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The rich have become richer, and the poor have
become poorer; and the vessel of the state is driven
between the Scylla and Charybdis of anarchy and despotism

(Shelley, “A Defence of Poetry™)
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Abstract

The Great Depression of the 1930s was the culmination of severe contradictions building
within a maturing capitalist world economy, and has been credited, in conjunction with
the Second World War, for structuring the post-war compromise around a national
welfare state, full employment, Keynesian fiscal policy, demand management, and the
expansion of trade union rights. Despite the importance of this decade in Canadian
history, and the highly developed literature on the Roosevelt administration and the
American New Deal, few writers have attempted to probe the finer contours of the Great
Depression in Canada.

This thesis is broadly structured around the threat of social disorder which state
officials and social workers perceived to be rooted in the economic malaise of the decade.
Attempts to manage the poor through municipal welfare schemes and efforts to regulate the
family through newly developed “socialized tribunals” were paired with a campaign to
contain juvenile delinquency and structure the leisure time of working-class adolescents.
The order that social workers sought to impose on the working-class family and child was
materially related to struggles to bring order to the economy. The ideological retreat from
laissez-faire capitalism by business and the state coalesced with a burgeoning and militant
union movement that propelled the state towards active intervention in the economic, social,
moral, and political relations of capital and labor. Pushed in part by an escalation in strike-
related violence, the state tentatively embarked on a program of economic control through
the Industrial Standards Act, opened legal space for union activities, and attempted to
introduce the first minimum wage for male workers.

The thesis explores the role of unions, representing both men and women, skilled
and unskilled, in structuring the re-organization of capitalism in Toronto’s transportation,
construction, and service industries, yet draws upon the paradigm of state-centered
regulatory regimes which emerged in the state’s treatment of the unemployed, the family,
and youth. Policies designed to contain ‘chiseling’ employers, wayward youth, and
cheating husbands all faltered because the state was unwilling or incapable of stepping
too heavily into the private sphere or interfering with the prerogatives of private property.
The resulting half-measures produced a set of contradictions inherent in initiatives
designed to accommodate both labor and capital and generated intense struggles against the
‘sweatshop,” while bringing the twin issues of the family wage and relief-subsidized
competition to the forefront of political and economic mobilization. The largely
ineffectual attempts to bring order to political, economic and social life witnessed the
emergence of a nascent regulatory state, tied to significant pockets of organized capital,
and contingently supported by organized labor. This particular constellation of social
forces not only attained a degree of ideological prominence during the depression, but
was of profound importance in shaping the second-half of the twentieth century.
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Introduction

The Context of Class Struggle in the Great Depression

The newspapers say it is because there is overproduction. There is so much of
everything they do not require our labour any longer.” “Overproduction!” Christopher
exclaimed. “Yet you and those men are hungry. Your wives and children have nothing
to eat. Your houses are cold through lack of fuel. Your clothes are shabby and
threadbare. Yet they say there is overproduction?” !

The Great Depression was a defining event of the twentieth century, coming as
the culmination of contradictions building within a maturing capitalist world economy,
and serving as the conduit to a post-war compromise characterized by the prominence of
a national welfare state, a commitment to full employment, the ascendancy of the idea of
Keynesian fiscal policy and demand management, and the expansion of trade union
rights.2 The desperation in the radio broadcasts of Canada’s first millionaire Prime
Minister R.B. Bennett, who proclaimed his intention to transform capitalism into a
servant of the people, speaks to the level of anxiety experienced by a ruling class willing

to implement reform just “short of socialism” through “the regulated state,” rather than

1  Claudius Gregory, Forgotten Men (Hamilton 1933), 14.

2 Although John Kenneth Galbraith proclaimed that Canada was perhaps the first country to adopt
Keynesian economic policy, Robert Campbell points out that the actual practice departed
considerably from the Keynesian prescription. Robert M. Campbell, Grand [llusions: The Politics of
the Keynesian Experience in Canada (Peterborough, Ont. 1987). For a similar argument in the British
context see Kerry Schott, “The Rise of Keynesian Economics: Britain, 1940-64,” in David Held et al.,
States and Societies (Oxford 1983), 338-62.
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risk the political collapse of the capitalist system.® The world-wide economic crisis of the
1930s, Anne Showstack Sassoon points out in her analysis of Gramsci’s concept of politics,
prompted a reorganization of capitalism which took “a variety of political forms from the
New Deal to Fascism.” In Canada, Bennett’s New Deal was introduced just before his
electoral defeat; the legislation failed judicial scrutiny and the regulatory agencies were
quickly disassembled by a victorious MacKenzie King, who offered little in the way of
reform promises. The struggle to reconstitute capitalism’s hegemonic grip thus shifted to
the provincial and municipal levels of the state where much innovative legislative and
policy development occurred, including minimum wages for male workers, a legal
regime for industrial regulation with a de facto recognition of trade union rights, and
standardized relief entitlements.

Economic and political thought in Canada was profoundly disrupted as old
economic theories failed to explain or remedy the crisis, contributing to a new consensus
that “in spite of Adam Smith ... the reconciliation of self interest among millions of
individuals was essentially impossible” and “the marketplace could not be left to work
the disequilibrium out of the economy.” Economic and social theories, including the

basic tenets of public finance, Margaret Weir and Theda Skocpol argue, were undermined

3 R.B. Bennett, The Premier Speaks to the People: The Prime Minister's January Radio Broadcasts
Issued in Book Form, The First Address (Ottawa 1935), 7.

4 Anne Showstack Sassoon, Gramsci's Politics (New York 1980), 208. R.B. Bennett defined fascism in
his radio address as the moment when capitalism controls the modern state. R.B. Bennett, The
Premier Speaks to the People: The Prime Minister's January Radio Broadcasts Issued in Book Form,
The Fifth Address (Ottawa 1935), 14.

5 Doug Owram, “Economic Thought in the 1930s: The Prelude to Keynesianism,” in Raymond B.
Blake and Jeff Keshen, Social Welfare Policy in Canada (Toronto 1995), 195.



by the decade-long crisis of the 1930s, prompting a more active state role as an “agent of
societal welfare.”® Reform at the federal level of Canadian state fiscal policy, David
Wolfe observes, “only came to a head in the war years,” leaving both Liberal and
Conservative governments to follow a policy of retrenchment and strict economy,
advocated, in the words of John Maynard Keynes, by “fools and madmen.”’

State formation in the 1930s was contradictory and complex partly, Bob Jessop
notes, because the capitalist state is a fragmented institution that serves more than
capital’s interests.® Theda Skocpol points to the emergence of social programs initially
opposed by capital as evidence of the relative autonomy of the state.” However, the ‘ad
hoc’ state responses to crisis, Alan Sears points out, marked the limits imposed on state
activity by capitalist social relations.'" Similar arguments are made by [an Gough who
describes the contradictory patterns of social policy as rooted in the constraints of a
capitalist economic system. &

Frances Fox Piven and Richard Cloward hint at one contradiction of the capitalist

welfare state when they note the relationship between below-subsistence relief rates and

6  Margaret Weir and Theda Skocpol, “State Structures and the Possibilities for ‘Keynesian’ Responses
to the Great Depression in Sweden, Britain, and the United States,” in Peter Evans et al., eds.,
Bringing the State Back In (Cambridge 1985), 148.

7  David A. Wolfe, “The Rise and Demise of the Keynesian Era in Canada: Economic Policy, 1930-82,”
in Michael Cross and G.S. Kealey, eds., Modern Canada, 1930-1980s (Taronto 1977), 52. John
Maynard Keynes, “The World Economic Outlook,” Atlantic Monthly, Vol. 149 (May 1932), 522.

8  Bob Jessop, The Capitalist State: Marxist Theories and Methods (New York 1982), 221-226.

9  Theda Skocpol, Protecting Mothers and Soldiers: The Political Origins of Social Policy in the United
States (Cambridge 1992), 28.

10 Alan Sears, “Before the Welfare State: Public Health and Social Policy,” The Canadian Review of
Sociology and Anthropology, Vol. 32, No. 2 (May 1995), 172.

Tan Gough, The Political Economy of the Welfare State (London 1979), 122.

Pt
pas



the ability of employers to pay less than living wages.[2 Provincial and municipal
politicians in Ontario remained committed to maintaining levels of relief below the
lowest wages earned by the working poor so as to compel male family heads to seek paid
labor, and to prevent others from turning to relief." In the context of falling wages and
the proliferation of sweatshops in Ontario, this strategy was rife with contradictions. The
theme of relief-subsidized wages (explored in detail in Chapter Four), provides a
framework for analyzing the contradictory development of municipal relief programs.
Workers across Ontario were driven to compete with each other in order to supplement a
level of assistance that was intentionally inadequate at the same time that certain sections
of capital, locked in vicious competition, were able to lower wages with the
understanding that relief would off-set inadequate wages.

The emergence of a municipal welfare state was thus a process which structured
both poverty and entitlement, produced contradictory social tendencies and tensions in
which municipal welfare programs inadvertently (and inextricably) subsidized and
structured competition among capitalists, lowered wages, and compounded the effects of
the Depression. Rather than mute the opposition of the increasingly organized
unemployed, as suggested by Piven and Cloward in the American context, the rise of the
municipal and provincial welfare state increased labor militancy by facilitating greater

access to relief (from which even striking workers could draw after 1934)," raising

12 Frances Fox Piven and Richard Cloward, Regulating the Poor: The Function of Public Welfare (New
York 1971), 124-6, 147-9.

13 James Struthers, The Limits of Affluence: Welfare in Ontario, 1920-1970 (Toronto 1994), 94, 105.
14 R. Warren James, The People's Senator (Vancouver 1990), 70.



public knowledge of what was actually available, yet driving workers to seek
employment at sweatshop wages. The struggle against the sweatshop thus occurred at the
intersection of work and welfare, production and consumption, and provides a unifying
theme in an otherwise chaotic and fragmented labor scene. What labor strove to
overcome was at once the sweatshop and the economic system so eloquently pilloried by

F.R Scott:

The efficiency of the capitalist system

Is rightly admired by important people.

Our huge steel mills

Operating at 25% of capacity

Are the last word in organization.

The new grain elevators

Stored with superfluous wheat

Can load a grain-boat in two hours.

Marvellous card-sorting machines

Make it easy to keep track of our unemployed.

There is not one unnecessary worker

In these textile plants

That require a 75% tariff protection.

And when our shoe factories re-open

They will produce more footwear than we can possibly buy.
So don’t let us start experimenting with socialism
Which everyone knows means inefficiency and waste."?

The ‘efficiency’ of capitalism, Antonio Carlo argues, was a direct result of the
dominance of monopoly capital, the concurrent tendency towards overproduction, and the
containment of price competition by economic actors capable of contracting out of the

market.'® The over-capacity/under-consumption crisis of the 1920s, which spawned

15 F.R. Scott, Efficiency: 19335.
16 See Antonio Carlo, “The Cirisis of the State in the Thirties,” Telos, No. 56 (Winter 1980-81), 62-80.



mergers, acquisitions and combines, and culminated in the dramatic economic
dislocations of the 1930s, ultimately forced the state, at the provincial level, to undoc the
effects of anti-combines legislation and open space for cartelization. Ontario’s 1934
Industrial Standards Act (ISA) created a legal framework in which workers and
employers, on an industry-by-industry basis, could enter into voluntary agreements as to
wages and hours, and then extend those conditions to their competitors with the force of
law. The central role given to organized labor in bringing order to markets in co-
operation with organized groups of capital in specific sectors of the economy was
assumed under the rubric of freedom of contract (as both a collective agreement between
labor and capital and a state-sanctioned restraint of trade among capital) at a time when
confidence in the free market was badly eroded, and class antagonisms threatened social
stability. The development of legal doctrine governing combines in restraint of trade,
therefore, occurred in reference to changing material conditions, economic theories, class
strategies, and the imperatives of government.

Numerous articles and monographs have explored the development of combines
legislation in Canada and related topics in the area of restraint of trade.!” Most authors
refer primarily or exclusively to the intra-class conflict between small merchants and

large manufacturers as the motor driving legislative development, and the persistent

17 Michael Bliss “Another Anti-Trust Tradition: Canadian Anti-Combines Policy, 1889-1910,” Business
History Review Vol. 47 (1973), 177; Richard F. Grosse, The Law of Competition in Canada (Toronto
1962); Lloyd G. Reynolds, The Control of Competition in Canada (Cambridge 1962); Paul K.
Gorecki and W.T. Stanbury, The Objectives of Canadian Competition Policy, 1888-1983 (Montreal
1984); L.A. Skeotch, Restrictive Trade Practices in Canada (Toronto 1966); A.C. Chrysler, Restraint
of Trade and Labour (Toronto 1967).



belief by government that business consolidation was essential for economic
deve:lopment.18 The English common law, Patrick Atiyah argues, was unable to respond
to the problems posed by monopolies, cartels, trade associations, and other economic
formations that were designed to stifle competition, because English judges were
enamored with the private ordering of economic exchange (/aissez faire) and thus staunch
defenders of freedom of contract.'” When called upon to judge restrictive trade
agreements, price fixing arrangements, market sharing agreements, and quota agreements,
in a series of cases after 1870,%° the courts invoked a notion of “public policy,” which
effectively established the right of parties to contract out of the market. The often quoted
comments of Jessel M.R. in Printing and Numerical Registering v. Sampson, speak to the

primacy of freedom of contract in ordering economic life:

if there is one thing more than any other that public policy requires it is that men of fuli
age and competent understanding shall have the utmost liberty of contracting, and that
their contracts when entered into freely and voluntarily shall be held sacred and shall
be enforced by the courts.*!

18 Russell Smandych, “Marxism and the Creation of Law: Re-examining the Origins of Canadian Anti-
Combines Legislation, 1890-1910,” Canadian Criminology Forum, Vol. 6 (Fall 1983), 56.

19 Patrick Atiyah, The Rise and Fall of Freedom of Contract (Oxford 1979), 693, 697. But see Betty
Mensch, “Freedom of Contract as [deology,” Stanford Law Review, Vol. 33 (April 1981), 764, who
argues that “the assumption that the state was not implicated in the outcomes of free market
bargaining was never true — a quite different point from saying, as Atiyah does, that it is no longer
true.”

20 W.R. Cornish and G. de N. Clark, Law and Society in England, [750-1950 (London 1989), 269. See
for example Hearn v. Griffith (1815), 2 Chitty 407; Wickens v. Evans (1829)3 Y. & T.318; Jones v.
North (1875) L.R. 19 Eq 426; Mogul Steamship Co. v. McGregor, Gow & Co., [1892] A.C. 25;
Nordenfelt v. Maxim Nordenfelt Guns & Ammunition Co., [1894] A.C. 535. For an interesting
synthesis of English and American cases see Federal Trade Commission [U.S.}, Memorandum on
Unfair Competition at the Common Law (Washington 1916).

21  Printing and Numerical Registering v. Sampson, (1875) L.R. 19 Eq. 462, at 455, cited in Cornish and
Clark, Law and Society, 269. In English Hop Growers v. Dering, Scrutton J., in upholding a market-
regulating exclusive sale agreement, went so far as to cast aspersions on the contract breaker’s



It was only as the result of an “absent-minded” amendment in 1900 that Canadian
anti-combines legislation began to depart from the English common law.? Successive
amendments and innovations culminated in the 1923 Anti-Combines Act which created a
small but significant mechanism for prosecuting combines that were abusing their
economic power. The departure of Canadian law from the English common law’s
approval of contracts in restraint of trade was perhaps most evident in the little known
prosecution of Joseph Singer, the architect and self-styled “Commissioner” of the
Amalgamated Building Council (ABC) in 1929. This Toronto case, discussed in detail in
Chapter Nine, provides a view into the operation of a cartel initially comprised of
plumbing fixture manufacturers, distributors, and employing plumbers, yet also evidences
the collusion between organized labor and combined capital to regulate industry for the
benefit of all those in the trade. Singer was inspired by the economic, social and legai
developments in England that would eventually culminate in court approval of overtly
collusive anti-competitive combines of capital and labor. In the 1942 Crofter case, the
House of Lords upheld an agreement between an employers’ organization and a trade

union to embargo the products of rival manufacturers by having unionized dock workers

honesty and “good sportsmanship.” English Hop Growers v. Dering, [1928] 2 K.B. [74 at 180-1,
cited in Atiyah, Rise and Fall, 700.

22 Brian Ckeffins, “The Development of Competition Policy, 1890-1940: A Re-evaluation of a Canadian
and American Tradition,” Osgoode Hall Law Journal, Vol. 27 (1989), 457. See Goreki and Stanbury,
The Objectives of Canadian Competition Policy, 52. There were only five successful prosecutions
between 1890 and 1910. Goreki and Stanbury, The Objectives of Canadian Competition Policy, 25-9.
See Proprietary Articles Trade Association v. A.G. Can, [1931] A.C. 310 (P.C.). John Ball, Caradian
Anti-Trust Legislation, 33. See Jamie Bendickson, “The Combines Problem in Canadian Legal
Thought, 1867-1920,” University of Toronto Law Journal, Vol. 43 (Fall 1993), 799-850.
Bendickson’s argument largely ignores a consideration of economic developments and class tensions.



refuse to load and unload the rival’s products.” An economist commenting on the case
noted with disdain that “businessmen seeking to advance their private trade interests may
not only combine with each other, but also bring their workers into the scheme, and
promise them part of the swag.”24 Viscount Simon L.C., who ruled in the case, described
the union’s motives somewhat differently. He held that the union’s participation in the
embargo “was to benefit their trade union members by preventing under-cutting and
unregulated competition ... to create a better basis for collective bargaining and thus
directly to improve wage prospects.”

A similar relationship developed in Canada between organized labor and
organized capital in the 1930s, yet they drew inspiration from Roosevelt’s New Deal
legislation. In response to a crisis of excess capacity that spawned intense competition
after World War One, American capital strove to enlist the state in controlling market
forces at the same time that capital embarked on self-organization through business
associations, monopolies, and corporate concentration.”® In several key industrial sectors
{(notably construction, printing, the needle trades, bituminous coal, trucking, glass, and

pottery), capital actively enlisted organized labor as a means of controlling the market.

Colin Gordon, discussing the emergence of “regulatory unionism” between the wars,

23 Crofter Hand Woven Harris Tweed Co. v. Veitch, [1942] A.C. 435 at 447 (H.L) [hereinafter Crofter],
cited in Patrick Atiyah, The Rise and Fall, 693, 697.

