but to the 

proposed standards of the Regina school which did not require any education beyond high school  

                                                 
11 Archives of the University of Saskatchewan (AUS), Presidential Papers, Series I, Murray to Calder, Oct. 24, 1909. 
12 For the following nine paragraphs concerning post-secondary education in Saskatchewan in the years 1909-1937 see Hayden, 
Seeking A Balance, pp.  20-21, 37-38, 41-43, 120-38, 166-74, 190, 195. 
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and relied mainly on the study of texts.  Complex negotiations, combined with the growing costs 

of the Regina school, led to its closure in 1922 and the requirement that all legal education take 

place at the University of Saskatchewan.   

 Originally, Murray opposed the teaching of any subjects beyond the grade 12 level 

outside of the University, and the government accepted this.  In 1923, however, the University 

bowed to pressure and agreed that it would grant first year credit for some classes taught in 

several high schools in the province.  

 Arthur Morton, the first historian of the University of Saskatchewan, recorded the official 

reason for this change of policy, that it was intended “to carry the beginnings of Arts work to 

students in their home town... and to permit the churches to give religious instruction to such 

students as wish to attend schools supported by the denominations, yet keep on the main 

highways of Provincial education.”13    

Walter Murray put it differently in a 1927 letter to his friend, Henry Marshall Tory, 

President of the University of Alberta: 

The Junior College movement here was advocated for the simple reason that I did not see 
any other way to head off a very serious and dangerous attack which would have 
gathered behind it the strength of the Capital, the largest city of the province, and would 
have been promoted by the leaders of at least two churches, one of them exceedingly 
powerful and well entrenched.  I have reason to believe that they would have succeeded 
in securing at least degree conferring power.14 
 

By 1929 seven junior colleges were in existence (including Regina College) teaching 

                                                 
13 AUS, Treasurer’s Papers, III G, Morton Manuscript, p.  227.  In his manuscript (and in the printed version, shortened and 
edited by Carlyle King and published in 1959) Morton was not the myth maker that Pitsula presents (pp.5-9), cleverly hiding the 
sordid political origins of the university.  He was acting more as a diplomat than a historian, as he was in the slide show lecture 
he presented throughout the province on the occasion of the twenty-fifth anniversary of the university.  His intent was to maintain 
the peace for the good of the university.   
14 AUS, Presidential Papers, Series I, Murray to Tory, April 19, 1927.  Murray had helped Tory earlier by serving on a 
commission charged with deciding whether Calgary College should have degree granting powers.  Led by Murray the 
commission unanimously rejected Calgary’s request on the grounds that a second university would be both a waste of money and 
the source of “unwholesome rivalry.”  See Murray and Murray, The Prairie Builder, pp.  85-87. 
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what was then called the first year beyond senior matriculation, now known as the first year of 

university.  All of these institutions were private religious colleges except the last to be 

established, Moose Jaw Central Collegiate.  The backers of many of these institutions felt that all 

that was needed for post-secondary education was one floor of a building and a few teachers, 

most having only bachelor’s degrees.    

 As early as 1926 the University expressed its unhappiness with the teaching in these 

institutions.  Latin and French results were the most satisfactory and those in mathematics were 

passable.  The results in history and economics, however, varied widely according to teacher, 

while English and laboratory work in the sciences needed significant improvement. Partly 

because of its dissatisfaction with the junior colleges, the University established what were 

known as extramural classes in 1929.  Students were permitted to take five of the required fifteen 

courses beyond grade twelve by correspondence.   

 It is important to note that Murray and his successors did not oppose post-secondary 

teaching and the granting of degrees by other institutions in disciplines which the university had 

no intention of offering.  From the beginning the University of Saskatchewan did not have the 

power to grant degrees in theology, nor did it want that power.  In fact, Murray cooperated with 

those religions and denominations who wished to establish a theological college on the 

University campus and their students were permitted to take university courses as part of the 

requirements for theological degrees granted by the colleges, while three theological courses 

could be used as credit toward an arts degree (more than permitted by any other Canadian 

university).  Murray did not object to the affiliation of the French Catholic college in 

Gravelbourg and the Jesuit-run Campion College in Regina with universities outside 

Saskatchewan; in fact he encouraged the latter.  The reason was that the two colleges offered 
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only a course in scholastic philosophy which the University had no intention of doing. 