24 W. Arthur Lewis, “Monopoly and the Law: An Economist’s Reflections in the Crofter Case,” 6
Modern Law Review, 97 (1943), cited in Atiyah, The Rise and Fall, 701.

25 Crafter cited in Michael J. Trebilcock, The Common Law of Restraint of Trade, 288-9.

26 Alan Dawley, Struggles for Justice: Social Responsibility and the Liberal State (Cambridge, Mass.
1991), Ch. 8-10.
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notes that industry-wide unionization “allowed firms to discipline marginal competition

»21 Regulatory unionism was a

by unifying labor” and “restricting the entry of new firms.
natural complement to the drift away from class-conscious unionism, evident in the
emergent “new unionism” of the 1920s.2 Because only 10% of the American workforce
was unionized in the 1920s, regulatory unions did not become firmly entrenched or
widespread; but with the crisis of the Great Depression, the state and broad sections of
capital began to look upon unions as a way of stemming competition and restoring order
to the market.

Roosevelt’s New Deal ultimately turned to regulatory unionism as a means of
reducing competition after attempts at regulating prices and wages by capital and the state
faltered and then failed. The evasion of the codes established under the National
Industrial Recovery Act (NRA) of 1933 by segments of capital demonstrated the state’s
weakness in enforcing the codes even before the Supreme Court struck down the

legislation as unconstitutional in 1935. The Wagner Act, Roosevelt’s response to the

failure of the NRA, turned the principles of the NRA inside out. The emphasis shifted

27 Colin Gordon, New Deals: Business, Labor and Politics in America, 1920-1935 (Cambridge 1994),
92.

28 Ibid., 88-9. John Perry Miller, Unfair Competition: A Study in Criteria for the Control of Trade
Practices (Cambridge, Mass. 1941), esp. 283-305. See Ronald Radosh, “The Corporate [deology of
American Labor Leaders From Gompers to Hillman,” Studies on the Left, Vol. 6, No. 6 Nov.-Dec.
1966), 66-88. Radosh argues convincingly that conservative labor [eaders and ‘far-sighted
industrialists’ colluded to bring unions into a junior partnership with capital in the 1920s and 1930s.
Philip Foner’s critique of Radosh forces a consideration of the role workers (not labor bureaucrats)
played in forcing capital to accommodate unions. Philip Foner, “Comment,” [bid., 89-96. Also see
James Weinstein, The Corporate Ideal in the Liberal State, 1900-1918 (Boston 1968). For the debate
between Weinstein and Foner over the progressiveness of certain business elites see James Weinstein,
“Gompers and the New Liberalism, 1900-1909,” Studies on the Left, Vol. 5, No. 4 (Fall 1965), 94-
105; Philip S. Foner, “Historical Materialism and Labor History,” Studies on the Left, Vol. 6, No. 2
(Mar.-Apr. 1966), 71-5; James Weinstein, “Reply,” /bid., 76-80.
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from establishing competitive standards (by regulating prices and to some extent wages)
to empowering labor organizations to enforce them.? Despite the vocal opposition of
many business leaders, such a move would serve their interests by achieving the market
stability they had failed to voluntarily construct with their rivals, or adequately implement
under state tutelage. After months of agitation, many firms signed union contracts and
grudgingly surrendered some managerial control to organized labor as a means of
enforcing voluntary agreements amongst themselves.

In the 1920s and 1930s Canadian capital faced many of the same dilemmas as
their American cousins, and followed a surprisingly similar pattern of regulatory efforts
that strove to drive competition from the economic system. A Canadian movement to
reduce competition, through mergers, acquisitions, cartels and trade associations,
paralleled American deveiopments. In numerous sectors of the Canadian economy,
competition was circumvented by formal and informal collective business strategies.30
The stability of these arrangements varied widely between industries. Where a single
producer controlled a significant share of productive capacity, restrictive sales practices
were used to ensure that a standard price was maintained by wholesalers and retailers.
Industries with more players, such as footwear manufacturers, first formed associations

and circulated price lists, but eventually set production quotas to eliminate competition

29 Melvyn Dubofsky, The State and Lador in Modern America (Chapel Hill, N.C. 1994). Lizabeth
Cohen, Making a New Deal: Industrial Workers in Chicago, 1919-1939 (New York 1990).

30 Foragood summary of the merger movement and ‘welfare capitalism” see Bryan D. Palmer,
Working Class Experience: Rethinking the History of Canadian Labour, 1800-1991 (Toronto 1992),
214-19.



12

driven by excess capacity. Rivalry in quality was reduced by agreements to standardize
production processes and grades.

Although there is no developed literature on regulatory unionism in Canada,
certain industries in the 1920s turned towards “responsible” unions for some stability.
Harold Logan points to the role of unions in reducing competition in the pulp and paper
industry.®' While it is difficult to determine how prevalent regulatory unionism was
within Canadian industry in the 1920s, it is clear that it was recognized by some
employers as a useful complement to trade associations. Although some trade
associations actually gained more regulatory power in the first few years of the
Depression, as the crisis deepened associations and cartels became fragile or ineffective,
and capital turned to direct and often “viscious” cornpetition.32 Some associations held
together or regrouped, but others looked to the government for solutions. In this context
Ontario’s Industrial Standards Act represents an adaptation of the principles of both the
NRA and the Wagner Act. The ISA gave business the legal sanction it needed to extend
its own voluntary industrial codes, and gave labor some of the power it needed to enforce
them. The operation of the ISA demonstrates that in many areas of the economy, labor
and capital were willing to work together provided they could master the market to their

mutual benefit. Some employers were clearly swayed by the government’s assurances

31 Harold Logan, Trade Unions in Canada: Their Development and Functioning (Toronto 1948), 121-2.
Also see Tom Traves, The State and Enterprise: Canadian Manufacturers and the Federal
Government, 1917-1931 (Toronto 1979), 77-78; Ian Radforth, Bushworkers and Bosses: Logging in
Northern Ontario, 1900-1980 (Toronto 1987), 18-9; Michael Bliss, Northern Enterprise: Five
Centurizs of Canadian Business (Toronto 1987), 177-188, 427.

32 Lloyd G. Reynolds, The Control of Competition, 18-30; L.A. Skeoch, Restrictive Trade Practices in
Canada (Toronto 1966), 57.
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that the ISA “would only affect employers who were competing ruinously with others by
the unholy expedient of cutting wages to the starvation point,” and supported the Act
because it could force their competitors onto a level playing field and bring stability to
prices and proﬁts.33

Ultimately the importance of the ISA lay not so much in the improvements it
brought to discrete segments of workers, but in what it reveals about the nature of
welfare, waged labor, the union movement, competitive capitalism, business attitudes to
industrial regulation, and the role of the state in managing the collective affairs of capital.
The end result was the eclipse of concerns about freedom of trade and competition and
the re-emergence of the primacy of freedom of contract in both its classical application
and as the recognition of labor’s right to collectively bargain. The collective labor
contract, which Patrick Atiyah argues is merely a particular form of freedom of
contract,>* thus gained a measure of state recognition in the context of capital’s desire to
circumvent anti-combines legislation, and return to the comfort of contractually restricted
markets.

In some respects the Canadian labor movement had been groomed to play a
regulatory role by its moderate and conciliatory leaders. In 1919, Trades and Labour
Congress President Tom Moore endorsed Whitney councils as a means of promoting
harmony in industry. The Canadian National Railway’s B&QO plan developed the notion

of “teamwork” to the point that the union was disciplining rebellious workers. “Fordism”

33 AFL Weekly News Service, Supplement, 27 Mar. 1937, p. 2, copy in AQ, Labour, RG 7-1-0-145.
34 Atiyah, The Rise and Fall, 600.
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and “Mondism” economically tied workers’ efforts, and their unions, to the profit rates of
capital, thus fostering the myth of the mutual interest of capital and labor.*> However,
Canadian labor’s new-found desire to spread the gospel of class collaboration was limited
in the 1920s by their organizational weakness, and by capital’s own ability to manage
competition through amalgamation and association while taming labor unrest through
‘welfare capitalism’; labor’s weakness or radicalism stood as a barrier to regulatory
unionism in the 1930s.%

The lens of regulatory unionism occasionally focuses upon a pure example of
workers and capital working together to limit competition, such as in the construction
industry, where a decimated conservative craft union banded together with building
contractors in an effort to raise wages and profits by controlling competition. Yet
Gordon’s work on regulatory unionism exposes a much more profound and simple
perspective on the relation of labor, capital and the market in the 1930s. [n almost all
sectors of the economy in the 1930s, unions had to address the implications of
competition between rival employers, and were thus drawn into the struggle by capital for
economic survival. The New York Window Cleaning Company told its striking workers
that it would concede the hours and wages sought by the Window Cleaners Union

(affiliated with the TLC), but only when the trade was 80% organized.’’” Taxi drivers

35 Charles Lipton, The Trade Union Movement of Canada, 1827-1959 (Montreal 1968), 237-253.

36 Tom Traves, The State and Enterprise, 89; For a detailed discussion of welfare capitalism see Scott,
Bruce, “A Place in the Sun: The Industrial Council at Massey-Harris, 1919-1929,” Labour/Le
Travailleur, Vol. 1 (1976), 158-92.

37 *For Boss When Drunk, But For Union When Sober,” 30 Oct. 1936, Toronto Clarion, copy in NAC, RG
27, Labour, Vol. 379, file 162, Window Cleaners, Oct 1936 (MNF T-2988).
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organized by the International Brotherhood of Teamsters were forced to confont the
economic structure of their industry and press for licencing reform and fare increases in
order to underwrite their campaign for living wages. Many workers had to look beyond
wage rates to the economic anarchy that made it impossible for individuai employers to
concede concessions that would undermine their competitive position.

The Communist-organized unions of the Workers’ Unity League, perhaps
ironically, enhanced the ability of unions to accommodate capital’s regulatory agenda,
first by organizing new groups of workers on an industrial basis, and then by rendering
the new organizations ‘acceptable’ by dissolving them back into the mainstream of the
labor movement. The unionization of Toronto’s 1,500 coal drivers and handlers
(discussed in detail in Chapter Seven) provides a good example of this dynamic. For the
duration of the Depression this union (first as an affiliate of the WUL, and then as a new
Teamsters local) was led by an active member of the Communist Party who ran as a
candidate for Alderman in Ward 6.*® Despite radical leadership, the union followed a path
of (albeit militant) regulatory unionism that self-consciously cultivated an alliance with
small operators, and ultimately turned to the state to cement working-class gains through
the regulation of competition.

Lizabeth Cohen found, in her study of Chicago workers, a consciousness of class

position (independent of a more radical union leadership) that limited agitation to the

38 Gregory S. Kealey and Reg Whitaker, eds., R.C.M.P. Security Bulletins: The Depression Years, Part
Iv, 1937 (St. John’s 1997), 478-9. Haysey won 1417 votes in 1938; Gregory S. Kealey and Reg
Whitaker, eds., RC.M.P. Security Bulletins: The Depression Years, Part IIl, 1936 (St. John’s 1996),
534,
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remoralization of capitalism, rather than its overthrow. Workers clung to the belief that
“capitalism and its factory outposts could be made fair and just for all.”* This belief in
reforming capitalism that many workers held, even while engaged in often violent strikes,
speaks to labor’s adolescent character in the 1930s. Although national statistics show only
a gradual increase in unionization rates in the 1930s, much of the union growth in Toronto
was driven by the organization of entirely new segments of workers, unschooled in
organized work-place confrontation.

As a city of light industry and commerce, '’ Toronto witnessed organization drives
and strikes by a wide array of workers, from bottle washers and junk collectors to
illustration artists and ballerinas. Although these workers were new to the process of work-
place confrontation, they emulated the activities of the industrial workers organized in the
USA by the Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO), or drew from the spirit of
resistance witnessed in numerous WUL-organized strikes. Elevator operators in the
skyscraping Metropolitan Building, for example, locked themselves in their lifts for 2.5
hours in February 1936 to reduce their 72 hour work week and raise their wages. A strike at
the Colonial Footwear Company in June 1936 saw 75 men and women occupy the factory
for two days to win the re-instatement of a fired worker, while the following year carpet

weavers at the Toronto Carpet Manufacturing Company staged several sit-down strikes.*!

39 Lizabeth Cohen, Making a New Deal, 354.
40 See James Lemon, Toronto Since 1918: An lllustrated History (Toronto 1985).

41 “Colonial Men Stop Working,” Toronto Clarion, 6 Jun. 1936, copy in NAC, Labour, RG 27, Vol. 376
(57) Shoe Factory Workers, Jun. 1936 QMINF T-2985); “Carpet Weavers Pull Stay-In Strike, Toronto
Clarion, 9 Mar. 1937, and (Weavers May Call Strike in Toronto, Toronto Star 23 Mar. 1937) copies in
NAC, Labour, RG 27, Vol. 382 (55) Carpet Factory Workers, Mar 1937 (MNF T-2991). Toronto
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Industries which had no prior sustained union presence experienced spontaneous strikes
orchestrated sometimes without union leadership. Despite the decline in traditional areas of
union strength (as unemployed workers failed to pay their union dues), the number of
unionized workers rebounded from the depths of the Depression as new workers and new
unions emerged. The following chart, drawn from official government reports that tended to
underreport the actual numbers of unionized workers, shows a rapid rise in union
membership after 1933 that exceeded the mercurial rise in union activity culminating in the

labor revolt of 1919.

Telegram, 27 Feb., 1936, copy in NAC, Labour, RG 27, Vol. 375 (12) Elevator Operators, Feb. 1936
(MNF T-2984).
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Thc 1930s were a formative decade for the union movement in Canada, giving

birth to the Communist Workers® Unity League, the popularization of industrial-based

unionism, the expansion of national unions in direct competition with unions affiliated

with the TLC, and the emergence of the CIO. Entirely new economic sectors were

organized, bringing a wide variety of men and women into direct contact with the union

movement. [t is impossible to deal adequately with the depth and variety of working-class

experience in the 1930s, particularly in a city as economically diverse as Toronto; but by

focusing on workers in the construction, transportation, and service sectors, a view into

42 Source: Labour Organizations in Canada, 1928-1941. These figures do not reflect the relationship

between population growth and union growth. However, unionization as a percentage of the total

population of Toronto stood at 4.33% in 1921 and 5.95% in 1937.
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the lives of both male and female workers in skilled and unskilled occupations is
possible. Although divided by race, ethnicity, gender, and occupation, all workers in the
1930s were forced to consider the relationship between work, relief, economic
organization, and the state. These considerations often turned to the sweatshop as an
emblem of anti-social exploitation which served as a rallying point for workers and a
platform from which to voice alternatives to a system that brought seemingly endless
poverty. The contradictions of monopoly capitalism compelled workers, in the words of
Karl Marx and Frederick Engels, “to face with sober senses [their] real conditions of life
and [their] relations with [their] kind.”*

The dimensions of the union movement of the 1930s also prefigured and
preconditioned the legitimization of organized labor that rose to a peak in the 1940s. The
labor movement of the 1930s, in its radical, revolutionary, collusive and conservative
forms, was on the way to being made, in the words of Hal Draper, into a “tame cat,” in
the 1930s, partly via contractualism. ** The 1946 Rand formula, Eric Tucker and J udy
Fudge suggest, “subjected trade unions and workers’ collective action to more effective
state control than ever before,” by combining union security with contractualism.* There

is no better way to understand the complex dynamics of this process of class struggle and

43 Karl Marx and Frederick Engels, Communist Manifesto (International Publishers 1932) 12.

44 Hal Draper, Karl{ Marx's Theory of Revolution, Vol. [I: The Politics of Social Classes (New York
1973), 234, quoted in Leo Panitch and Donald Schwartz, The Assaulit on Trade Union Freedoms
(Toronto: 1988), 17. Panitch and Schwartz opened their first chapter with this quote from Hal Draper. It
is a fitting introduction to their argument that the formal recognition of trade union rights by the federal
government in the 1940s came with tight restrictions on unions, such as a limitation on strikes and picket
lines, that were designed to ultimately “tame” labor and maintain capital’s dominant position.

45  Eric Tucker and Judy Fudge, The Contours of Industrial Legality: The State and Workers' Collective
Action in Canada, 1800-1948 (book-length manuscript 1998), “Introduction,” p.S.
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reconciliation than through localized studies which are attentive to the politics of business,
state, and labor leadership, and the structural limits of a capitalist economy. The
industries, unions, and strikes that are explored in this thesis illustrate different themes,
such as regulatory unionism, gendered militancy, strike-related violence, economic
regulation, and the demise of competitive capitalism, and provide a reference from which
to explore the role of union rivalry, political ideology, and the development of
government policies.

Beyond the formal and structured analysis of working class struggle, [ hope to
convey something of the experience of workers as they navigated the worlds of work and
family during capitalism’s greatest twentieth century crisis. The Depression, as Blair
Neatby points out, was “a state of mind, a loss of faith in stability and security,” that
affected everyone who lived through the decade.*® Unease with the dislocations of the
Depression reverberated through ruling ideas of economic organization, fiscal policy,
labor relations, policing, gender roles, family stability, the development of youth, and
generational reproduction of social order. Perhaps nowhere was this more visible than in
the state’s attempt to manage family crisis. Dorothy Chunn, drawing upon the theoretical
insights of Donzelot and Garland, has argued that the advent of Family Courts in the
1930s was driven by middle-class fear of a breakdown in social order. Toronto’s Family
Court was established at the dawn of the Depression by social workers and court officials
who sought to use the intrusive and coercive power of this institution for “the moral-

political regulation of the dependent and working poor” — a project which at one level

46 Blair Neatby, The Politics of Chaos: Canada in the Thirties (Toronto 1972), 22.
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strove to compel compliance by working-class families with middle-class notions of
proper family form and function (consistent with the well known “cult of domesticity”).47
While the officers of the Family Court initially focused on the morality of
individual family members, the dimensions of the Depression eventually prompted the
construction of causal links between poverty and family crisis, leading to what Linda
Gordon terms the ‘discovery’ of certain types of dysfunctional behavior.*® The
exploration of the relationship between unemployment, poverty and family crisis by
social workers played an important part in the emergence of significant national programs
such as unemployment insurance and family allowance during the Second World War.
The experience of the Depression was structured by particular family dynamics
that contextualized the meaning of work, welfare, dependency and resistance. It is
impossible to situate family breakdown within any chain of causality, but its
consequences would have compounded poverty, and perhaps affected (in often
contradictory ways) the nature of labor r:nilitancy.49 The relationship between welfare,
family and union activities is most evident in demands for a “living wage” or a “family
wage,” put forward by both social workers and trade unionists. Increased wages, won

through unionization and strikes, may have been driven by a desire to re-establish male

47 Dorothy Chunn, From Punishment to Doing Good: Family Courts and Socialized Justice in Ontario
1880-1940 (Toronto £992), 20, 172-73. See Jacques Donzelot, The Policing of Families New York
1979); D. Garland, “The Birth of the Welfare Sanction,” British Journal of Law and Society Vol. 8
(Summer 1981), 29-45.