Murray played an important role in the creation of St. Thomas More College on the 

campus of the University of Saskatchewan and with its federation with the University.  

Federation denoted a closer relationship with the university than did affiliation, the status held by 

the junior and theological colleges. It meant that St. Thomas More was legally and financially 

distinct from the University, but academically integrated with it. Its students receive University 

of Saskatchewan degrees.15    

 Regina College was a different story.  It began as an independent entity in 1911, 

sponsored by the Methodist Church. In 1925 it became a junior college affiliated with the 

University of Saskatchewan.  Its president since 1915, Ernest Stapleford, was not happy with the 

college’s status, especially because the enrolment in its high school years was declining as more 

and more districts in the province began to provide satisfactory secondary education.  He tried on 

a number of occasions to obtain the government’s permission to offer a full program in Arts.  In 

1926 he, evidently, sought affiliation with a university outside the province.  This led Murray to 

obtain assurances from his friend, Robert Falconner, President of the University of Toronto, that 

Toronto would not approve any attempt of the United Church college of the University of 

Toronto (Victoria University) to recognize any second or third year university classes from 

Regina College.16   

 In 1929-30 Stapleford proposed that Regina College offer a limited four-year program in 

affiliation with the University of Saskatchewan.  He hoped that the University would not only  

                                                 
15 See Margaret Sanche, Heartwood: A History of St. Thomas More College and Newman Centre at the University of 
Saskatchewan (Muenster, Sask., 1986), pp.  1-55. 
16By this time the Regina College was supported by the new United Church.  For differing interpretations of the history of Regina 
College in the 1920s and 30s compare Pitsula, An Act of Faith, pp.  44-62, 126-64 and Hayden, Seeking a Balance, pp.  122-23, 
166-69. 
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offer the necessary science classes, but also pay for the construction of a building in Regina for 

this purpose.  The cost-cutting measures the government had imposed on the University of 

Saskatchewan offered Murray an excuse for turning down the request. 

 When it became apparent that Stapleford was determined to offer upper year university 

courses Murray worked to build public and political opposition to this.  He also was able to 

convince the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching not to support the evolution 

of Regina College into a university and Queen’s University not to affiliate with it.  In the end 

Regina College ran out of money and in 1934 the University of Saskatchewan took over the 

buildings, property, debt and some of the faculty of Regina College and promised to maintain it 

as a junior college. 

 Maintaining Regina College during the Depression put significant additional pressure on 

the already severely reduced financial resources of the university, but Murray was convinced it was 

worth it. In a letter to the president of the Carnegie Corporation Murray succinctly explained the 

reasons for his actions.  The existence of two universities would have split the province in two – 

north and south – and there would have been constant competition for money to build fully 

developed universities “without much regard to the waste of duplication and the lowering of 

educational standards.”17  Developments since 1974 have shown that Murray’s fears were justified.   

 Regina College was taken over by the military during World War II and its programs 

were transferred to a downtown office building.  There was a sudden influx of veterans 

immediately after the war, but then enrolment fell so drastically that the government wanted to 

close the institution. The University opposed this and responded by making more classes 

available in Regina.   

                                                 
17 AUS Presidential Papers, Series I, A26, Murray to Keppel, March 1, 1934. 
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 In 1952 a small group of Regina citizens re-opened the campaign for an independent 

University of Regina.  Very soon politicians became involved for and against the goal of the 

campaign.  In the process they accused each other of various misdeeds, including making the 

university a political football.  In other words, it was politics as usual in Saskatchewan. 

 During the 1950s the University of Saskatchewan received a number of requests to 

provide a full range of university courses at Regina College.  This did not happen. By 1958, 

however, the C.C.F. Government was beginning to lean on the university to expand in Regina.  

W.P. Thompson, President of the U. of S. from 1949 to 1959, decided that the Saskatoon campus 

was becoming too crowded.  He also needed money for buildings and faculty.  It became 

apparent that without expanded offerings in Regina the government would not provide more 

money and a fundraising campaign would fail. Between mid-May and early July 1959 Thompson 

engineered the establishment of what became known as the Regina Campus of the University of 

Saskatchewan, a move that did not win wide approval in Saskatoon.18 

 The year 1959 was a turning point in the history of post-secondary education in 

Saskatchewan. The third and last section of Pitsula’s paper, titled “The crumbling of the 

Saskatchewan myth” is concerned with the years 1959-1974.19  The facts he presents in this 

section are well known, but his choice of facts is selective and his interpretation is curious.  In 

the first part of his essay Pitsula claims importance for his “revelation” that politicking 

surrounded the founding of the University of Saskatchewan because this destroyed the 

“University of Saskatchewan myth.” In the third section, however, he erases politicking as much  

                                                 
18 It is interesting to compare Pitsula’s account of the events of the 1940s and 50s with that of W.A. Riddell, a former chemistry 
professor at Regina College who became its dean in 1950 and  then Dean and, finally, Principal of what became the Regina 
Campus of the University of Saskatchewan in 1959. See Pitsula, “Higher Education,”pp.  17-20 and W.A. Riddell, The First 
Decade, 1960-1970 (n.p., n.d.), pp.  15-27.  See also Hayden, Seeking a Balance, pp. 232-240. 
19 Pitsula, “Higher Education,”pp. 20-24. 
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as possible from his story of the creation of an independent University of Regina.  Then, when he 

cannot avoid including the intrusion of politics into the life of the University of Saskatchewan, 

he excuses this reality as unimportant.  That moment came in 1974 when the government, not the 

Board of Governors, fired the President of the University of Saskatchewan and appointed another 

person in his place.  Pitsula claims that the events of 1974 did not seriously damage the 

autonomy of the University of Saskatchewan because “the circumstances were unusual and are 

not likely to recur” and because “‘[c]onstitutionally the University of Saskatchewan is now in no 

worse position than other universities in Canada and many throughout the English-speaking 

world.’”20 

 The reason for the two sets of quotation marks in the last sentence is that I am quoting 

Pitsula quoting me.  He adds one more of my sentences “The shame is that originally it had been 

so much more independent.”21  That sentence is key to what Pitsula fails to mention -- eleven 

pages which summarize the evidence presented earlier in my book describing government 

encroachments on university autonomy from the 1930s onward and showing in detail how 

damaging the 1974 intervention was to university autonomy.22  

 It is true, the University Act of 1974 created a constitution for the University of 

Saskatchewan that allowed no more government intrusion than did the constitutions of other 

Canadian universities. The crucial point, however, is that originally the University of 

Saskatchewan had significantly more freedom to carry out its mandate to be the People’s 

University.  Something it had done for many years.    

 The phrase “the People’s University” certainly has the ring of myth-making about it.  But  

                                                 
20 Ibid., pp.  8, 23-24.  
21 Hayden, Seeking a Balance, p.  290.  
22 Ibid., pp.  279-89.  See also pp. 160-66, 196-200, 208-12, 228-40, 253-56, 271-78. 
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the phrase was first uttered publicly by two men who meant what they said when they applied 

the three words to the University of Saskatchewan.  The men were Walter Murray and Walter 

Scott, the Premier of Saskatchewan when the university was founded.  Murray’s first public 

formulation of the phrase in 1909 was quoted earlier in this paper.   In 1913, on the occasion of 

the opening of the first buildings of the new university, Scott spoke of  “the beginning of the 

home of the people’s University.”  He went further and said,  “Next to the Legislature of the 

Province itself this seat of higher learning is the most important institution that Saskatchewan 

will ever posses...”23  

  Dr. Pitsula says the idea that “‘[t]he one provincial university “belongs” to Saskatoon’” 

is part of the myth created by the University of Saskatchewan.  He claims to have revealed and 

destroyed that misconception, along with the other parts of what he calls the University of 

Saskatchewan myth: “there is only one university in Saskatchewan, and it operates without 

interference from the Provincial Government.”24 

 In fact, what he has done is to label wrongly two of the goals of the University of 

Saskatchewan as a myth and to give new life to an ancient myth that can be expressed in a series 

of sentences. The University of Saskatchewan should have been located in Regina.  Failing that, 

Regina should immediately have had its own university. No other locality deserved a university. 