48 Linda Gordon, Heroes of Their Own Lives: The Politics and History of Family Violence (New York
1988), 146.

49 Samuel A. Stouffer and Paul F. Lazarsfeld, Research Memorandum on the Family in the Depression
(New York 1972 [1937]), 62-6,.



power within the household.*® Family crisis, particularly caused by separation and
desertion, was also related to female waged labor in the 1930s. Single women with
children ran almost no risk of being denied relief, nor were they expected to work for the
dole; yet relief payments were never adequate to properly feed, clothe and house them
and their children, and thus many entered the labor market.”!

Several historians have noted the particular pressures placed upon working
women in the 1930s as a consequence of the gendered concepts of “the family wage” and
the male breadwinner.” Margaret Hobbs has argued that gender-based protective
legislation, such as the Minimum Wage Act, limited and disadvantaged women in their
search for work, and was driven by ideological concerns with facilitating “female
dependence in the family and their marginal status in the labor force.”> Hobb’s
invocation of a crisis of masculinity is perhaps one of the most interesting discussions of
the consequences of the Great Depression to date. Drawing upon a developed literature
on the relationship between work and masculinity, and using workers’ own words along
with the pronouncements of reformers and social workers, Hobbs argues that unemployed

men feared a “loss of their manhcod.”*

50 See Willis, Paul, “Shop Floor Culture, Masculinity, and the Wage Form,” in J. Clarke, C. Critchen
and R. Johnson, eds., Forking-Class Culture: Studies in History and Theory (New York: St. Martin's
Press, 1980).

51 Joan Sangster, Earning Respect: The Lives of Working Women in Small-Town Ontario, 1920-1960
(Toronto 1995), 128-31.

52 See Bryan D. Palmer, Working Class Experience: Rethinking the History of Canadian Labour, 1800-
1991 (Toronto 1992), 242.

53 Margaret Hobbs, “Gendering Work and Welfare: Women’s Relationship to Wage-Work and Social
Policy in Canada During the Great Depression,” (Ph.D. thesis, University of Toronto, 1985), 4-15.

54 [bid., 62-9. Steven Maynard, “Rough Work and Rugged Men: The Social Construction of Masculinity
in Working-Class History,” Labour/Le Travail, 23 (Spring 1989), 159-69; Mark Rosenfeld, “‘It was a
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Alice Kessler-Harris uncovers an oppositional sense of justice, shaped by the
material economic crisis of the 1930s, that cut against the supposed ideological
hegemony of domesticity by legitimizing female breadwinners. The contruction of
‘provider’ gave widows, single women, and married women with disabled, unemployed,
absent, or low wage earning husbands, the ‘right’ to work and reflected the real material
conditions which brought an ever increasing number of American women into paid
labor.” A similar trend is apparent in Toronto and across Canada as more women (both
married and single) entered the work force.ssAttempts to re-cement the family and limit
female participation in waged labor are more indicative of middle-class anxiety than
actually lived material conditions.

Similarly, renewed concerns between the wars with juvenile recreation, labor,
schooling, “social hygiene,” and criminality, Cynthia Comacchio has argued, were
intertwined with larger middle-class issues of national welfare, citizenship, and
modernity.”’ Attempts to reshape and mold youth were ultimately aimed to inculcate
middle-class social values in working-class families, yet renewed attention to the

‘problems’ of youth shifted the gaze of state functionaries to the social milieu of poverty

hard life’: Class and Gender in the Work and Family Rhythms of a Railway Town, 1920-1950,”
Historical Papers (Windsor 1988), 237-79. Paul Willis, “Shop Floor Culture, Masculinity, and the
Wage Form,” in J. Clarke, C. Critchen and R. Johnson, eds., Working-Class Culture: Studies in
History and Theory (New York 1979).

55 Alice Kessler-Harris, “Gender Ideology in Historical Reconstruction: A Case Study from the 1930s,”
Gender and History, Vol. 1, No. 1 (Spring 1989), 36, 39-40.

56 Veronica Strong-Boag, The New Day Recalled: Lives of Girls and Women in English Canada, 1919-
1939 (Toronto 1988), 48-49.

57 Cynthia Comacchio, “Dancing to Perdition: Adolescence and Leisure in Inter-war English Canada,”
Journal of Canadian Studies, Vol. 32, No. 3 (Fall 1997), 6.
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and physical deprivation. Male youth-crime evoked anxiety because it, like family crisis,
was perceived to be rooted in poverty. Juvenile criminality, particularly the ‘youth gang,’
was both a symbol and a symptom of a crisis of social reproduction, and struck at the core
of increasingly insecure middle-class notions of childhood, adolescence, leisure and the
family.”®

The Depression produced immense anxiety about disorder at many levels of society.
Attempts to regulate and ‘re-cement’ the family were paired with efforts to map and then
colonize gangs, and to structure the leisure time of working-class adolescents. The order
that some social workers struggled to impose on the family and the child would be
reproduced in (and materially related to) struggles to bring order to the economy. The
following chapters examine working-class strategies of survival, adaptation, and resistance
that fed into a burgeoning union movement, pushed the state towards active intervention in
the economic, social, moral, and political relations of capital and labor. While the
effectiveness of government intervention was largely disappointing in the 1930s, the full
breadth of the emergent regulatory state is clearly discernible in the following exploration
of the family wage, gendered militancy, economic regulation, relief subsidized
competition, and regulatory unionism, and is written into the enigmatic organizational
history of the International Brotherhood of Teamsters, female and male service workers,

and the building trades unions.

58 See Joseph Gusfield, Symbolic Crusade (Urbana 1963); [an Taylor, “Moral Enterprise, Moral Panic
and Law-and-Order Campaigns,” in M. M. Rosenberg, R.A. Stebbins, and A. Turkowitz, eds., The
Sociology of Deviance (New York 1982), 123-49.
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Many subjects in this thesis merit greater analysis, and much has been left out of the
narrative, but perhaps, in the words of Samuel Beckett “it is better to adopt the simplest
explanation, even if it is not simple, even if it does not explain very much,”59 in the hope
that this work will prompt studies that explore further the intersection of law, violence,
family regulation, gender ideology, youth, welfare, the consolidation of monopoly

capital, trade unions, left politics, and state formation.

59 S. Beckett, Malone Dies (Paris 1959), 248.



Chapter One

Capital, State Formation, and the Contradictions of Welfare

Studies of the welfare state in Canada have focused upon eighteenth-century precedents,
the pivotal role of largely female social workers in the transition from private to public
modes of assistance, the role of both organized labor and capital in shaping programs and
levels of assistance, the particularity of regional welfare regimes, and the development of
specific entitlements culminating in the emergence of a ‘modern’ national welfare state
after the Second World War.! Most scholarship of the welfare state has operated at the
national or national-comparative level, largely ignoring, James Struthers points out, “the
extent to which needs-based programs most directly targeting the poor have been

»2 Struthers, in his

developed and administered by provinces and local governments.
recent study of the historical development of local responses to poverty and
unemployment in Ontario, demonstrates the centrality of provincial and municipal levels

of the state in shaping needs-based programs, and offers insights into the gender

ideologies informing entitlements and program design. Margaret Hobbs has recently

1 Anexcellent collection of work on the Canadian welfare state can be found in Allan Moscovitch and
Jim Albert, eds., The Benevolent State: The Growth of Welfare in Canada (Toronto 1987). Other
studies include Kenneth Bryden, Old Age Pensions and Policy Making in Canada (Montreal 1974);
C.D. Naylor, Private Practice/Public Payment: Canadian Medicine and the Pdlitics of Health
Insurance, 1911-1966 (Montreal 1986); Leslie Pal, State, Class and Bureaucracy: Canadian
Unemployment Insurance and Public Policy (Montreal 1986); Cynthia Comacchio, ‘Nations Are Built
of Babies': Saving Ontario’s Mothers and Children, 1900-1940 (Montreal 1993); James Struthers, No
Fault of Their Own: Unemployment and the Canadian Welfare State, 1914-1941 (Toronto 1983);
James Struthers, Canadian Unemployment Policy in the 1930s (Peterborough 1984); Dennis Guest,
The Emergence of Social Security in Canada (Vancouver 1980).

2 James Struthers, The Limits of Affluence: Welfare in Ontario, 1920-1970 (Toronto 1994), 3-4.
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produced an intriguing gender analysis of welfare program development in the early
1930s, using Toronto as a case study, that highlights the way in which social policy
attempts to reproduce existing gender and family relations.’

Rather than revisit the terrain covered by Struthers and Hobbs, and attempt a
comprehensive chronicle of the displacements of private philanthropy by the municipal
state, this chapter explores a specific instance of state formation to expose a plane upon
which class struggle (by both the employed and unemployed), business and professional
groupings, and administrative imperatives (as perceived by both bureaucrats and elected
officials) intersected to create a matrix of contradictions rooted in the social and
economic relations of capitalism. While comments are made in this chapter upon the
experience of different segments of the poor, many groups do not receive the attention
they might: the chapter focuses primarily upon the nature of programs and support
provided to families (as opposed to single men, single women, single mothers, and the
elderly) by Toronto’s municipal welfare system.

The first section of this chapter briefly outlines features of state formation as “a
series of ad hoc responses to short term problems which could not be dealt with in any

other way.”4 The number of families seeking relief overwhelmed the organizational and

3 Some of the most interesting work in this area has been conducted on the relationship between gender
and the formation of the welfare state: Margaret Hobbs, “Gendering Work and Welfare: Women's
Relationship to Wage-Work and Social Policy in Canada During the Great Depression,” (Ph.D.
Thesis, University of Toronto, 1995); Linda Gordon, ed., Women, the State and Welfare (Madison
1990); Linda Gordon, “Social Insurance and Public Assistance: The [nfluence of Gender in Welfare
Thought in the United States, 1890-1935,” American Historical Review, 97, 1 (Feb. 1992), 19-34;
Frances Fox Piven and Richard Cloward, “Welfare Doesn’t Shore Up Traditional Family Roles: A
Reply to Linda Gordon,” Social Research 55, 4 (Winter 1988); Linda Gordon, Heroes of Their Cwn
Lives: The Politics and History of Family Violence (New York 1988).

4 M. Kidron, Western Capitalism Since the War (Harmondsworth 1970), 24.
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financial capabilities of private welfare organizations, prompting the state to assume the
full cost of funding these organizations as it assumed control over relief programs. By
1934, after a series of incremental expansions, Toronto had developed a comprehensive
(if parsimonious) welfare state to replace a profoundly unequal and discriminatory system
of private welfare that provided widely divergent ‘support’ for discrete segments of
Toronto’s poor (according to their age, gender, martial status, nationality, past military
service, place of birth, religion, skin color, class background, and ethnicity). The
disjointed steps of state growth did not represent a coherent agenda to construct new
institutional forms; rather the material conditions of the 1930s prompted an incremental
and uncertain rationalization of welfare programs under state direction as a means of
controlling costs.

State formation in the 1930s, Bob Jessop points out, reflected the contraditory
influences acting upon and fragmenting social policy.5 Indeed, Theda Skocpol points to
the emergence of social programs initially opposed by capital as evidence of the relative
autonomy of the state, and identifies the locus of change within the historical
development of state capacity.® Interwoven with the history of state formation is the
emergence of professions and the migration of both ideas and personnel into the body of

the state.” Nonetheless, the ‘ad hoc’ responses to crisis by the state, and the largely

5  Bob Jessop, The Capitalist State: Marxist Theories and Methods (New York 1982), 221-226.

6  Theda Skocpol, Protecting Mothers and Soldiers: The Political Origins of Social Policy in the United
States (Cambridge 1992), 28.

7  Margaret Weir and Theda Skocpol, “State Structures and the Possibilities for ‘Keynesian’ Responses
to the Great Depression in Sweden, Britain, and the United States,” in Peter Evans et al., eds.,
Bringing the State Back In (Cambridge 1985), 107-63.
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reactive development of welfare programs in Toronto, supports Alan Sears’ identification
of a pattern in state social policy which reflects the limits imposed on state activity by
capitalist social relations.? Similar arguments are made by Ian Gough who finds that
contradictory patterns of social policy are rooted in the constraints of the capitalist
economic system.” Alvin Finkel, tracing what Leo Panitch has termed the “close and
intimate” relationship between the state and leading capitalists, goes further and explains
the development of the welfare state as a reflection of capital’s interest in social programs
that would act as economic stabilizers and also serve to dampen rising working-class
discontent.'®

It is not necessary to chart the linkages between individual capitalists and
individual politicians in order to suggest that social policy develops in ways which are
conducive to the long-term survival of the capitalist system. Most members of parliament
share an ideological commitment to the superiority of business leadership and believe
that there is a symmetry of interests between the state policy (reflecting broad social
interests) and business. As Lloyd G. Reynolds noted in 1940, cabinet members “do not
need to be bribed to accept the business viewpoint. They already think like

. 11 . . . . . .
businessmen.” " There is also evidence of shared “class and administrative perspectives

8  Alan Sears, “Before the Welfare State: Public Health and Social Policy,” The Canadian Review of
Sociology and Anthropology, Vol. 32, No. 2 (May 1995), 172.

9  Ian Gough, The Political Economy of the Welfare State (London 1979), 122.

10 Leo Panitch, “The Role and Nature of the Canadian State,” in Leo Panitch, ed., The Canadian State:
Political Economy and Political Power (Toronto 1977), 9; Alvin Finkel, “Origins of the Welfare State
in Canada,” in Raymond B. Blake and Jeff Keshen, Social Welfare Policy in Canada, Historical
Readings (Toronto 1995), 221-243.

11 Lloyd G. Reynolds, The Control of Competition in Canada (Cambridge Mass. 1940), 262.
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between managers in government and in business in the framing of social policy,” James
Struthers points out, that should alert historians to the pervasiveness of market paradigms
in the deliberations of state bureaucrats.'> Bureaucrats may utilize the value-laden
accounting and planning techniques associated with corporate and commercial practices,
or state managers may perceive their role as directly related to the proper functioning of
the market. When designing programs to provide food and shelter to the unemployed,
Toronto’s Department of Welfare worked to keep trade flowing in “its usual channels,”
even if it resulted in increased costs. For example, the unemployed benefited from the
shift to voucher relief exchangeable at any local store, and the regular provision of rental
assistance, but the pressure to have food relief distributed through retailers (rather than a
central depot) also served the interest of retailers, while the push for regular rental
payments, equivalent to an amount that would provide for carrying costs on the rental
property, came from landlords. Similarly, the emergence of medical assistance for relief
recipients was shaped not so much by the therapeutic discourse of the medical profession,
but by the economic patterns of private medical practice.

The contradictions that Ian Gough finds in the welfare state’s schizophrenic
benevolent/punitive character is most apparent in the quantity of support provided to the
unemployed. The welfare programs that were transplanted from England to Canada in the
nineteenth-century were designed to instill a work ethic (including both thrift and

temperance) by ensuring that the assistance provided to the poor would be less than that

12 Struthers, The Limits of Affluence, 13.
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obtained through the “worst-paid unskilled work.” This principle of “less eligibility,”
combined with the advent of the workhouse (modeled on the penitentiary) in which the
poor toiled for their meager assistance, compelled ‘shiftless’ workers to “seek labor at

»13 Assistance was intentionally structured to be inadequate, and stigmatizing,

any price.
Frances Fox Piven and Richard Cloward have argued, as a means of regulating the
working class (preventing disorder) and compelling re-entry into the labor market."* The
rise and professionalization of social work, state involvement in welfare administration,
and the displacement of the workhouse and its successor, the work-test, tempered the
harshness of “less eligibility,” yet the principle continued to animate the provision of
relief in Toronto during the 1930s and beyond.ls

Provincial and municipal politicians, James Struthers points out, remained
committed to maintaining levels of relief below the lowest wages earned by the working
poor so as to compel male family heads to seek paid labor, and to prevent others from

turning to relief.' In the provision of food and rental relief, the state consistently

provided not only less than that available to low wage earners, but significantly less than

13 James Struthers, No Fault of Their Own, 7.

14 Frances Fox Piven and Richard Cloward, Regulating the Poor: The Function of Public Welfare (New
York 1971), xiii.

15 Metro Archives (MA), Commissioner of Public Welfare Records (Welfare), Box 100, File 46.21, Vol.
1. “General Welfare Assistance — Policy, Regulations, Legislation and Instructions,” Jan./31 -
Mar./33, Minutes of the Eighth Meeting of the Advisory Committee on Public Welfare, Toronto, 2
Nov. 1931; Ibid., Box 21, File 9, Vol. 1, “History, Development of Department of Public Welfare,”
May/1895 - Dec./1931, Sec. Board of Trade Emergency Loan Committee, to Mayor, Wm. J. Stewart,
23 Sept. 1931. Although Toronto required married men to work for relief, the program was incapable
of accommodating all those who wished to work. Single men were ineligible for paid municipal relief
labor and thus received their hostel accommodation and meals without a work test. Single men were,
however, sent to labor camps or to work on the Trans-Canada Highway.