The establishment of the independent University of Regina in 1974 was a partial remedy.  Justice 

and nature will not be served, however, until the University of Regina has, as a minimum, 

everything that the University of Saskatchewan has – no matter what the cost to the province in 

taxes or quality of post-secondary education. 

 James Pitsula ends his paper with the words: “The myth dominated and helped define the 

                                                 
23 Quoted in University of Saskatchewan, President’s Report, 1912-13, 1913-14, p.  1. 
24 The quotations are on pp. 8 and 1 of Pitsula, “Higher Education.” 
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collective identity of the University of Saskatchewan for most of its history, and one wonders 

what has or will replace it.”  The University myth did not exist, but the University goals did and 

do exist.  As times have changed the goals were modified to allow the University to continue to 

serve the province effectively.  The present goals of the University of Saskatchewan can be 

found in its Mission Statement and in the document “Strategic Directions 2002.”25    

                                                 
25For both the Mission Statement and  “Strategic Directions 2002” see the university website (www.usask.ca/uofs). 
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The contention of Professor Michael Hayden’s response to my paper is that I have “done 

a double disservice to public education policy in Saskatchewan by claiming to have found a 

myth that never existed and by giving new life to a myth that has bedeviled Saskatchewan for 

almost a century.”  He continues: 

What Pitsula calls the University of Saskatchewan myth was, in fact, part of the 
original set of goals of that university—to be singular and autonomous.  For the 
University of Saskatchewan community the goal of autonomy has always meant 
seeking to be as free of political interference as possible, given the world as it is.  
Since the establishment of the University of Regina in 1974 singularity has not 
been possible, but between 1909 and 1974 it was a goal of the University of 
Saskatchewan to remain what it was created to be—the one provincial 
university… Not only has Pitsula mistaken a goal for a myth, but he has given 
new life to an ancient myth.  It takes several sentences to express this myth fully.  
Regina should have been given the University of Saskatchewan in 1909.  Failing 
that, that Regina should immediately have had its own university.  Further, no 
other locality in the province deserved a university.  The establishment of the 
University of Regina in 1974 provided a partial remedy.  However, justice will 
not be served until the University of Regina has, as a minimum, everything that 
the University of Saskatchewan has. 
 
The flaw in this response, in my opinion, is that it is not based on a clear definition of the 

word “myth.”  The myth that he claims I have revived is actually a list of false grievances and 

unjustified claims.  The myth that he suggests I have misidentified existed not in place of, but in 

addition to, the goals he mentions.  The confusion results from a lack of clarity in the definition 

of “myth,” a slippery word that is used in different ways and contexts.  In common usage, it 

usually means a statement that has no basis in fact.  Theologians speak of Biblical myths, such as 

the story of Adam and Eve, which convey profound spiritual truths.  Anthropologists talk about 

heroic myth narratives embedded in the collective unconscious that find expression in Greek 

legends, Nordic sagas, and Star Wars movies.  My essay employs a definition based on the work 

of Roland Barthes, who holds that myth can be understood as a “type of speech” or a “mode of 

signification.” 
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The definition can be explained by means of a concrete example.  Consider the following 

statements: (1) “The United States promotes liberty and democracy” and (2) “The United States 

is signified by liberty and democracy.”  The first statement separates two terms, which I will call 

A (the United States) and B (liberty and democracy), and posits a relationship between them—A 

promotes B.  The second statement brings together two terms so that one is contained in the 

other—A is signified by B.  The statements are compatible, and, as a matter of fact, both are true, 

but they are two different types of statements.  Far from clashing, they reinforce one another.  

The very fact that liberty/democracy signifies “Americanness” encourages the United States to 

promote these values around the world.   

In the case of the University of Saskatchewan myth, the idea of one university in the 

province and freedom from government interference (which I will abbreviate as 

monopoly/autonomy) constitute a linguistic form (the signifier) that holds the concept of 

“University of Saskatchewanness” (the signified).  Barthes calls the correlation of the two terms 

(signifier and signified) signification, which is the myth itself.1  While the University Act of 

1907 gave the University of Saskatchewan monopoly degree-granting powers (except for 

theology), the legislation could be, and eventually was, changed.  My argument is that 

signification operated independently of (or more precisely, in addition to) deliberate efforts to 

preserve the status of the University of Saskatchewan as the only university in the province.  The 

myth was perfectly compatible with the university’s goals of monopoly/autonomy; indeed, it 

enhanced their importance. 

Because myth is a type of speech, those who study it pay close attention to the use of 

language.  They analyze what is said, how it is said, and just, as significant, what is not said.  The 

                                                 
1 Signification is not the same as identification.  There is obviously much more to the identity of the University of Saskatchewan 
than monopoly/autonomy. 
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work of historians is crucial in this regard because myths are products of history not nature, and 

yet, paradoxically, they transform history into nature.  Historical contingency, when it has been 

mythologized, becomes entrenched in the natural order of things so that the “the complexity of 

human acts” gives way to “the simplicity of essences.”2  Conversely, there is no permanent fixity 

in mythical concepts.  As Barthes says, “…they can come into being, alter, disintegrate, 

disappear completely.  And it is precisely because they are historical that history can very easily 

suppress them.”3  History makes and breaks myths. 

Myths are not friendly to debate or expressions of contrary opinion.  This is because, in 

Barthes’ words, “Myth is depoliticized speech [emphasis in the original].”4  What is political is 

made to appear as though it is not political.  By politics, he does not, of course, mean narrow 

partisan politics, but rather the much broader issue of the use of power, including what 

governments do and do not do.  Signifier and signified appear to have a natural, fixed 

relationship, and it seems perverse to question it.  Myth-holders and myth-consumers discourage 

debate, not because of ill will or bad motives, but because they cannot see the point of the 

discussion.  If signifier and signified are one, why bother discussing the correspondence between 

the two terms?  To understand the politics the myth is concealing or obfuscating, it is necessary 

to look at things from the point of view of the signifier and, within the signifier, at the meaning 

that has been put at the service of the concept, that is to say, the signified.5  If a debate should 

start and the signifier is cognitively separated from the signified, the myth begins to fall apart.     

My essay traces the University of Saskatchewan myth in the history of the institution and 

in the work of its historians.  It begins with an account of the decision in 1909 to locate the 

                                                 
2 Roland Barthes, Mythologies, selected and translated from the French by Annette Lavers, (London: Jonathan Cape, 1972), 143. 
3 Ibid., 120. 
4 Ibid., 143. 
5 Ibid., 245. 
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university in Saskatoon.  This is of great importance to the myth because it had the potential to 

sever the relationship between signified and signifier.  The role of the Liberal government led by 

Premier Walter Scott in tipping the vote in favor of Saskatoon compromised autonomy, and the 

adverse reaction to the decision in Regina threatened monopoly.  Historian Arthur Morton’s 

version of the story leaves the impression that, while the Board of Governors knew what the 

government wanted, they acted independently and decided the question on its merits.  He also 

made it seems as though the decision was readily accepted in Regina and elsewhere.  Hayden 

maintains that Morton was acting in this instance more as a diplomat than as a historian, but, in 

my opinion, this does not alter the fact that he was engaged in myth making.  Nor can it be said 

that as a writer of history he was setting goals or implementing policy for the university.  A gap 

opens up between goals and myth; the myth existed in addition to the goals. 

Two other historians have given accounts of the location decision.  Jean Murray’s 

version, though not as mythologized as Morton’s, in the end says more or less the same thing.  

Hayden’s discussion is the most thorough and neutral of the three.  He is the one who figured out 

that the Board of Governors vote was 5-4, not 6-3 as Walter Murray, president of the university 

(1908-1937), had said.  I disagree, however, with his interpretation of the role of Levi Thomson.  

Hayden writes: “The government had used its power to appoint three board members to even out 

geographical representation, but evidently not to influence the vote on the site.”6   My view is 

that Premier Scott appointed Levi Thomson to the board to swing the decision in Saskatoon’s 

favor, and that Thomson, notwithstanding his after-the-fact denial of political motivation, cast 

his ballot as a good soldier of the Liberal party who did what was expected of him. 