16 James Struthers, The Limits of Affluence, 94, 105.
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required for adequate nutrition to sustain health. Rent relief was intentionally
inconsistent, and once payment was standardized, inadequate. In the context of falling
wages and the proliferation of sweatshops in Ontario and Toronto, the strategy of ‘less
eligibility” was rife with contradictions, not least of which was the effect of relief on
wage rates. Piven and Cloward, in tracing the expansion and contraction of welfare
programs, argue that welfare, by legislative design and administrative operation,
‘enforces’ low wages by restricting access to support and compelling the acceptance of
low wage employment. They also point out, but minimize the importance of, the
relationship between below-subsistence relief rates and the abilify of employers to pay
less than living wages, operationalized through the granting of ‘partial relief’ by welfare
officials to supplement what can be called ‘partial wages.’ 17

The theme of relief-subsidized wages (explored in greater detail in Chapter Four),
provides a framework for analyzing the contradictory development of municipal relief
programs. Workers were driven to compete with each other in order to rise above a level
of state relief assistance that was intentionally inadequate, at the same time that
capitalists, locked in viscious competition with each other, were able to lower wages
below subsistence with the understanding that workers could seek relief to supplement

their earnings. East York Deputy Reeve John Doggett, responding to provincial Minister

17 Piven and Cloward, Regulating the Poor, 124-6, 147-9. According to Piven and Cloward, it is only
during periods of working-class political tranquility (roughly corresponding to periods of high
employment) that the state aggressively restricts access, but their comments on access restriction and
labor compulsion apply to the 1930s due to both the employment of vigilant relief inspectors and the
disqualification of non-residents and non-citizens. For a discussion of the role and disposition of relief
inspectors in Ontario see Struthers, The Limits of Affluence, 83-9.
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of Welfare David Croll’s reduction in relief contributions, pointed out that many
employers were paying their workers “boys wages and telling them to apply for partial
relief,” making it “practically impossible for a legitimate unemployed man to get work at
a living wage.”[8 Toronto’s Department of Public Welfare was also aware that some
employers were cutting workers’ wages and “advising them to apply for welfare,” but
was loath to take action because “these men were finding some employment and assisting
themselves,” and thus “entitled to partial relief.”"® David Croll, cast as a cost-cutting
villain by James Struthers, was highly cognizant of the relationship between wages and
partial relief.”® Croll, in fact, wrote to many businesses asking them to raise wages and
reduce hours. In the gasoline retail business, where the average wage was $10 a week for

70 hours of work, Croll pointed out that

these underpaid men must be in part a burden upon the whole community ... they were
receiving something less than what would be granted to them were they on full relief ...
[n a regrettably large number of cases they had in fact applied for and received
supplementary assistance ... The Province and the municipality were being required to
subsidize the business ... in other words the taxpayer was helping to operate your
business.”*!

The emergence of a municipal welfare state was a process which structured both

poverty and entitlement, producing contradictory social tendencies and tensions. The

18 Patricia Schulz, The East York Workers’ Association: A Response To The Great Depression (Toronto
1975), 35.

19 MA, Welfare, Box 100 (46.21), Vol. 2, “General Welfare Assistance — Policy, regulation, legislation
and instructions,” Apr./33 - Mar./39, J.W. Somers to A.W. Laver, 22 May 1933, 5 June 1933; A.W.
Laver, to Wm. J. Stewart, 9 Sep. 1933.

20 Suuthers, The Limits of Affluence, 91-8.

21 Archives of Ontario (AO), Records of the Department of Labour (Labour), RG 7-1-0-133, David
Croll to Roy L. Saunsley, Crown Dominion Oil Company, Toronto, 6 Dec. [935.
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privilege afforded to the family unit by the state, the inadequacy of levels of material
support, the advent of free medical care and prescription drugs for those on relief, and the
(albeit inconsistent) disentitlement of ‘non-residents’ and immigrants, created a paradox
in which municipal welfare programs inadvertently (and inextricably) subsidized and
structured intense competition among capitalists, lowered wages, and compounded the
effects of the Depression. Rather than mute the opposition of the increasingly organized
unemployed, as suggested by Piven and Cloward, the rise of the municipal and provincial
welfare states increased labor militancy by facilitating greater access to relief (upon
which even striking workers could draw after 1934),22 increased public knowledge of
what was actually available yet structured programs in a manner which drove workers to
seek employment at sweatshop wages. The municipal state had limited powers to regulate
the abuses of welfare by capital; thus municipal welfare programs, increasingly
influenced by provincial financial contributions, were a prelude to unprecedented
provincial intervention in the labor market. This chapter provides the starting point of a
thematic linkage connecting the emergence and form of welfare programs with the
structure of competition (both between and among capital and labor), economic
regulation, social legislation, and the development of the labor movement, and serves as a

foundation for the exploration of family dynamics and juvenile delinquency in the 1930s.

22 R. Warren James, The People’s Senator (Vancouver 1990), 70.



From Private to Public Welfare Administrative: An Overview

Prior to the Great Depression, unemployment relief and other services for the poor were
the responsibility of private charities.> A small municipal “relief office” (originally
created by the City in 1893 to coordinate and supervise all private and public relief
efforts) did little but bury paupers and keep track of City-supported hospital patients, yet
Toronto provided grants to dozens of private charities on a case-by-case basis. With a
combination of City and private funding, a tangle of private and quasi-public agencies
such as the House of Industry, the Neighbourhood Workers Association (NWA), and
denominational organizations such as the Catholic Welfare Bureau (CWB) and the
Jewish Family Welfare Bureau (JFWB), administered assistance without municipal
supervision.24

The autonomy of the City’s numerous charities went largely unassailed in the first
two years of the Great Depression because Toronto’s politicians failed to recognize
growing unemployment as the beginning of a sustained economic depression. Initially the
City responded to the ‘temporary’ crisis by accelerating road and sewer projects to

provide employment, while Toronto’s Board of Trade allocated additional funds to

private charities. The pattern of private charity and public works was bolstered by a

23 James Pitsula, “The Relief of Poverty in Toronto, 1880-1930,” (Ph.D. thesis, York University, 1979).

24  In order to deal with requests more efficiently, a Charities Commission was appointed in 1912. Based
on the recommendations of this Commission, the City, on October 30, 1912, created the Social
Services Commission within the Welfare Branch of its Department of Public Health. It reviewed ail
applications from charitable organizations and recommended grant levels. The Commission was
abolished by City Council on 20 May 1921, and the few social workers in the Social Welfare Division
of the Department of Public Health assumed responsibility for the re-investigation and counseling of
paupers under the care of the House of Industry (originally founded as a poor house in 1837).
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shared-cost emergency plan between the federal, provincial and city government which
jointly funded a $500,000 winter works program for Toronto’s unemployed in 1930-
1931. Despite severe program restrictions that limited access to married men with
families, so many registered for work relief that men were given no more than two weeks
work over the course of the winter.

As unemployment soared, private relief agencies appealed desperately to the City
for more funds, receiving an unprecedented total of $160,000. Alarmed by the growing
magnitude of unemployment, and concerned with the proper expenditure of public funds
by private charities, the Board of Control appointed a special Civic Unemployment Relief
Committee in 1930 to investigate the distribution of relief. The Committee was rapidly
upgraded to assume responsibility for relief administration.” Trained social workers from
the Department of Public Health were brought under its control to investigate applicants,
and a new Central Bureau was created under its auspices to register homeless men, assign
them to shelters, and issue meal tickets. Although the province passed the Department of
Public Welfare Act in January 1931, creating its own Public Welfare Department
responsible for Mother’s Aliowance, Old Age Pensions, Soldier’s Aid, Training Schools
and Orphanages, unemployment relief administration remained a municipal

responsibility.

25 The Advisory Committee on Public Welfare was comprised of Controller Simpson, representing the
Board of Control, Alderman Holdsworth, representing the City Council, Howard Moore, representing
the Federation for Community Service, Percy Hermant, representing the Federation of Jewish
Philanthropies, W. T. Kernaham, representing the Federation of Catholic Charities, Rev. Captain
Lambert, Soldier Representative, and F.D. Tolchard, representing the Civic Unemployment Relief
Committee and advised the Commissioner of Public Welfare and the Board of Control on all welfare
matters. See MA, Welfare, Box 21, File 9, Vol. 1, History - Development of Department of Public
Welfare. May/1895 - Dec./1931, City Clerk to A.W. Laver, 15 Dec. 1931.
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Despite large-scale disentitlements and rigorous cost-cutting, the burden of
providing emergency relief and shelter continued to escalate. In June 1931 the City
created the Department of Public Welfare (DPW) to administer all aspects of relief and
social services.?® Existing City agencies such as the Relief Office, the Division of Social
Welfare (which co-ordinated private and pubic efforts) and the recently-created Central
Bureau were incorporated into the new Department, and it assumed responsibility for the
City’s share of the administration of the Mother’s Allowance Program, Old Age Pensions
and Children’s Aid. A.W. (Bert) Laver, previously Toronto’s chief tax collector, was
appointed its first Commissioner.

By steadily exerting increased control over the budgets, policies and procedures of
the many private and quasi-public relief agencies, the Department was able, by 1934, to
place itself in control of all major elements of unemployment relief for both families and
single unemployed males. Its staff grew to over four hundred employees and its budget
became the largest of any City of Toronto Department; over ten million dollars (two-
thirds provided by the Province) was spent to directly and indirectly assist about 120,000
people at its peak in 1934. The magnitude of the unemployment crisis forced the
municipal authority of Toronto to assume new responsibilities, displace private charities,
and build an enduring welfare state. As the following chart shows, the total number of

families on full and partial relief, and the number of single individuals receiving relief

26 “City of Toronto Civic Unemployment Relief Committee Report and Recommendations” May 1931
copy in MA, Welfare, Box 21, File 9, Vol. 1, History - Development of Department of Public
Welfare. May/1895 - Dec./1931. Also see “Official Opening of New Civic Building, 149 College
Street, Toronto, By William Sewell, esq. Mayor, Thursday, July 30th, 1931” in MA. Welfare, Box 21
File 9, Vol. 1, History - Development of Department of Public Welfare. May/1895 - Dec./1931.
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from 1930 to 1940, surpassed 30,000 in peak years. Overwhelmingly, support was
provided to families as full relief, although after 1931 the provision of relief to single
people was entered separately as was the provision of partial relief to families after

19347

Chart 1A: Number of Families and Individuals on Relief in Toronto, 1930-1940%°
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27 H.M. Cassidy, Unemployment and Relief in Ontario, 1929-1932 (Toronto 1932), [ 7-51. Cassidy’s
1932 study of unemployment in Ontario hinted at the dramatic increase in poverty one year away, yet
his argument that the unreliable nature of unemployment statistics made relief statistics and
expenditures a better indication of the extent of the Depression in Toronto was insightful.

28 Source: MA, Commissioner of Welfare, Box 21, File 9, Vol. 2 “History.”
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The transition from a private to a predominantly public welfare system occurred
largely in an ad hoc manner, and was driven by the state’s desire to reassert control over
its expenditures. In December 1931 the DPW assumed responsibility for case work and
began to supervise the families of unemployed men over sixty, those families with a long
history of charitable support, and “burnt out” soldiers receiving a small pension.”’ Six
months later, the NWA convinced the DPW to assume responsibility for Mothers’
Allowance cases where the allowance had ceased as a result of either “alleged
immorality, lack of co-operation from the clients, [or] ceasing to qualify;” the DPW also
assumed the care of families of criminals in prison, “Children Aid cases where family
relief and family service are needed in addition to the service given by the Children’s Aid
society,” and individuals over 60 (except when they are of a “better class or have family
resources™).’® At the same time the Catholic Welfare Bureau began to transfer all families
in which the ‘breadwinner’ was over 50 years of age, and families of ex-servicemen in
which the man was over 40 years of age, to the DPW, and private agencies began to shed
“poor type” families who were unresponsive to intensive social supervision by case

workers and families in which there was a “history of mental hospital care,” “low [.Q.’s,”

29 MA, Welfare, Box 128, File 53.1, Vol. 1. “Private agencies, Family Services Association,” Dec./31 -
Mar./43, Memorandum to all Districts from the Deputy Director, Division of Family Welfare, 12 Dec.
1931.

30 [bid, A.W. Laver to F.N. Stapleford, Gen. Sec., NWA, 8 Aug. 1932; /bid,, Box 100, File 46.21, Vol.
1. “General Welfare Assistance — Policy, Regulations, Legislation and Instructions,” Jan./31 -
Mar./33, “Interpretation of the Present Policy with the Neighbourhood Workers’ Association,” 29
Apr. [932.
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and “former Mental Diagnosis.” 3 By 1933, the DPW was something of a dumping
ground for resistant, chronic and difficult cases not desired by the private agencies. In
April 1933 all Protestant relief cases in which the man was over 40 were transferred to
the DPW, and all new applications were directed to the DPW.*? Changes to provincial
law in 1934, requiring cities to care for non-resident families, prompted the NWA to
transfer its care of non-resident families to the DPW, and relinquish all responsibility for
investigating cases. The NWA continued to play a small role in case work, but only with
selected families where unemployment was not a factor in their poverty.3 3

A similar contraction in services was experienced by the quasi-private Veterans’
Poppy Fund that provided relief to married veterans, disabled single veterans who
couldn’t find work because of their handicaps, and a small number of ex-servicemen’s
mothers, widows, and deserted wives. Although limited in its clientele, the Fund assisted
7,784 individuals between June 1930 and May 1931. The services it offered were

extensive and comprehensive, covering everything from clothing and furniture to food,

31 [bid, Rev. F.H. Gallagher, Dir., Catholic Charities, to A.W. Laver, 23 Mar., 1933. /bid., Box 128,
File 53.1, Vol. 1. “Private agencies, Family Services Association,” Dec./31 - Mar./43, RE Policy
Between Department of Family Welfare and Neighbourhood Workers Association, 18 Jun., 1932.

32 Ibid, J.W. Somers to A.W. Laver, 27 Apr. 1933.

33 Ibid, Resolution passed by the Executive Committee of the Board of Directors of the Neighbourhood
Workers Association, 29 Mar. 1934; Inter-Office Correspondence, 25 Sep. 1934. The NWA made a
policy of transferring care of families to the DPW in which family members were “involved with the
Unemployed Council of Toronto, or Communists.” The NWA continued to run auxiliary programs,
such as the Fresh Air Exchange (funded by the Toronto Star Fresh Air Fund), the Bolton Camp, and
the Christmas Exchange. The camp programs are quite interesting and involved children of all ages,
with special emphasis on sick children who might be sent to camp for two terms in a row. The NWA
selected children from its own case list as well as from cases managed by the DPW. The fees were
paid by church groups if there was any church connection. The NWA administrators felt that “if the
family can afford even a small fee they should be asked to give it as the family who plan and sacrifice
to make their holiday possible appreciate it more than as if they do nothing toward it.” Minutes of
Staff Meeting Held at Central Office, 15 May 1935 [NWA], copy in /bid.
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fuel, medical supplies and rent.>* The Poppy Fund tempered its generosity with a limited
but rigorous work test in its newly established Industrial Plant. More fortunate than most
who had no one to cover the short falls in their earnings, the veterans’ position was one of
oppression balanced by small opportunity.

Welfare Commissioner Laver praised the Poppy Fund’s work camp for its
function in “re-establishing the morals of the men concerned and getting them back to a
productive basis where they may ultimately be self supporting,”35 but failed to provide it
with adequate financial assistance. In June 1932, the Poppy Fund ran out of money,
stopped issuing assistance, closed its offices, and dismissed its staff.*® Their Industrial
Plant stood as a symbol of the crisis of private philanthropy, as desperate veterans were
reduced to stealing wood from the plant to heat their homes.”’ Laver moved quickly to

transfer the Poppy Fund’s 2,000 cases to the DPW .?® The Fund was resuscitated by the

34 The Fund investigated its own cases and assisted families in obtaining relief from other agencies as
well. If the family was ineligible for City relief, the Fund supported them and acted on their behalf to
secure supplies from the City in the future. This was a particularly valuable service to families who
did not meet Toronto’s minimum residency requirements. In February of 1932 alone, they were
looking after 110 families who were technically non-residents. “Poppy Fund, 1930-1931,” p. 4, copy
in fbid,, Box 129, File 6, “Private agencies, Veterans - Poppy Fund,” Nov./31 - Jul./32, Albert H.
Abbot, Honourary President, Poppy Fund, to A.W. Laver, [ Jun. 1932.

35 MA, Welfare, Box 129, File 6, “Private agencies, Veterans - Poppy Fund,” Nov./31 - Jul./32, Albert
H, Abbot, Honourary President, Poppy Fund, to A.W. Laver, 7 May 1932, Laver to Abbot, 13 May
1932. Laver apparently cut off funds to the Poppy Fund over its continued support of non-resident
families. Laver claimed that 135 families fell into this category, and should be looked after by private
charities that did not accept city funds.

36 Ibid, Abbot, Honourary President, Poppy Fund, to A.W. Laver, 11 Jun. 1932.
37 Ibid, Albert H, Abbot, Honourary President, Poppy Fund, to A.W. Laver, 29 July 1932.
38 Ibid, A.W. Laver to Wm. J. Stewart and Member of the Board of Control, 12 July 1932.
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DPW which relegated it to the provision of assistance over and above relief rations (in
return for work in the Fund’s re-opened Industrial Plant).*

Veterans began to resist the work test demanded by the Poppy Fund. In January
1933 veterans complained that when seeking “clothes and boots for their families [they]
have to work for same while people civilians and foreigners, are not obliged to do so.™
One veteran had to “work on a truck from 7:30 in the morning until 5:30 at night in return
for which he received a flimsy cotton garment for his wife.”™*' The ongoing struggle
eventually forced the City to proclaim that work for relief was strictly voluntary, and that
all veterans could receive clothing directly from the DPW.* The collapse of the Fund
thus ruptured some of the boundaries between discrete segments of Toronto’s poor, at the
same time that it opened space for an expanded state presence.

While the veterans bemoaned their position within the municipal welfare structure

and resisted changes to patterns of assistance, Toronto’s Black community experienced

the rise of the municipal welfare state as an expansion of benefits and a retrenchment of

39 Ibid, Albert H. Abbot, Honourary President, Poppy Fund, to A.W. Laver, 20 July 1932; City Auditor
to W. J. Stewart, and Member of the Board of Control, 7 Mar. 1932; J.W. Somers to A.W. Laver, 17
Feb. 1933.

40 Ibid, J. Clarke, Sec. 36 Ulster Division, Branch No. 166 Canadian Legion, to A.W. Laver, 20 Jan
1933; Robena Morris, Director, Division of Family Welfare, to A.W. Laver, 26 Aug. 1934. Morris
confirmed these allegations: “Regarding the statement that ex-soldiers have to work for their clothing,
whereas civilians do not, [ may say that unfortunately this is true at the present time, there being
insufficient work available to make some service compulsory for all clothing relief granted to
civilians.”

41 Ibid, Box 91, File 46.09, Vol. 1, “Enlisted Men’s and Veteran’s Families” Oct./31 - July/39, J W.
Somers, City Clerk to A.W. Laver, 12 Jun. 1936.