Walter Murray confided privately that he knew the government had determined the 

outcome of the vote, but he said in public that it had never interfered in the affairs of the 
                                                 
6 Michael Hayden, Seeking a Balance: The University of Saskatchewan, 1907-1982 (Vancouver: UBC Press, 1983), 44. 
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university.  Hayden says that his strategy was “to refrain from antagonizing politicians through 

public accusations of interference in university affairs.”  In 1941, when the politicians he might 

have antagonized had long since passed from the scene, Murray wrote an essay on the founding 

of the University of Saskatchewan for the Royal Society of Canada.  He discussed the location 

decision in sufficient detail to give the final vote count (erroneously), but gave no indication of 

the government’s interference in the process.   On the contrary, he led his audience to believe the 

opposite: “In accordance with the tradition started by Mr. Haultain, and cordially supported by 

the Hon. Walter Scott, the political leaders agreed to leave the decision to the Board of 

Governors unhampered by outside influence.”7  I think he did this because he linked the concept 

of the University of Saskatchewan to monopoly/autonomy in such a way that the latter signified 

the former.  As the founding father of the university, he could no more speak publicly about the 

government’s intervention than George Washington could lie about cutting down the cherry tree.  

I suspect that Murray handled this situation instinctively, rather than strategically.  That is why I 

said he acted the way he did because “the myth required it.”   

From the 1920s through the 1950s the university blocked what Murray termed the 

“dangerous heresy” (the language of myth) of offering anything beyond first year arts courses at 

Regina College.  In 1954 it said that it would regard government action to establish a degree 

course in Regina as direct intervention in university affairs.  When the Liberal party leader in 

1956 declared his support for a degree program, he was accused of meddling.  Marjorie Cooper 

Hunt, a CCF candidate in Regina, said in a radio broadcast: “The decision regarding an arts 

course for Regina College is one that must be made by the university authorities, not by the 

                                                 
7 Walter Murray, “The University of Saskatchewan,” Transactions of the Royal Society of Canada, 3rd series, section 2, 35, 1941, 
112. 
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government.”  It was a “real tragedy,” she added, that the Liberals had brought the matter into 

the political arena.8  

Hayden characterizes this discourse as “politics as usual,” but, in my judgment, it went to 

the heart of the myth.  The CCF politicians were able to say, and were taken at least half 

seriously, that the government had no right to interfere with the university’s monopoly.  

Monopoly/autonomy was not just a goal, it signified the university, and the monopoly provision 

in the University Act of 1907 was deemed valid until the university said it was not valid.  The 

CCF tried to suppress debate, which is what myth-holders do, leading those who resisted the 

myth to assert their right to do so.  This happened in the 1973 Report of the Royal Commission 

that led to the creation of the University of Regina in 1974.  It stated: “The University of Regina 

has a right to be something more than just a liberal arts college…”  The language is peculiar in 

this context (what have rights got to do with it?), unless understood as an attempt to break out of 

the mythic discourse in which monopoly/autonomy signified the University of Saskatchewan.   

The myth has not entirely disappeared.  It crops up in 2003 in a book written by 

University of Saskatchewan historian, Janice MacKinnon, who says: “In 1974, the government 

decided to make the Regina campus of the University of Saskatchewan a separate university; but 

it did not explain that the main full-scale university was to be the University of Saskatchewan 

and that its Regina counterpart would be a smaller, more targeted liberal arts college.”9  In other 

words, the University of Saskatchewan is the only university in the province, and, if it isn’t, it’s 

because the government did not know what it was doing.  The statement makes sense only within 

the assumptions of the myth.  Why would the government explain something that it did not 

intend to say?  Regina Campus had not been a liberal arts college since 1964.  To make it one 

                                                 
8 University of Regina Archives [URA], Principal’s Papers, 75-2, 1500-3, “MLA Says College Hurt,” Leader-Post, 3 May 1956. 
9 Janice MacKinnon, Minding the Public Purse: The Fiscal Crisis, Political Trade-Offs, and Canada’s Future (Montreal & 
Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2003), 6. 
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would have entailed closing down the Faculties of Education, Administration, Engineering, 

Graduate Studies, and Social Work. 

As my essay demonstrates, historians have shaped arguments to support the University of 

Saskatchewan myth.  They have done this, I think, not out of any deliberate intentions, but rather 

because, like all historians, they were influenced by mythic assumptions.  Moreover, as happens 

in such cases, they played down evidence of resistance to the myth.  By 1954 the Regina College 

Citizens’ Committee included members from the Trades and Labor Council, the Chamber of 

Commerce, the Council of Women, the Canadian Legion, the Public School Board, the Home 

and School Association, and City Council,10 and many of these organizations supported briefs to 

the government.  The leaders of the campaign came from modest middle-class or working-class 

backgrounds,11 representing people who wanted accessible and affordable university education 

for their children.   In 1951 only 4.1 per cent of Saskatchewan high school graduates attended 

university, as compared with a national average of 7.2 per cent.12  In 1965-66, by contrast, full-

time university enrolment in Saskatchewan as a percentage of the population aged 18-24 was 12 

per cent, well above the national average of 8 per cent.13  Part of the increase in participation 

came from a higher level of public awareness of the value of a university education and from the 

incorporation of teachers colleges into the university, but a good deal of it can be attributed to the 

fact that Regina Campus by 1965 offered full degree programs in Arts and Science and 

Education, with other professional programs soon to follow.   

                                                 
10 URA, Principal’s Papers, 75-2, 1500-1, clipping, 5 April 1954; Henderson’s Directory, City of Regina, 1954. 
11 Among the members of the Regina College Citizens’ Committee in 1954 were 4 managers, 2 lawyers, 2 teachers, 1 medical 
doctor, 1 farmer, 1 engineer, 1 jeweler, a hardware store owner, the general secretary of the YMCA, the wife of a dentist, the wife 
of a teacher, 1 printer, and 1 unionized employee of the Department of Saskatchewan Highways. URA, Principal’s Papers, 75-2, 
1500-1, clipping, 5 April 1954; Henderson’s Directory, City of Regina, 1954. 
12 URA, Principal’s Papers, 75-2, 1500-2, “Varsity Facilities Adequate,” Leader-Post, 10 November 1955. 
13 URA, Principal’s Office Files, 78-3, 400.1-2, “Enrolment Projections for the University of Saskatchewan with Particular 
Reference to the Regina Campus.” 
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My essay enters a debate on the interpretation of the history of higher education in 

Saskatchewan and its implications for public policy.   Professor Hayden contends that I have 

mistaken “the original set of goals of the university—to be singular and autonomous” for myth.  

My argument is that University of Saskatchewan discourse went beyond setting goals and 

entered the mythic realm.  Monopoly/autonomy signified the University of Saskatchewan 

through most of its history and to some extent still does.  This signification is the University of 

Saskatchewan myth.  
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 If Professor Pitsula prefers to label what I called “an ancient myth” “a list of false 

grievances and unjustified claims,” that is fine with me. The five sentences I used to describe the 

myth about the relationship between Regina and the location of post-secondary education in 

Saskatchewan are, indeed, a compilation of false grievances and unjustified claims made by 

assorted Reginans at various times.  Since he says nothing more on the subject, I take it that 

Professor Pitsula accepts my deconstruction and dismissal of the “myth” or “list”. 

 The fact that Dr. Pitsula is willing to accept that the University of Saskatchewan had 

among its goals what I call “singularity and autonomy” and he calls “monopoly/autonomy” is 

also fine with me.  

 As for Professor Pitsula’s discussion of the definition of the word myth, what I wrote in 

my response to his original paper still stands:   

Whatever the niceties of definition, throughout his essay Pitsula, in fact, accuses 
assorted members of the University of Saskatchewan community of distorting 
history to mislead the people of Saskatchewan and to influence public policy in a 
harmful way. 
 

I still consider this to be a disservice to any discussion of public education policy in 

Saskatchewan. 

 In addition, several points made by Professor Pitsula in his “Rejoinder” need to be 

addressed specifically.   

 On p. 46 he disagrees with my interpretation of the motivation of Levi Thomson for 

voting for locating the provincial university in Saskatoon.  In my book on the history of the 

University of Saskatchewan I provide evidence and a reasoned argument. Pitsula, however, 

provides only an opinion.   