42 [Ibid., A.W. Laver to Mayor Samuel McBride and Members of the Board of Control, 16 Jun. 1936;
J.W. Somers to A.W. Laver, 18 Jun. 1936. As it turned out the Poppy Fund did require men to work
unless they had a certificate stating that they were unfit, and it made them work for the value of new
garments at the rate of $3.00 per day. Laver insisted that it was not the policy of the DPW to refer ex-
soldiers to the Poppy Fund.
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racism. Close to half of Toronto’s 4,000 Blacks lived between Spadina and Bathurst,
south of College Street.*® This area, with a total population of 9,000, recorded some of
the highest rates of “dependency and delinquency,” and Blacks faced systemic barriers to
housing, employment and recreation.” Although this community included several solidly
middle class members by 1941(one doctor, two lawyers, three teachers, several small

businessmen), almost thirty percent of the male breadwinners worked on the railroad.

During the depression years these workers suffered severely when the railroads were
slack. A great proportion of the community are in unskilled employment, some of these
workers want training, but are unable to gain admittance to skilled employment. There
is a large incidence of unemployment. Young women are almost completely employed
in domestic service ...Work as waiters, bellhops and porters, etc., often reserved to
Negroes in American cities, is not open to Negroes in Toronto. ... All the boys when
leaving school followed unskilled occupations.“

The Home Service Association (HSA), an extension of the Overseas Comfort

Club for Enlisted Colored Men in Service, which provided post-war welfare for veterans,

43 The Welfare Council of Toronto and District, “Study of the Home Service Association,” p. 2, Sep.
1941, copy in MA, Welfare, Box 132, File 2, Vol. 1. “Private Agencies, Home Services Association,”
Dec./33 - Oct. 63. Blacks came to Toronto prior to the freeing of the American slaves in 1863, and the
descendants of some of those families had resided in Toronto since that time. It was believed that
55% of blacks were of Canadian birth, with 25% being born in the West Indies and another 26%
coming from America. Although the Dominion Bureau of Statistics reported only 1,344 blacks in
Toronto, the population was estimated by municipal officials at 4,000 in 1930, and 5000 in 1947.
According to the report, “the area included large commercial and industrial sections. Railroad lines
cut across the southemn section. Part of this district is occupied by a fairly large Jewish population. A
better-off Jewish section is in the northwest part; a mixed working-class section is in the western
portion.” According to the report’s author, Black families encouraged their children to stay in school
iri order to overcome some of the discrimination they faced but “many Negro parents and older
brothers and sisters despair of getting employment because so many avenues of employment are
closed to them. This is creating bitterness in the minds of some of the younger children, and doubt
that there is any point in continuing in school.”

44  [bid, 2. Although there were numerous facilities for recreation in this area, Blacks were reluctant to
use them, as “these services are organized more especially for white people.”

45 Ibid, 3-4.



was formed in 1921 to provide for Black families in need. Despite receiving limited
assistance from the NWA, the HSA could not adequately support its clients. The
condition of the HSA’s facilities, described in the following excerpt from an inspection

report by the Welfare Council of Toronto, provides some indication of their predicament:

The Home Services Association is located on the second and third floor of a
condemned building. The only entrance (and exit) is a narrow wooden staircase. This
leads into a dingy, unpainted hallway, off which various rooms, equally unattractive,
are to be found. The building is heated by a furnace 75 years old. The rooms are small,
bare and impossible to keep clean. They are lit by one (or occasionally two) 60-watt
bulbs. There is no sink in the kitchen. There is one large room with tables and benches,
used for meetings ... for dinner meeting, an assortment of cast-off cutlery and dishes
will permit reasonably complete table equipment for ten persons.*5

Between 1933 and 1937 the decline of the HSA coincided with the rapid expansion of the
DPW; despite Laver’s reluctance, the DPW eventually assumed responsibility for Black
families.*’

The inability of private relief agencies to manage large numbers of unemployed,
the concurrent expansion of the DPW as the institution of last resort, its assumption of
control over food distribution, and the growing monetary contribution of the City
precipitated the transition from private to public modes of welfare. Although private
agencies continued to play a role in the provision of relief services in Toronto for the

duration of the Depression, the City assumed the central role in funding, determining

46 “Study of the Home Service Association” p. 9, Sep. 1941, The Welfare Council of Toronto and
District, 100 Adelaide Street West, Toronto, copy in MA, Welfare, Box 132, File 2, Vol. 1. “Private
Agencies, Home Services Association,” Dec./33 - Oct. 63.

47 Ibid., Miss Morris and Captain Heron to A.W. Laver, 28 Dec. 1933. A.D. Hardie, General Sec.,
Federation for Community Service, to A.W. Laver, 10 January, 1935. As late as January 1935, the
DPW offices were refusing assistance to Black families.
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eligibility and setting relief entitlements. Race, ethnicity, and religion, among other
divisions manifest in the myriad network of private philanthropy, were no longer as
consequential in determining the type of basic services available to all residents of
Toronto. The emergence of a municipal welfare state thus homogenized relief entitlement
and centered the politicization of relief policy. The following section examines three key
areas of Toronto’s relief program (housing, food, and health care), as sites of struggle

between business interests and relief recipients’ needs.

Relief Capitalism: The Carrot and Stick of Social Control

The rise of Toronto’s DPW influenced, encroached upon, and then usurped the function
of the City’s numerous private welfare agencies. The transition from private to public
modes of welfare was uneven and incomplete, yet signaled a homogenization of services
and an expansion of benefits available to the poor. In the construction and
implementation of relief programs, the centrality of the state also provided a focus for the
anger of unemployed citizens. Resistance from organizations of the unemployed played a
part in shaping relief in many Ontario cities and towns. Patricia’s Shulz’s compelling
account of the East York Workers’ Association demonstrates the numerous ways that
workers could pressure municipal officials to consider their demands.*® Resistance was

often dramatic and captured the attention of the local press. “When the Long Branch

48 Schulz, The East York Workers' Association. Also see Carmela Patrias, Relief Strike, Inmigrant
Workers and the Great Depression in Crowland, Ontario, 1930-1935 (Toronto 1990).
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Welfare Board bought nine hundred yards of cloth to be made into dresses by good ladies
of the local churches, the women for whom they were intended promised to doff their
new uniforms and march naked along the lakeshore.™

While the resistance of the unemployed influenced relief policies, a greater, if
more subtle, influence was exercised by local businesses and professionals. As a large
consumer negotiating for an ever increasing amount of goods and services with which to
supply the growing number of relief recipients, the DPW was a significant player in the
local economy. The power of organized groups of retailers, landlords, and medical
professionals, was brought to bear upon Toronto’s relief policies, and gradually
succeeded in forcing the DPW to integrate immediate business concerns into the relief
structure. While the state partially accommodated sections of capital, and the medical
profession, the basic level of relief the City provided to the poor continued to be barely
adequate, and served to push the poor back into the labor market at whatever wages were
offered. Relief for cash-strapped retailers, landlords, and doctors, contributed to the
elaboration of contradictory welfare policies that cycled men back into a labor market
incapable of offering living wages. The relationship between competition, sweatshop
wages, and below subsistence welfare rates is further developed in later chapters dealing
with provincial initiatives intended to stem the deleterious effects of municipal welfare

administration on the labor market and business competition. The following examination

49 John T. Saywell, ‘Just Call Me Mitch’: The Life of Mitchell F. Hepburn (Toronto 1991), 145.
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of food, shelter, and health care sets the stage for further discussion of the contradictions

inherent in the welfare state.

Sheltering Tenants, Sheltering Landlords: Rent Relief, 1929-1940

The payment of shelter assistance (to cover rent, light, gas and moving expenses) to
people on relief was initially managed by the Board of Trade Emergency Loan
Committee, which adhered to the policy, established in the 1920s, of only providing
assistance to families facing immediate eviction.” In 1930 the Emergency Loan
Committee received $25,000 from the City, and an equal amount from the NWA, CWB,
and the JFWB, but this fund was quickly exhausted the following year as 4,009 grants
were made to 2,533 families, prompting the DPW to assume the full cost of the
progra.m.51 Despite hopes that the crisis would soon pass, the Emergency Loan

Committee observed that

there is no doubt that the present heavy calls for assistance of this kind will continue
over the winter even if employment conditions do improve in the meantime. Many are
forced to seek aid by reason of the fact that their savings are exhausted, the arrears of
rentals are now so great that landlords can no longer, in many cases, be expected to
carry their tenants, credit for groceries, etc. is exhausted and seasonal work, such as the

50 MA, Welfare, Box 21, File 9, Vol. 1, “History, Development of Department of Public Welfare,”
May/1895 - Dec./193 1, Medical Officer of Health to F.D. Tolchard, Sec. Board of Trade, City of
Toronto, 21 Jun. 1927; Gen. Sec. Neighbourhood Workers Ass. to Miss L. Holland, Division of
Social Welfare, 26 Apr. 1927.

51 [Ibid, Box 119, File 11, Vol. 1, “Shelter,” Nov./33 - Mar./34, A.W. Laver to Wm. J, Stewart, Mayor
and the Member of the Board of Control, 1 Mar. 1934.
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building trades, has not been sufficient during the past summer to provide the usual
savings to carry many families over the winter.*

In the absence of adequate funds for rental assistance, private relief agencies attempted to
broker deals between landlords and tenants, usually by convincing the landlord to accept
erratic and partial payments, and reduce rent. [f the landiord refused, the tenants were
moved at the expense of the agencies.”

In response to the ongoing crisis, a general conference on rent relief, attended by
all the social welfare agencies, was hosted by the DPW in February 1932. As a result of
the conference, the DPW offered rent grants to families for two consecutive months, but
for no more than six months for the whole year. Families living in weekly-rent rooming
houses could receive six weeks of rental relief in any three-month period. Electricity and
gas bills were treated independently of rent. Gas bills were covered for two consecutive
months with a one-month pause, and electricity bills were covered for two consecutive
months with two-months pause (to a maximum of six months or $300 per family per
yea.r:).54 When times were particularly tough the DPW was capable of greater leniency in
applying these rules, allowing consecutive payments for gas and electricity in the winter

. 55
for longer than two consecutive months.””

52 Ibid, Box 21, File 9, Vol. I, “History, Development of Department of Public Welfare,” May/1895 -
Dec./1931. Sec. Board of Trade Emergency Loan Commuittee, to Mayor, Wm. J. Stewart, Sep. 23,
1931.

53 [Ibid, “Conference Regarding Rents,” 26 Feb. 1932.

54 [Ibid, Box 21, File 9, Vol. 2, “History, Development of Dept of Public Welfare,” Jan./32 - Jun./33,
F.D. Tolchard , to A.W. Laver, 27 Apr., 1932,

55 [Ibid, Box 21, File 9, Vol. 3, “History - Development of Dept of Public Welfare,” July/33 - Nov./35,
F.D. Tolchard, Board of Trade to A.W. Laver, 9 Sep., 1933.
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In September 1932 the provincial government, following the recommendations of
the Campbell Report, passed an Order in Council limiting its contribution to rental relief
in all municipalities to $15 per month. The Board of Trade fought the application of this
Order to Toronto because it felt that the publicity surrounding the announcement would
create the impression among relief recipients that they were entitled to have their rent
paid every month.’® In fact the most adamant arguments that the Order obligated Toronto
to pay rental relief every month came from landlords, not tenants. The DPW’s District
Supervisor reported that the alternate month rental payment policy “causes untold
argument and extra work ... as landlords still contend that the $15.00 per month
arrangement of the Order-In Council applies to Toronto.™’

The Board of Trade suspended its alternate month rule in March 1933 and
allowed families sharing a house access to continuous rental support by alternating
payments each month between the two families.>® Despite this incremental expansion of
eligibility, the payment of rent was still treated as an emergency item by Robena Morris,
Director of the Division of Family Welfare, which together with the NWA and the
Catholic and Jewish Welfare Bureaus, worked on the front lines of rental relief

dispensation. The alternate month rule, which the DPW adhered to as its maximum, was

in fact avoided by the participating agencies since “any agreement with landlords to pay

56 Ibid., Box 21 File - 9 Vol. 2, “History - Development of Dept of Public Welfare,” Jan 32 - Jun./33,
Robina Morris, Director, Division of Family Services, to Miss Serjeant, Dept of Public Welfare, 18
Jan. 1933.

57 Ibid, Robina Morris, Director, Division of Family Services, to Miss Serjeant, Dept of Public Welfare,
18 Jan. 1933.

58 Ibid, F.D. Tolchard, to A. W. Laver, 6§ Mar. 1933.
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alternate months immediately eliminates the emergencies” which acted as a trigger for
rental relief.” All of the agencies involved issued rental relief sparingly, resulting in only
1 of 10 families on relief receiving rental payments in any one month, (rising to 1 in 6 in
particularly bad months).

The major difficulty associated with this method of determining eligibility for
rental assistance, besides the obvious stress it added to the lives of Toronto’s poor, was
the tendency to reward aggressive and uncooperative landlords and punish lenient and
understanding landlords. Consequently, the DPW was severely criticized for giving
preferential treatment to those landlords who realized that the DPW could not “allow
families to move every month,” and thus “demanded getting payments,” while other
landlords, “who also pay taxes to the city on their rented properties,” were passed over
because they would not “stoop to the disagreeable tactics employed by” aggressive
landlords.®® This situation was particularly acute in the high relief district of Moss Park
where landlords and trust companies attempted to “bargain” with social workers with
threats of immediate eviction of their clients.

Some of the uncooperative landlords formed the United Property Owners’
Association in 1934 to lobby the City for consecutive rental payments. The Association

argued that their members were “unabie to carry on any longer ... [and] must order all

59 Ibid, Box 119, File 11, Vol. 1, “Shelter,” Nov./33 - Mar./34, Robena Morris, “Memorandum to Mr.
Mowat” copy to Laver, 25 July 1933.

60 Ibid, Box 21, File 9, Vol. 2, “History, Development of Dept of Public Welfare,” Jan./32 - Jun./33,
“Conference Regarding Rents,” 26 Feb. 1932.
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such tenants [on relief] to vacate.”®' Another landlord group, the Landlords’ and Property
Owners’ Association, also threatened to evict its tenants if consecutive payments were
not fort:hcomjng.62 Laver was also frustrated with a system that forced private agencies to
wait until an emergency developed.” Although the private agencies reported excellent
relations with landlords, Moss Park property owners became more resistant to relief
tenants, necessitating the settlement of people on relief in other sectors of the ci’cy.64

As a result of these difficulties the City reviewed its rental assistance program in
1934 with a view to bringing it under the auspices of the DPW.% Tolchard, representing
the Board of Trade, opposed any move to allow consecutive payments on the basis that

the cost to cities with consecutive payments was 3 to 6 times higher. He also argued that

To adopt a definite publicly-announced policy of regular consecutive payments would
not only resuit in 2 mechanized system of issuing rental cheques monthly as long as the
client was unemployed, but would remove the incentive on the part of many of the

61 [Ibid, Box 119, File 11, Vol. 1, “Shelter,” Nov./33 - Mar./34, A.W. Laver to Wm. J. Stewart, Mayor
and Member of the Board of Control, 10 Feb. 1934. The association was chartered by Willis and
Willis, Income Tax Adjustments, Accountants and Auditors, and all of the principal officers, except
for one, did not even live in Toronto. Landlords blamed their relief tenants for the proliferation of
slums. ““You talk about slums and dirt,” said Mrs. Caruthers, Secretary of the Riverdale Property
Owners Association, “but [ ask you who makes the dirt?” She went on to suggest that “Some of these
people [relief recipients] should be put in camps where they can’t destroy other people’s property.”
Another landlord, Mr. Ross, claimed that he had “two tenants that would make a slum of Casa Loma
in three months,” and recounted his “encounter with a tenant whom he ‘smacked right on the
breezer,” and then ‘crushed [his] kelly to a pancake.” Other landlords reported that when they finally
evicted tenants, every window would be smashed. “Tenants and Low Rents Are Blamed by Landlords
In Rehabilitation Protest,” Globe and Mail, 11 May 1938. The landlords were responding to a City
offensive to enforce it new property by-laws, which resulted in the demolition of 473 homes between
1936-38.

62 [Ibid, J.B. Sherrings, Acting City Clerk, to A.W. Laver, 5 Apr. 1934.

63 Ibid, A.W. Laver to Wm. J. Stewart, Mayor and Member of the Board of Control, 1 Mar. 1934; A.W.
Laver to F.D. Tolchard, 4 Apr. 1934.

64 Ibid, The Emergency Loan Committee, report to Wm. J. Stewart, and members of the Board of
Control, Jun. 25, 1934.

65 Ibid, A.W. Laver to Wm. J. Stewart, Mayor and Member of the Board of Control, 1 Mar. 1934.
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clients to assist themselves and lead to the adoption by many of an attitude of complete
dependence upon the State.%

Tolchard’s bluster succeeded in stalling Laver’s plans to assume control of rental
relief.®” Laver continued to push for consecutive rental payments to all families on
relief,*® while he quietly extended such assistance to widows and deserted wives without
dependents. City Council supported Laver, passing a motion that monthly rental
payments be made “where necessary,” to a maximum of $180 per year.” Shortly
thereafter members of the Emergency Loan Fund resigned and their work was taken over
by the DPW, while new regulations enshrined the $15 consecutive payment rule that
resulted in a doubling of rental expenditures by the Ciry.”

Despite the assumption of control by the DPW and the implementation of
consecutive payments, rental assistance continued to be inadequate for many families.
Communist Alderman Smith, seconded by Alderman Quinn, observed that the $15
monthly cap was “resulting in unemployed families being crowded into sub-standard

housing in slum districts.””' In January 1938 there were 52 families in temporary shelters

66 Ibid, The Emergency Loan Committee to Wm. Stewart and the Members of the Board of Control, 25
Jun. 1934.

67 [bid, A.W. Laver to F.D. Tolchard, 7 Nov. 1934.

68 [bid, Box 120, File 49, Vol. 2, “Shelter,” Apr./34 - Nov./34, John A. Tory and F.D. Tolchard, ELC to
Wm. J. Stewart, and Members of the Board of Control, 12 Nov. 1934.

69 [bid, J.W.Somers to A.W. Laver, 13 Nov. 1934.

70 1bid, F.D. Tolchard, Sec. Toronto Board of Trade Emergency Loan Committee, to A.W. Laver, 19
Nov. 1934. /bid., Box 120, File 49, Vol. 3, “Shelter,” Dec./34 - Feb./37, “Analysis of Rental
Payments For Mar. 1935.” This rose to $20 and 2X the tax bill in Spring of 1935, although the
maximum was kept to $15.00 for families under 4.

71  Ibid., Box 120, File 49, Vol. 4, “Shelter,” Mar./37 - Jan./42. J.W. Somers to A.W. Laver, 14 Apr.
1937. One house which was assessed at $50 standing (actually leaning) on land valued at $300, was
rented at $7.00 a month ($84 a year). The Globe and Mail ran a front page photo of this house,
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after being evicted, in addition to 48 families facing imminent displacement from
condemned houses, forcing the DPW to establish a residence for evicted families.”” In
one instance, a family of 13, which had been on relief since 1933, was forczd to live in
three rented rooms while they tried to find suitable accommodation.” In whose interest

the new payment scheme operated was clearly open to debate.

Capitalism’s Welfare: Feeding Labor, Feeding Capital

When asked to defend his opposition to consecutive rental payments, Tolchard pointed
out that landlords were pushing for consecutive payments on the basis that they deserved
the same benefit as shopkeepers supplying relief recipients. Without a trace of irony,
Tolchard conceded that shopkeepers receiving regular patronage from relief recipients
may benefit more than landlords, but that was only because “an unemployed person

™ In fact, Toronto’s shopkeepers, like Toronto’s landlords,

cannot be allowed to starve.
organized and campaigned to secure financial benefits from the emergent welfare state.

In the first few years of the Depression, all food relief was administered through

the publicly funded, but privately administered, House of Industry. Through this

identifying it as a home of a welfare recipient, and complaining that the city was paying too much.
Albert and Irene Hall, who made this tenement their home, had been off relief longer than they had
been on it, with Mr. Hall finding odd jobs on a regular basis. The house was found to be impeccably
clean by the welfare inspectors.

72  Ibid, Heron to A.W. Laver, 12 May 1938; A.W. Laver to The Rev. Mother Superior, Sisters of St.
John the Divine, 2 Jun., 1937.

73 Ibid.,, Heron to A.W. Laver, 29 Jan. 1941.

74 Ibid., Box 119, File 11, Vol. 1, “Shelter,” Nov./33 - Mar./34, The Emergency Loan Committee to
Wm. Stewart and the Members of the Board of Control, 25 Jun. 1934.



54

institution, the City provided the lowest quantity and the lowest quality of food deemed
necessary to sustain the recipient.75 In the early 1930s, milk was only given to children on
the order of a doctor “when the evidence before him indicates that serious under-
nourishment exists or is threatened.”’® A similar requisition from a doctor was needed if
mothers were to receive milk or special diets. If recipients complained about the food
provided, their wives received paternal instruction on proper cooking techniques and
were assisted reading the book of recipes provided by the House of Industry.

While relief recipients struggled with inadequate relief allowances, businesses in
Toronto angled to have their products supplied to relief recipients. The Ontario Honey
Producers Co-Operative succeeded in having its “beekist” honey included on the grocery
list on the basis that it employed 40 Torontonians.”’ Similarly, the Canada and Dominion
Sugar Company (Redpath and Dominion Crystal) secured contracts with the House of
Industry for their locally produced beet sugar.”® The success of food commodity
producers in persuading the House of Industry to purchase their products annoyed small
grocers who had carried so many relief recipients on credit; they protested that direct
purchase arrangements excluded them from a share of relief business.” In November

1931, Aldermen Leslie and Baker forwarded a motion that would have given cash

75 [bid, Box 135, File 2, Vol. 1. “Food,” Oct./31 - Oct./32, “Supplementary Supplies From the House of
Industry,” n.d.

76  [bid
77 Ibid., The Ontario Honey Producers Co-operative to City Clerk, 25 Nov. 1931.

78 [bid, Box 135, File 3, Vol. 1. “Food,” Nov./33 - Nov./40, W.J. McGregor, Sec. Tres., Canada and
Dominion Sugar Company, to Mayor Stewart, [5 Mar. 1933.

79 Ibid, Box 135, File 2, Vol. 1. “Food,” Oct. 31 - Oct./32, H.W. Scott, Scott’s Groceries, 461 Sackville
St. Toronto, to Mayor Stewart, 19 Feb. 1931.
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vouchers to relief recipients to be spent at stores in Toronto. Laver supported this
proposal for “reliable” recipients arguing that it would pass business back to tax paying
store keepers.so In December 1932, Laver and the Board of Control urged that food
vouchers be issued to families on relief that could be reimbursed at “a designated
merchant in the locality, who has contracted to supply them at an approved price:.”81 The
Retail Merchants Association of Canada weighed in with its own proposal to supply relief
food at a savings to the City “with a view to protecting the morale of the recipient, the
interests of the City and re-establishing consumer contact with the food distributor.”®
Amid a back-drop of inadequate and monotonous diets, the clamor of eager and
struggling shopkeepers, and the disclosure that the House of Industry had over-charged
the City $50,000 in 1931 by failing to pass on the rebates it received from suppliers, the
“controlled voucher” was introduced in April 1933.% Vouchers attempted to dispense the

minimum quantities of different food groups by stipulating a given quantity of food to be

supplied at a prearranged price from participating stores. %% The voucher system was

80 Ibid, Box 114, File 48.2.3, Vol. 3, “Care of Aged and Aged Peoples” Homes - Laughlin Lodge,”
Dec./31 - Dec./32, “Memorandum re Distribution of Family Supplies,” 17 Mar. 1932.

81 Ibid, Box 114, File 48.2.3, Vol. 3, “Care of Aged and Aged Peoples’ Homes - Laughlin Lodge,”
Dec./31 - Dec./32, “Memorandum for his Worship the Mayor,” 27 Dec. 1932.

82 Ibid, G.S. Hougham, Executive Sec., Ontario Provincial Board, The Retail Merchants’ Association of
Canada, to A.W. Laver, 6 Jan. 1933.

83 For a good discussion of the power struggle between Laver and the House of Industry see Allan Bass,
““‘Properly Socialized Service’: Unemployment Relief and the Formation of Toronto’s Civic
Department of Welfare,” research paper, York University, 1989, copy in Metro Archives Reading
Room. A more detailed examination of the House of Industry can be found in Robert Cupido,
“Losing Battle: The City of Toronto versus the Great Depression, 1929-1933,” research paper, York
University, 1993. I would like to thank Craig Heron for bringing this paper to my attention

84 Ibid, Box 73, File 372, Vol. 1. “General Welfare Assistance, Food Allowance,” Aug./33 - July/41,
J.W. Somers to A.W. Laver, 30 Nov. 1934.
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modified twice before the open voucher was introduced in late 1934, redeemable for a set
dollar value of food rather than a set quantity. While the food secured was hardly
adequate to begin with, the shift to what was essentially relief cash script exposed
recipients to fluctuations in prices, and heightened concerns about meeting the minimum
dietary needs of the poor.

These concerns were not new. As early as February 1932 public protest had
forced an inquiry into child hunger in Toronto.® Later that same year, the Department of
Health undertook an investigation at the urging of the School Board, the Teachers
Association, the NWA, the Child Welfare Council, the Trades and Labor Council, and the
National Labour Council, surveying eight geographically and socio-economically diverse
schools. The survey found instances of malnutrition or anemia in 369 of 7,857 students
(4.7%). Further investigation in the homes of these children found that only 40% had
adequate diets. The report, however, blamed mcthers for 60% of the cases of inadequate
diets (citing poor mentality, ignorance, or ‘poor habit training’), and concluding that only
1.5% of children would actually benefit from an increase in their food intake. The report
was used to assure politicians that malnutrition had risen only 1% since 1927.% The
levels of food relief provided to Torontonians in 1932 were reproduced in the food

guidelines established by the Campbell Report. Wallace Campbell, general manager of

85 [bid, Box 135, File 2, Vol. 1. “Food,” Oct./31 - Oct./32, Margaret S. Gould, Exec. Sec., Child
Welfare Council of Toronto, to A.W. Laver, 25 Feb. 1932.

86 [1bid, Vol. 1. “Food,” Oct/31 - Oct./32, “Investigation of Adequacy of Diets of Children in Eight
Elementary Schools,” 26 Oct. 1932. Working Mothers, in fact, were found to provide better nutrition
to their children despite limited time and resources. The investigators also found that a lack of skilled
employment for the father “relates ... to low earning power and to lack of ability in home and child
management.”
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the Ford Motor Company of Canada, chaired the influential provincial committee (devoid
of nutritionists) which set maximum food allowances (levels above which the province
would not financially contribute).*’

Despite the constraints imposed on municipal autonomy by the Campbell Report,
the City did raise the value of open vouchers to offset the 1 1% increase in food prices
between June 1934 and January 1937: however, the increase was not sufficient to keep up
with inflation. The 1937 OMA guidelines for caloric intake (which were consulted during
the drafting of food schedules) called for an additional 10% over what the City provided.
Rather than further increase the value of food relief, the City’s Chief Medical Officer
undertook a survey of 577 families on relief, and 624 families living on wages, to refute
the OMA guidelines. The investigation found that incidences of underweight (20%) and
malnutrition (15%) which could be directly traced to an inadequate diet (6%) were nearly
identical for both the families of employed men and relief recipients. Instead of lamenting
the apparent malnutrition of Toronto’s poor and laboring poor, the Chief Medical Officer
argued that the findings were “most re-assuring both to our Administration and our

"% The City cited the absence of an increase in child malnutrition to

citizens at large.
refuse demands for increased relief allotments, despite a 15% decrease in the value of
relief. In 1939 both Laver and Jackson admitted that the diet only covered 85% of

recipients’ dietary needs, but noted that many wage earners managed to meet only 75% of

87 See James Struthers, The Limits of Affluence, 85-98.

88 MA, Welfare, Box 73, File 37.2, Vol. 1. “General Welfare Assistance, Food Allowance,” Aug./33 -
July/41, G.P. Jackson, Chief Medical Officer, to W.D. Robbins, 10 Aug. 1937.
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their dietary needs with their pay cheques.89 According to Sir John Boyd Orr, “one of the
world’s eminent nutritionists,” Toronto’s relief food allowance represented only 57% of
minimum dietary x:equirements.90

The City consistently maintained a level of support that would have prevented
starvation and malnutrition in most cases, but which acted as a strong incentive for those
on relief to secure employment. Rather than embark on cost-effective distribution (such
as a central warehouse and centralized food pick-up or delivery), Welfare Commissioner
Laver justified the extra expense by pointing out that the voucher system was a “fixed

"l The welfare

policy to maintain such trade as far as possible in its usual retail channels.
state had become directly implicated in the maintenance of business solvency, while the
added cost associated with the use of retailers to distribute food to relief recipients was in
effect taken from the diet of Toronto’s poor. The contradictions of under-nourishing the
poor were manifold. In 1939 Sir John Boyd Orr questioned the economic logic of

inadequate diets on the basis of what Jacques Donzelot would later term the poor “social

economy” of state intervention:

From the point of view of the State, the adoption of a standard of diet lower than the
optimum is uneconomic. It leads to a great amount of preventable disease and ill-health
which lay a heavy financial burden on the state and on the public spirited citizens who
support hospitals and other charitable organizations. It is probable that an enquiry
would show that the cost of bringing a diet adequate for health within the purchasing

89 Ibid., G.P. Jackson, Chief Medical Officer, and A.W. Laver to Mayor R.C. Day and Member of the
Board of Control, 24 Oct. 1939.

90 R.W. Lipsett, “Toronto Food Allowance Half of What is Needed,” Toronto Star, 23 May 1939.

91 [Ibid, Box 16, File 7, Vol. 2. Fuel Supplies, Jan./37 - Dec./37, A.W. Laver to K.S. Gillies,
Commissioner of Buildings, Toronto, 4 Nov. 1937.



power of the poorest would be less than the cost of treating the disease and ill-health
which would thereby be ;:vre:vvante:d.g2

Private Practice, Public Patients: The Rise of Medicai Relief

The specter of malnutrition prompted intervention late in the Depression by a medical
coinmunity concerned with relief diets; yet Toronto’s doctors initially used their
collective power to pressure the state into accommodating their interests in the design and
implementation of welfare programs.93 Across the country, Dennis Guest points out,
doctors expressed interest in medical insurance plans, but failed to come to terms with the
state’s approach to the problem.”® Under the direction of socialist academic Harry
Cassidy, British Columbia embarked on a health insurance scheme in 1936, but withdrew
the enabling legislation under pressure from the medical profession which opposed the
conditions and the fee schedule.”® As an alternative, David Naylor points out in his study

of medical relief in Winnipeg in the early 1930s, doctors suffering from drastically

92  Sir John Boyd Orr, Aberdeen Scotland, quoted approvingly by Frederick F. Tisdall, M.D., F.R.C.P.
(C.), Director of Nutritional Research Laboratories, Hospital for Sick Children, and Department of
Pediatrics, University of Toronto, Chairman, Committee on Nutrition, Canadian Medical Association,
“Diets Adequate for Health, An Address given to the Welfare Council of Toronto and District, 86
Queen’s Park, Toronto,” 16 May 1939, copy in MA, Welfare, Box 73, File 37.2, Vol. 1, “General
Welfare Assistance, Food Allowance,” Aug./33 - July./41.

93 Jacques Donzelot, The Policing of Families (New York 1979), 12.
94  Dennis Guest, The Emergence of Social Security in Canada (Vancouver 1980), 98-101.

95 Allan Irving, “The Development of a Provincial Welfare State: British Columbia, 1900-1939,” in
Allan Moscovitch and Jim Albert, eds., The Benevolent State: The Growth of Welfare in Canada
(Toronto 1987), 167.
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declining incomes pushed for payment from the state for treating relief recipients in their

homes, rather than having them attend the poor ward at municipally-funded hospitals.96

Municipally-supported hospitals were a feature of the Poor Law tradition that

Canada inherited from Britain. Ontario established asylums for the poor in the 1830s and

greatly expanded the system of hospital ‘poor wards’ in 1893 7 By 1933, however,

Toronto’s hospitals were overflowing with indigent patients while ten private hospitals

went out of business.”® Toronto hospitals were treating over 68,000 patients, the majority

of whom were on relief.”® The following chart depicts the accelerating increase in state

expenditure on medical relief and provides an indication of the rapidly escalating number

of poor people requiring medical attention.
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98

99

C. David Naylor, “Canada’s First Doctor’s Strike: Medical Relief in Winnipeg, 1932-4,” in Michael
Hom, The Depression in Canada: Responses to Economic Crisis (Toronto 1988), 102-130.

Richard B. Splane, Social Welfare in Ontario, 1791-1893 (Toronto 1965), 194-213. The Charity Aid
Act of 1893 precipitated rapid growth in hospital services for the poor. State subsidies rose from
$32,684 to $107,312, and the number of patients increased from 3,466 to 12,392 in one year.

AO, RG 63, Sub Series 63, Records of the [nspector of Asylums, Prisons and Public Charities, Vol.
741, File 3, A.S. Allan, Assistant Inspector, “Memorandum for A.L. McPherson,” 17 Jan. 1933.

Ibid., “Statement respecting Public Hospitals in the City of Toronto, Oct. 1/32-Sept. 30/33.”
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Chart 1B: Admissions and Cost of Medical Services for Relief Recipients in Toronto'®
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In January 1933 the provincial government allowed municipalities to admit the
cost of paying doctors to care for relief recipients as a sharable expense.w[ Cities which
participated were allowed to pay doctors 50% of the prevailing fee for services including
surgery, home care, and maternity care. Doctors were capped at $100 per month,
effectively eliminating the possibility of having them work full-time for relief patients.102

The shared cost program was optional and most of the smaller cities in Ontario decided to

100 Source: MA, Welfare, Box 22, File 10, Vol. 1 “Hospitalization, [931-Sep./55.

101 MA, Welfare, Box 91, File 46.10, Vol.1, “Medical Assistance, O.H.L.P. Ontario Hospital Insurance,”
Dec./32 - June/34, A.W. Laver to Wm. J. Stewart, (Mayor) and Members of the Board of Control, 21
Dec. 1932. For a study of hospitals and state subsidized medecine see David Gagan, ‘A Necessity
Among Us’: The Owen Sound General and Marine Hospital, 1891-1985 (Toronto 1990), Ch. 4.

102 Ibid., “Memorandum Re: Medical Services and Medical Suppties,”, 29 Dec. 1932.
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opt out, fearful of the rush of patients who would seek medical advice from doctors
outside of hospitals.'”

The Toronto Academy of Medicine supported the “medical services clause,”
which paid 50% of a physician’s normal fee, on the grounds that many doctors were

'% The Academy was instrumental in swaying

treating patients on relief for no fees at all.
Toronto politicians in favor of home care, paid according to the clause, and ending the
long established practice of hospitalizing the indigent. This was not an easy project.
During a meeting between the Toronto Academy of Medicine and the Advisory
Committee on Hospitalization in October 1933, Dr. Cameron argued that “the medical
men represent the only class that is called upon to give such service without pa},f.”m5
Mayor Stewart agreed, noting that doctors could well decide to stop treating patients at
home for free, and shift the burden to the hospitals, at which point the hospital
physicians, now overwhelmed with work, would demand larger salaries. Dr. McDonald
claimed that if the clause were not accepted as a way of paying physicians in private
practice, “many physicians will have to go on relief,”'%

Controller McBride, at the joint meeting of the powerful Board of Control and the

Advisory Committee on Hospitalization tried to reject the proposal and end the meeting,

taunting with his suggestion that the City “get all the unemployed doctors and pay them a

103 Ibid, 29 June 1933.
104 7bid, J.W. Sommers to A.W. Laver, 13 Oct. 1933.

105 Ibid., “Meeting of the Advisory Committee on Hospitalization and Public Welfare, City Hall,
Toronto, October 17, 1933 at 10:00.”

106 Ibid.
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straight salary of $100 per month and put them to work under Dr. Jackson [head of the

22107

Department of Health].” " McBride argued that since the City established a provisional

fund for paying private practitioners, “thousands of additional families have gone on

relief to get a share of this grant.”'*®

Fortunately, for both the poor and for medical
practitioners, his blustering comments failed to convince the other members of the Board
of Control, and a trial period attracted participation from 680 of the 700 doctors in

109

general public practice in Toronto.” Toronto’s Welfare Department was the first to take

up the provincial offer to pay the cost of doctor’s fees.''?