 On p. 49 Pitsula attributes “a good deal” of the increasing university attendance in 

Saskatchewan between 1951 and 1965 to the existence of full degree programs in Arts and 
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Science and Education on the Regina campus of the University of Saskatchewan and to “other 

professional programs soon to come.” How programs “soon to come” could already have 

increased university attendance is a puzzle; while no proof is offered for the rest of his assertion. 

 Then there is the question of Murray’s motivation in continually stating publicly that 

there was no political interference in the choice of Saskatoon, discussed by Pitsula on p. 47. The 

only evidence that Murray believed politics was involved is provided by W.P. Thompson, the 

third president of the University of Saskatchewan.  He says that in private conversations Murray 

said he believed politics was involved in the choice of Saskatoon, though “[t]he evidence on 

which that conclusion was based was never revealed in quotable form.” Thompson also mentions 

Murray’s conviction in the 1920s that the government was seriously considering granting a 

college the right to grant degrees. Thompson, who knew Murray from 1913 onwards concludes: 

“[i]n the absence of documentary evidence the government should be given the benefit of the 

doubt in both these cases, the doubt being attributable to [Murray’s] obsession with the subject.”1   

In other words, political interference was something Walter Murray instinctively feared and 

talked about in private with friends.  He did not do so in public because he had no proof. 

  The important point in all of this is that once the decision was made to locate the 

provincial university in Saskatoon – a decision he did not favour – Murray worked to maintain 

the University of Saskatchewan as the only university in the province.  Murray was not making 

or maintaining a myth, nor was he captured by one.  He was trying to assure quality post-

secondary education.  He was convinced that the province of Saskatchewan could afford only 

one fully developed university.  To have two universities would mean that both would be 

underfunded.  That is the fact of the matter today. 

                                                           
1 W.P. Thompson, The University of Saskatchewan, A Personal History (Toronto, 1970), p.  219.  See also p.  33. 
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 In his “Rejoinder,” Pitsula finds one more historian connected with the University of 

Saskatchewan to accuse of writing flawed history.  The evidence is a statement in Janice 

MacKinnon’s new book.  She says that when the NDP government made the Regina campus of 

the University of Saskatchewan a separate university it failed to explain that the U of S was to be 

the “main full-scale” university and the University of Regina was to be “a smaller, more targeted 

liberal arts college.” Pitsula says this statement shows that MacKinnon is a captive of his 

University of Saskatchewan myth.  Pitsula’s response to MacKinnon’s statement is a question, 

“Why would the government explain something that it did not intend to say?”  However, he 

offers no evidence that he knows what the government’s intentions were.   

 The fact is, the provincial government paid little attention to the university question in 

1974 because it was faced with a series of problems that it considered more important.  I learned 

this from Roy Romanow in 1983 during a lunch arranged and attended by Janice MacKinnon.  

Allan Blakeney’s response to criticism about separating the two campuses was that his 

government just went along with the Hall Report (the 1973 Royal Commission). 

 Janice MacKinnon thinks she knows why she wrote what she did about the events of 

1974. In an e-mail of March 31, 2003 she wrote “The basis of my argument is that creating 

another university, without specific limits on it, was merely part of the overbuilding of the 

infrastructure of the province.” She added in an e-mail of April 2: 

The people of Saskatchewan are very practical and understand that a province of a 
million people can not afford two full scale universities.  Thus, the shortcoming in 
1974 was that the government did not specify a mandate for the University of 
Regina, so that it did not merely try to duplicate what was offered at the 
University of Saskatchewan, and it did not put in place a financing formula that 
would adequately fund the more costly U of S programs, such as medicine. 
 

 The relevant issue is not Barthes’ or Pitsula’s “mythic realm.” The issue is incompetent 

political interference in the realm of post-secondary education in 1974.  The people of 
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Saskatchewan continue to live with the results which include, among other things, the chronic 

under funding of the University of Saskatchewan.  What this signifies (in the OED sense of 

“makes known”) is that in place of one very good university Saskatchewan is in danger of ending 

up with two mediocre universities.  
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