In early 1935 the Ontario government considered abandoning medical relief due
to the escalating costs and the lack of consistency and control. The Ontario Medical
Association (OMA) quickly stepped in and offered to run the program. In March 1935 the
province cut a deal with the OMA to pay the association 25 cents per month for each

relief recipient. The fund was to compensate doctors and druggists for their services.

Every person on relief was entitled to seek medical attention from any doctor. ti By

107 “Meeting of the Advisory Committee on Hospitalization and Public Welfare in Conjunction with the
Board of Control Meeting, City Hall, Toronto, November 22, 1933 at 2:30,” in MA, Welfare, Box 91,
File 46.10, Vol.1, “Medical Assistance, O.H.[.P. Ontario Hospital Insurance,” Dec./32 - June/34.

108 /bid.

109 Doctors were burdened with the paper work of proving their claim, many finding that their bills to the
City mysteriously depreciated. Following quickly upon the success of the doctors, the Toronto
Association of Osteopathic Physicians (Chiropractors) asked to be included in the same provisions,
but failed.

110 AQ, RG 63-63, Vol. 742, File 4, B.T. McGhie, Acting Deputy Minister of Hospitals to J.M. Robb, 9
Mar. 1934.

111 MA, Welfare, Box 87, File 46.03, Vol.1, “Social Work, Government of Ontario,” Sep./32 -
Mar./37.D.B. Harkness, Acting Secretary, Unemployment Relief Branch, Department of Putlic
Welfare, “Memorandum: Provisions of Order in Council Relating to Medical Services and Medical
Supplies For Persons in Receipt of Releif in the Municipaliites of the Province,” 1 March, 1935, MA,
Welfare, Box 87, File 46.03, Vol.1, “Social Work, Government of Ontario,” Sep./32 - Mar./37.
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1937, after some readjustment, the OMA was firmly in charge of administering publicly
funded medical relief in Ontario.'?

Toronto’s pharmacists tailed the medical profession into seeking state funds for
their professional services. Initially doctors were allowed an additional 12.5% of their
relief billings to cover the cost of prescriptions; however, Toronto’s 400 druggists
approached Laver demanding that all drugs for relief recipients be procured from
druggists, rather than through physicians. "3 They complained that the doctors were
making a profit from the drugs they prescribed, depriving them of much needed business
(particularly since their loss of the liquor trade to the state liquor monopoly) and offered a
savings to the City as part of a plan that would “give the Druggist the business which
rightfully belongs to him and, thus, keep trade in its usual and proper channels.”'" They
pointed to the practice in Ottawa, Pennsylvania, the National Health Insurance Plan of
England, and the recommendations of the League of Nations, which followed plans
similar to the one they were suggesting, stressing their professional status and the 5,000
people that were employed by druggists in Toronto. '’

Laver opposed this move because the 12.5% cap on physicians’ billings for
prescriptions effectively controlled expenditure. The pharmacists were not deterred and

pushed ahead with a plan to provide “relief medicine” at a reduced rate in return for

112 MA, Welfare, Box 91, File 46.10, Vol.3, “Medical Assistance, O.H.[.P. Ontario Hospital Insurance,”
July/37 - Dec./42, C.W. Kelley to Dear Doctors, 12 Mar. 1941.

113 Ibid, Box 91, File 46.10, Vol.1, *“Medical Assistance, O.H.I.P. Ontario Hospital Insurance,” Dec./32 -
June/34, J.W. Somers to A.W. Laver, 17 May 1934.

114 Ibid., Mr. Jacobs, Ontario Retail Druggists Association to A.W. Laver, [0 April 1934.
115 Ibid., Mr. Jacobs, Ontario Retail Druggists Association to Mayor & Controllers, 16 May 1934,



having all relief business directed to them.''®

The druggists eventually succeeded in
securing the relief drug business. In February 1937 the province required each
municipality to make monthly payments of 6 cents per relief recipient into a fund in
support of the Ontario Retail Druggists Association.'"” The system appears to have been
maintained until March 1941, when the Association withdrew from the plan following

complaints that physicians were over-prescribing, with the extra cost being covered by

pharmacists. Lg

Dentistry and Optometry

The move to state-sponsored dental care was less successful than the move to
medical relief. In April 1932, the provincial government refused to provide funds to
establish dental clinics in large hospitals, despite an offer from the Dental Association of
Ontario to procure dentists to work for free (provided the Province paid for material).'"”
In January 1934, the City of Toronto added dental care to its roster of services available
to relief recipients. The Board of Health and the Department of Welfare opened a dental

clinic in co-operation with the Academy of Dentistry in the heart of the then strike-

plagued garment district. Many relief recipients also went to the Toronto Western

116 [bid., J.W. Preston, Sec. Tres., Toronto Retail Druggists Association, to A.W. Laver, 15 June 1934.

117 Provincial Order-In-Council dated February 27, 1937, copy in /bid., Box 87, File 46.03, Vol.l,
“Social Work, Government of Ontario,” Sep./32 - Mar./37.

118 MA, Welfare, Box 91, File 46.10, Vol. 3, “Medical Assistance, O.H.I.P. Ontario Hospital Insurance,”
July/37 - Dec./42, C.W. Kelley to Dear Doctors, 12 March 1941.

119 [bid, Box 34, File 15, Vol. 1, “Glasses, Prosthetics, Dentures, Etc.,” A.W. Laver to Dr. James Cotton,
M.D.,, 10 Jan. 1934.
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Hospital, on Bathurst Street, to have denture work done. The hospital covered the surgical
cost of extraction, while various philanthropic organizations, or the recipients themselves,
paid a reduced rate for the dentures. 120 1n December 1937 the City assumed

responsibility for paying hospitals and dentists for fitting relief recipients with dentures. It
was not until 1940 that the provincial government funded dental care for relief recipients;
even then, the payments were limited to the extraction of infected or aching teeth, and
repairs to dentures. !

The provision of eye-glasses to relief recipients proved to be a contentious issue
for the City of Toronto. Initially the Optometrical Association of Ontario offered a free
clinic at its offices on St. George St., including examination, glasses, and orthoptic
treatment when necessary.'>> In 1935 the Association complained that the demand had
become burdensome and requested a municipal grant. The City, however, had been
running its own system for supplying eye glasses.'” Initially they sent relief recipients to
different opticians but eventually sent all of their clients to the Imperial Optical
Company, which offered glasses at a cut rate.'**

The Association of Opticians, representing a number of small practitioners,

wanted to compete for its share of the relief eye-glass business. In a communication to the

120 [bid.

121 Ibid, Box 92, File 46.10.2, Vol.1, “Medical Assistance, O.H.L.P. Ontario Hospital Insurance, Dental
Services,” Jan./40 - Nov./66 .“Emergency Dental Treatment for Relief Recipients,” 1 Jan. 1940.

122 Ibid., Box 34, File 15, Vol. 1, “Glasses, Prosthetics, Dentures, Etc.,” Edward Bind, Secretary, the
Ontario Optometrical Association of Ontario, to A.W. Laver, 20 Oct. 1934.

123 [bid., Edward Bind, Sec. The Optometrical Association of Ontario, to A.W. Laver, 30 Mar. 1935,.
124 [Ibid, L.P. to George Scott, Public Welfare Dept, 3 Apr. 1935.
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Department of Public Welfare it charged that “people on relief were sent by your
department to an optical firm with a none too savory reputation, with headquarters in
Chicago, who have been convicted several times for infringements of the Ontario

Optometry Act”®

While the Optometrical Association was compiling its price list, the
major glass wholesalers were submitting bids to acquire part of the relief market.
Oblivious to the fiscal constraints, and the succession of low bids made by wholesalers,
the Optometrical Association submitted a high bid, backed by a resolution from its
members opposing the DPW’s use of “wholesaie houses to have prescriptions filled and
glasses fitted.”'2°

As the competition for relief business heated up among opticians, the Sterling
Optical Company submitted a bid only slightly higher than the newly depreciated
wholesale price but argued that it was “the only union shop recognized by the Trades and

- 127
Labor Congress in Canada.”

Sterling Optical was the only shop unionized after a bitter
strike in Novemebr 1935 against all seven of Toronto’s optical companies.'*® Sterling
Optical enjoyed the support of Alderman R. H. Saunders who repeated the company’s

claim that they should get relief business because they were a union shop. ' Mr. F.

Stanley, the Secretary of Local No. 422, Optical Workers Union, wrote the Board of

125 [bid., Edward Bind, Sec. The Optometrical Association of Ontario, to A.W. Laver, 30 March 1935.
126 [bid., Edward Blind to A.W. Laver, 29 Aug 1935.
127 Ibid, U.C. Gibson, Sterling Optical Company, Toronto, to Capt. Heron, DPW, 3 Mar. 1936.

128 NAC, Labour, RG 27, Strikes and Lockouts File, Vol. 371 (174) Opticians and Mechanics, Nov. 1935
(MNF T-2981).

129 [Ibid., Walter Strurly Sterling Optical Company, Toronto, to Mr. Scott, Dept of Public Welfare, 26
Mar. 1936.
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Control in support of his employer, demanding to know why “the only firm in the City
employing full [union] help ... does not receive any of the relief optical business from the
Department of Public Welfare.” The Toronto District Labor Council weighed in behind
its members and the Sterling Optical Company, alleging in a letter to the Mayor and
Laver that “the optical work that is needed by those recipients of Public Welfare ... is
being done by firms that do not conform to the Municipal Shop Fair Wage Clause of the
City of Toronto,” and demanded that Laver “be instructed” to purchase all optical goods

from firms adhering to the fair wage clause."’

The letters seem to have had the effect of bringing attention to the issue of union

shops, although Laver got out of hot water by lying to the Mayor, claiming that he had

never received a solicitation from the Sterling Optical Company.

131

The end result was a

call by the Mayor for sealed tenders, to close on September 15, 1936. The tenders were as

follows:

Sterling Optical | J.O. McArthur | Imperial Optical | Optometrical Ass’n
single vision with $3.25 $3.00 $3.50 $3.00
frame and case
bifocal with $6.25 $6.00 $7.00 $6.00
frame and case
single no frame $2.50 $2.50 $2.50 $2.25
bifocal no frame $5.50 $5.00 $6.00 $5.25

130 [bid., J.W. Buckley, Sec. Toronto District Labor Council, to Mayor S. Mc Bride; 25 July 1936, and
J.W. Buckley, Sec. Toronto District Labor Council, to Laver, 25 July 1936.

131 1bid., A.W. Laver to Samuel Mc Bride, 29 Jul. 1936.



The Optometrical Association had in fact not submitted a sealed bid, but had
made a deputation, supported by Alderman Conroy, to the Board of Control. It was
enough to win the game, and all relief patients for their members. The Board justified its
decision on the basis that the Association’s prices were low (one wonders if this was
rigged because its prices were submitted the day the tenders-were opened) and because
“this business would be made available to all qualified licensed optometrist's.”[32 Eight
months later, the number of relief patients demanding glasses exceeded the supply of
funds set aside by the City. All of the effort expended to acquire an eye-glass supplier
while people went without proper eye care, once again, demonstrates the relationship

- g =q= 1
between the mode of assistance and accessibility. 3

Conclusion: Social Reproduction and Economic Destabilization

The growth of the local welfare state as a patchwork of segmented private
agencies was gradually brought under the direction, and then largely displaced, by the

City’s Department of Public Welfare. Allotments of food and clothing and rent relief

remained inadequate, but distribution became more consistent between different segments

of the poor. New programs were introduced that improved the lives of Toronto’s poor,

132 [bid., Deputy Commissioner to Samuel McBride, Mayor, Chairman of the Board of Control, 29 Sep.
1936.

133 Ibid., H.S. Cooper, Sec. The Board of Examiners in Optometry, to A.W. Laver, 22 Mar. 1937, citing
an article in the Toronto Star, 17 Mar. 1937, reporting a relief recipient’s attempts to get a pair of
glasses. Toronto in fact lagged behind other municipalities which had passed resolutions to furnish
glasses to school age and pre-school age children who were members of families on relief.
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and blurred the material boundaries between the working poor and relief recipients.
Medical and dental relief were locally initiated and administered programs which held the
potential to off-set the meager provision of food and shelter and to undo the ideological
commitment to less eligibility. The success of Toronto’s professionals, however,
compounded the contradictions of the [ocal welfare state. The unemployed were still
compelled to seek work in order to supplement their below-subsistence food allowance
and inadequate rental allowance, yet had access to services, such as medicine, that the
working poor simply could not afford.

The relationship between capital, the professions (as entrepreneurs) and the state
was structured by two distinct features of Toronto’s welfare system: partial relief for
working men and government purchases of goods and services for welfare recipients.
Food distribution under Toronto’s emerging welfare scheme was designed to provide
assistance to the many small businesses which relied upon workers’ ever shrinking
purchasing power. Rent relief was designed to allow landlords a steady flow of payments
with which to service their mortgages and pay taxes, while doctors, druggists, and
optometrists shared a reliance upon the state for survival during the Great Depression.
The stated policy of keeping trade in its usual channels is an overt example of the
relationship betwegn the welfare state and the reproduction of the social and economic
relations of capitalism.

The importance of state-sponsored welfare reached beyond its impact upon the

City’s poor and unemployed. Relief administration opened space for an unprecedented
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intrusion into the internal dynamic of the working-class family, and highlighted concerns

about juvenile delinquency. These topics are addressed in the following two chapters.



Chapter Two

Love, Law and Poverty: Toronto’s Family Crisis, 1929-1940

Carol Smart, addressing broad questions about the family in the English context, has
argued that the state began to regulate and supervise marriage as it assumed economic
responsibility for society’s poor through social welfare measures.' Toronto’s municipal
welfare state emerged at the same time that Toronto’s Family Court was becoming
established by reformers who desired a specialized institution closely tied to the
burgeoning field of social work. Social workers and Court officials sought to use the
intrusive and coercive power of this institution for “the moral-political regulation of the
dependent and working poor,” — a project which at one level strove to compel working-
class families to comply with middle-class notions of proper family form and function

(consistent with the well known “cult of domesticity™).? Dorothy Chunn, drawing upon

1 Carol Smart, “Regulating Families or Legitimating Patriarchy? Family Law in Britain,” /nternational
Journal of the Sociology of Law, Vol. 10 (1982), 131. Smart locates this transformation in Engiand
during the post-W.W_.II period and highlights a possible interpretation of the operation, if not the
emergence, of Family Court in Toronto. Also see Eli Zaretsky, “Family in the Origins of the Welfare
State,” in Barrie Thorne and Marilyn Yalom, eds., Rethinking the Family: Some Feminist Questions
(New York 1982), 188-224. Zaretsky works in broad stokes, but draws upon the role of organized
labor in the process of constructing welfare programs.

(3]

Dorothy Chunn, From Punishment to Doing Good: Family Courts and Socialized Justice in Ontario
1880-1940 (Toronto 1992}, 20, 172-73. Chunn explains the Court’s development as the culmination
of ad hoc government arrangements influenced by certain key personalities. The role of maternal
feminists, affiliated with three political parties, forms the basis of her analysis of the development of
Family Courts in British Columbia. Dorothy Chunn, ““Just Plain Everyday Housekeeping on a Grand
Scale’: Feminists, Family Courts, and the Welfare State in British Columbia,” in Louis A. Knafla and
Susan W.S. Binnie ed., Law, Society and the State: Essays in Modern Legal History (Toronto 1995),
379-404.
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the theoretical insights of Donzelot and Garland, and using official Family Court reports,

2 <C

has argued that family courts were developed to “rehabilitate” “marginal populations.”™

The Family Court’s attempt to ‘rescue’ or fortify the family, and discipline
‘marginal populations,” was partially driven by middle-class fear of a break-down in
social order during the 1930s. Judge R. S. Hoskins, active in Toronto’s Family Court,
voiced the concerns of many social workers when he warned of the forces threatening the

family and society:

These are days in which some people are seeking to undermine family life. Many new
ideas are being advocated which would do away with married life. Such ideas as
compassionate marriage, unfaithfulness to the marriage vow, easy divorces, [and] state
control of children are being openly advocated. It is a hopeful sign that the government
creates a new Court whose purpose and function is to preserve and safeguard family
life. The creation of the new Court is a public and thorough-going answer to those
critics of family life. Far from accepting these ill considered ideas many of which were
advocated as long ago as the days of Plato the government through the Attorney
General boldly asserts its faith in the value and usefulness of this unit of society which
is as old as society itself. Through the years the family has ever proven itself as the
most successful method of developing character and rearing children. We must
preserve this group at all costs for in safeguarding it we safeguard the very heart and
life of society.4

A ‘crisis of the family’ can probably be uncovered in most historical eras, so there is no
reason to believe that family dysfunction (desertion, infidelity, physical abuse, and

drunkenness) was more prevalent in the 1930s than during the 1920s or 1940s. The

3 Dorothy Chunn, From Punishment to Doing Good: Family Courts and Socialized Justice in Ontario
1880-1940 (Toronto 1992), 20, 172-73. Chunn uses the terms ‘marginal populations’ with ‘working
and dependent poor’ and ‘deviant and dependent’ interchangeably, and in a very circular manner. She
defines marginal populations as “those strata of people in Western market societies who historically
have been perceived as a potential threat to social order because they will not or cannot adhere to
bourgeois norms and who are thus targeted for reform measures — criminal justice, mental health,
welfare — aimed at coercing compliance.”(205) See Jacques Donzelot, The Policing of Families
(New York 1979); D. Garland, “The Birth of the Welfare Sanction,” British Journal of Law and
Society Vol. 8 (Summer 1981), 29-45.
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Family Court initially felt that the Depression of the 1930s actually reduced desertion
rates and signaled a “‘definite swing back to the accepted standards of morality and family
life.”® In her work on family violence in Boston between 1880 and 1960, Linda Gordon
found “no evidence of over-all escalation of family violence” in the 1930s and noted
significant continuities between this decade of depression and other periods. Poverty,
which spread rapidly in the first four years of the Depression, did play a significant role
in domestic abuse, but more important was the ‘discovery’ of certain types of
dysfunctional behavior by social workers fixated on the relationship between
unemployment, poverty and family crisis.’ This trajectory explains in part the emergence
of significant national programs, such as unemployment insurance and family allowance
during the Second World War, programs that Cynthia Comacchio terms the “most
unequivocal entry by the Canadian state into the sphere of social reproduction.”

The purpose here is to explore the material contours of the family in the Great
Depression, not to revisit the interplay of therapeutic and punitive discourses in the
making of the Family Court, already accomplished by Dorothy Chunn. While Chunn’s
work is an admirable and important exploration of the development of a powerful

structure, Cynthia Comacchio has critiqued Chunn, noting that her focus on the

4  Judge R. S. Hoskins, Deputy Judge, The Juvenile Court, Toronto Ontario, “The Family Court,” Child
and Family Welfare, Vol. 8, No. | (May 1932), 27, 35.

5 Quoted in Dorothy Chunn, From Punishment to Doing Good, 179.

6  Linda Gordon, Heraes of Their Own Lives: The Politics and History of Family Violence (New York
1988), 146.

7  Cynthia Comacchio, “Families Face the ‘Wall of Blank Negation’: The Great Depression,” ms. draft,
ch. 4, The Infinite Bonds: Canadian Families, 1867-1940 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press,
forthcoming 1999), 176.
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institutional, legal and intellectual side of the Court’s history fails to address the ways in
which people experienced and navigated family crisis and state intervention.® [n order to
probe the unwritten history of the people who came into contact with the Family Court,
this chapter is based on evidence from the occurrence files generated for each family that
came before the Family Court. These records are numerous and rich in narrative detail.
Roughly 20,000 case file numbers are listed for the 1929-1939 period.” Each number
represents the history of a family and contains documentation of one to dozens of
incidents (sometimes stretching over three decades) in which the Court was called upon
to intervene or mediate. From 1929-1934 there were approximately 10,000 new cases
within the Court system, with an apparent increase in the number of cases in 1932-34, as
single or deserted mothers with children were directed to the Family Court before they
were granted relief. From 1935-1939 there were approximately 2,000 new cases within
the Court system each year. Approximately 40% of the total number of cases from 1929-
1939 were preserved.(See Appendix 2A) 1,257 of these cases were sampled in proportion
to the yearly rate of occurrence in order to construct a case file data base for the purpose
of identifying the ethnicity, nationality, age, socio-economic position, and the types of
problems that brought these families to Court. Even this large volume of records does not

indicate the extent of family crisis in the 1930s. According to Family Court Judge Mott,

8 Cynthia Comacchio, “Another Brick in the Wall: Towards a History of the Welfare State,” left history
Vol. 1, No. I (Spring/Summer 1993), 103-8.

9  The case file numbers have been coded in this study, and alf of the names have been changed to
protect privacy.
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10,000 people came to the Court each year to “be interviewed and to receive help without
any Court action.”"

The degree to which Court records reflect actual material conditions or the
perspectives and priorities of Court officials and social workers has been raised by Linda
Gordon in her work on domestic violence in Boston.'' When social workers perceive
certain types of problems to be associated with certain conditions, their concerns may
direct questions, or result in more extensive documentation of particular problems. In the
1930s, social workers were pre-occupied with unemployment and poverty and often
invoked economic explanations for dysfunction. The ability of probation officers to
construct both deviance and normalcy undoubtedly had an affect upon the evidence. [
have not attempted to make any broad claims about increases in family dysfunction
during the 1930s (partly because the records are ‘tainted’ by social workers and probation
officers), but one can not help but be struck by the magnitude of family crisis. Regardless
of how distorted the perspective may have been, family problems were wide-spread and
played a part in everything from welfare administration and labor organization, to the
way unemployment and poverty (or employment and affluence) were experienced.

A larger problem, particularly for the purpose of extracting and analyzing data,

are the inconsistencies in the entries by the Court probation officers who took the initial

complaint, and later interviewed the family. Categories as simple as age, date of birth,

10 Judge H.S. Mott, “The Juvenile Court in Crime Prevention,” Child and Family Welfare, Vol. 9, No. 4
(Nov. 1933), 46.

11 Linda Gordon, Heroes of their Own Lives: The Politics and History of Family Violence, Boston,
1880-1960 (New York 1988), 146-9, 301-306.
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nationality and religion, were sometimes inaccurately entered. This happened with all
types of clients, but seemed to occur more frequently with non-British immigrants.'*
Sometimes the listed occupation of the husband was inaccurate, imprecise, or
contradictory, (changing although the employment had not)." The occupation of
‘housewife’ was often listed for women even though subsequent documentation clearly
indicated work for wages. Income data is equally imprecise in many cases."

Not only are the records less than reliable as a source for the identity, occupation
and income of those involved, the nature of the problems which caused family difficulties
were often contradictory and unclear. A man who was abusive to his wife, short of
physical assault, might be “trying to get her to leave home and then not support her”
because if she left “voluntarily” her claim upon support would be greatly weakened."
People could also be deceptive and manipulative in telling their stories to the Court. A

man or a woman could accuse a spouse of seeing a lover as a cover for their own acts of

12 A man described as a Russian in 1930 was listed by another probation officer as Polish in 1931, ora
Protestant later “became” Greek Orthodox. People who were listed as single at the time of marriage
sometimes turned out to be widowed in subsequent records while widows and widowers occasionally
turned out to be bigamists. [llegitimate children, or children of previous marriages, were not always
entered, and adult children were inconsistently entered.

13 For example, the designation of chauffeur, truck driver, milk company or bread company employee,
and salesman were alternately used to designate a delivery truck driver. Similarly, an operator could
be a switchboard operator or someone who ran a machine in a factory.

14 This was not always the fault of the probation officer; husbands and wives would often report
different occupations and earnings for each other, and sometimes they would be concealing income
from each other and/or the Department of Welfare. (Many wives did not know what their husband
earned, and some did not even know what their husband did for a living. When files contain
additional entries (such as letters to the Court) these facts could be sorted out.)

15 AO, RG 22-5836, Ontario Provincial Court, Family Division (York), General Case files, 1931-1939,
file 26,543.
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infidelity.'® People were also fairly uncomfortable in disclosing the full extent of family
problems during an initial interview. In cases in which the couple made repeated use of
the Court, a pattern of increased disclosure is evident. An initial complaint of bad temper
would become a complaint of physical abuse or assault, or a complaint of non-support
would become a complaint of habitual drunkenness. This could be evidence of an
escalation of conflict, or increasing confidence in the Court on the part of victims.

Despite the problems associated with the records of the Family Court, they
provide insight into the history of poor and working-class families in Toronto in the
1930s, and offer an interesting supplement to a large and developed literature on the
family that spans national contexts and academic disciplines.'” A broad impression of
family crisis can be constructed from the records of the family Court, and an indication of
trends, shaped by the concerns of the Court officers and the agency of the complainants,
rather than a definitive representation of material conditions, emerges. The rich records of

the Family Court could be used for various historical projects. My purpose here is to

16 Mr. L, for example, accused his wife of seeing another man during an interview with a probation
officer. Mrs. L admitted to having a male friend but strenuously denied any sexual impropriety. With
the wife cautioned, and her character formally brought into question, the matter appeared resolved,
but a few months later the wife’s 18 year old sister, who had been staying with them, began to show
her pregnancy, and admitted that she and her sister’s husband had planned to run away and live
together. AO, Family Court, file 34,535.

17 For an overview of some of the literature on the family see Emily M. Nett, “Canadian Families in
Socio-historical Perspective,” in Bonnie Fox, Family Bonds and Gender Divisions: Readings in the
Sociology of the Family (Toronto 1988), 125-154; Sheila Kieran, The Family Matters: Two Centuries
of Family Law in Ontario (Toronto 1986); Bettina Bradbury, Working Families: Age, Gender, and
Daily Survival in Industrializing Montreal (Toronto 1993). For a general historical overview of the
American family and the state see Stephanie Coontz, The Way We Never Were: American Families
and the Nostalgia Trap (New York 1992),esp. 122-148. For a very readable sociological investigation
of white working class families in 1970s America see Lillian Breslow Rubin, Worlds of Pain: Life in
the Working-Class Family (New York 1976). Also see Michele Barret and Mary MclIntosh, The Anti-
Social Family (London 1982).
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chart the nature of family dysfunction and address the relationship between the family,
work and welfare. The following chapter presents statistical data and qualitative evidence
to demonstrate that the nationality, ethnicity, and religion of Toronto’s families were not,
for the most part, causally related to family crisis and dysfunction, although poverty and
unemployment conditioned the way family crisis was experienced.

The emergence of a municipal welfare state, in particular, had a profound
influence upon the operation of ‘socialized justice’ in Toronto, and conditioned both the
meaning and effect of state intervention in the family. Almost all forms of family
dysfunction, including wife assault, were ‘managed’ by the Court in an effort to keep the
family together and to control escalating welfare costs associated with family
breakdown.'® Men and women did not, however, submit passively to the Court’s
coercion; often they used the Court for their own purposes or removed themselves from
its control. The Court did exert an influence upon many families during tiie 1930s, but it
did not effectively punish deviants, prevent family break up, or secure adequate financial
support for women and children. Consequently, ‘family problems’ continued to be *social
problems’ that had an immense influence upon the texture of poverty, family survival

strategies, and male and female participation in waged labor and union struggles.

18 Dorothy Chunn attributes the project of family reconstitution solely to the intense familialism of the
Court rooted in middle-class notions of family cohesion. Dorothy Chunn, From Punishment to Doing
Good, 175.
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Nationality, Religion, and Age in the Construction of Family Dysfunction

The Court often seized upon “racial” or religious difference to explain marital
disharmony. In summarizing the difficult marriage between a Bulgarian man and a
Scottish woman, the probation officer noted, “it appears that owing to them being of
different races that this has a decided effect bn their home life.” While race was tnvoked
for its explanatory value, there is little evidence in the case files to demonstrate how
mixed ‘race’ marriages caused problems. In the previously cited case the officer failed to
emphasize other factors, such as the couple’s pregnancy hastening marriage and the
presence of two children from a previous union, factors that were probably more
consequential to their difficulties."

Race did play a role in the way the Court viewed clients, but its actions do not
betray any overt consequences of this racism. No evidence suggests that ‘mixed race’
couples received different treatment from the Court, although a spouse could invoke
racial stereotypes in an attempt to garner sympathy.” The Court’s attention to the issue of
“mixed marriage” is curious in light of the fact that the nationality of those in Family
Court was very similar to that of the population of Toronto, with a notable under-
representation of native born Canadians, and a slightly disproportionate number of

English, Irish, Scottish and European nationals.

19 AQ, Family Court, file 38,972.

20 AO, Family Court, file 22,986. Mrs. W., an Irish Catholic who suffered terribly in a second marriage
to a German Protestant, appealed to the Court’s sense of racial stereotypes: “in the German code the
wife is just a door mat for the man to clean his feet on.” Her first marriage was also ‘mixed,” but she
lamented the death of her first husband, who was a “good decent Italian” from Venice.
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Chart 2A: National Origin and the Family Court*'
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Although 12% of all couples in Family Court were of different faiths, religion
only surfaced on a few occasions as the cause of marital strife.”” Religious tensions would
sometimes emerge within the strained environment of couples who were forced (or
obliged) to co-habitat with parents. The Court records contain several examples of

parents attempting to drive their son or daughter’s spouse from the house because they

21 Source: Census of Canada, 1931 Vol. 3, p. 756; 1941, Vol. 3, pp. 719, 721; Family Court data base
compiled by author.

22 The case of Walter and Edith stands out as one of the few examples of religious beliefs dividing a
family. ‘Happily’ married for many years, Walter and Edith split-up after she become involved with
an evangelical group. Walter felt that her new found religious devotion was getting in the way of her
domestic duties. Edith eventually moved in with her elderly parents, leaving the children with her
husband, only to return after a few tumultuous weeks. The ensuing domestic power struggle centered
around home responsibilities, proper child care, and charges that she deserted him and, while
triggered by religious difference, turned on domestic inconvenience. Walter was the owner of a
garage in 1929 but soon fell from petite bourgeois standing to driving a truck. Edith worked as a dress
maker for $6.00 a week. In another case of religious hostility, an unemployed Protestant laborer who
fought endlessly with his wife to prevent their eleven children from going to her Catholic church,
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were of a different faith. The parents of a 22-year-old Jewish sign painter refused to let
his Protestant wife live with them because it was a “mixed marriage forced by
pregnancy,” successfully splitting up the young couple. Similarly, a 22 year old Protestant
woman had to run away from home because her parents threatened to kill her when they
found out she was going to marry a Catholic.”

Comparable in some ways to religious differences, incompatible politics were
occasionally cited as a cause for marital stress. During one interview the probation officer
noted that “Mr. W was at one time communistic but is now a Fascist. Mrs. W. however
has not changed and this is cause for friction.”* Politics could also be invoked by spouses
in an attempts to win the Court’s support. The wife of a steadily employed dress designer
complained to the probation officer that “her husband has communistic ideas and this is
all he talks about at home, [and] she is sick and tired of it.”” Another husband, employed
as a unionized fur worker, had to defend both himself and his union from his wife’s
charges of communism.?

The left-wing political affiliations of victims could also be invoked as a defense
against charges of abuse. Mr. C, a Polish Catholic working as a dish washer at the Royal

York Hotel, countered his wife’s complaint of assault with an assertion that “most of the

repeatedly told them that “Priests of the Church are whore masters.” AO, Family Court, files 27,557,
27,790.

23 AQ, Family Court, file 28,611.
24 AO, Family Court, file 27,444.
25 AO, Family Court, file 26,829.

26 AO, Family Court, file 38,964. He acknowledged belonging to a union but denied it was
‘communistic.” He claimed as evidence the fact that he lived in his bosses house as a roomer at a
discounted rate.
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trouble arose out of wife attending communistic meetings, leaving him to attend to the
children when he should be sleeping.” Mr. P refused to pay support payments unless his

wife stopped using ‘his’ money to “buy gasoline for Bolsheviks.””

Chart 2B: Comparison of Religious Affiliation as a Percentage of Population®

@ other/not
Toronto, 1941 stated
@ Jewish
Family Court
1929-1940 | ]
ORoman
Catholic
T 2
oronto, 19 1
. # Protestant
i
0% 20% 40% 60% 80%

Age was the most important demographic factor directly associated with familial
instability. When dealing with young couples it was not uncommon for probation officers
to comment that “they have absolutely no conception of what married life means.”” The
following chart shows that both men and women in Family Court were significantly
younger than the general married population of Toronto. Incidents of all types of discord

were more common among younger couples. This can be partially attributed to the fact

27 AQ, Family Court, file 36,843, 28,759, letter to wife, 16 Jan. 1934.
28 Source: Census of Canada, 1931, Vol. 3, p. 140-141; Family Court data base compiled by author.
29  AOQ, Family Court, file 34,483, Mrs. Mayhew, 10 Feb. 1936.
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that younger couples tended to earn significantly less than older couples, and were the
first to be affected by economic decline, but also evident was a sense that young nuptials
were missing out on something.*® One 21 year old stonecutter with three children told his
probation officer that “he married too young and wants to see other women and live a
little.” This feeling, not limited only to men and not always based on a desire for sexual
adventure, could rapidly become an ugly resentment of married life, as it was with the
stonecutter, who returned to his wife after being named as a co-defendant in a divorce
case, only to make the family’s life a general misery by periodically smashing up the
home while passing through a string of lovers.”*

Women could also feel a longing for adventure when they married too young. The
following letter from a young sailor portrays poignantly how physical separation

prompted his wife’s youthful adventure and ended their marriage.

In 1932, I being a sailor at that time had a very poor season on the boats and
consequently my wife and [ were on relief the following winter in Victoria Harbour,
along with my mother and Dad. The following Spring [ got a job on the boat and my
wife and I resolved not to be on relief the following winter. Therefore [ sent a small
sum of $15 every two weeks to my wife and the balance of my pay to my mother to put
in the bank for me. I soon learned that my wife was spending money in another town
with other young people and living off my parents relief voucher. Then she would
write and berate me for not sending her enough. [ reproached her considerably and
tried to explain things to her but it was of no use. She finally threatened to leave me
and go to Toronto with her sister who had left her husband and children some time
previous. [ became really exasperated and wrote telling her to get out and do better
some place else. She stayed however and accepted my money until 2 months later

30 Fora discussion of the relationship between family age and income in America see Stephanie Coontz,
The Way We Never Were: American Families and the Nostalgia Trap (New York 1992), 26 1-2.

31 AO, Family Court, file 26,349. For an interesting study of the emergence of dating, with
unfortunately underdeveloped notions of class-based sexuality, see John Modell, “Dating Becomes
the Way of American Youth,” in David Levine et al., eds., Essays on the Family and Historical
Change (Arlington, Texas 1983), 91-126.
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when my ship was almost due to lay up and then she left my home and went to Toronto
with her sister and two men in a car.32

Young couples also appear more likely to have married due to an unplanned
pregnancy, the outcome of which was often desertion and non-support or abuse. Sixteen
year old mother and wife Emma was deserted by her 19 year old husband eight weeks
after the birth of her child. For 19 year old Helen, pregnancy and marriage translated into
living with her parents after only two weeks with her 19 year old husband. Young women
could procure abortions, as did Mary G., but she still married and was then abandoned by
her ‘delinquent’ husband.” Many young couples did stay together (or re-united after
periods of separation), proving that the social, economic and legal bonds of marriage,
could stretch across decades of abandonment, abuse and cruelty. An unplanned pregnancy
drove 19 year-old Irene to marry 24 year old Ted in 1930, and marked the beginning of

her 25 year history of physical abuse.*

32 AQ, Family Court, file 30,549.

33 For a history of birth control see Angus McLaren and Arlene Tigar McLaren, The Bedroom and the
State: The Changing Practices and Politics of Contraception and Abortion in Canada, 1880-1980
{Toronto 1986).

34 AQ, Family Court, files 28,444, 28,469, 28,977, 28,116.



Chart 2C: Ages of Married Men as % of Total Married Male Population®
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Chart 2D: Ages of Married Women as % of Total Married Female Poputation®
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35 Source: Census of Canada, 1931 Vol. 3, p. 140-141; Family Court data base compiled by author.
36 Source: Census of Canada, 1931 Vol. 3, p. 140-141; Family Court data base compiled by author.
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The Conflation of Family Income and Family Crisis

You know how the love of a clean and honest man for a virtuous woman has been
jeopardized through the failure to solve our pressing economic problems.37

Most social workers focused upon poverty and unemployment as a cause of family crisis.
Joan Keagey, of the Toronto Neighborhood Workers’ Association, conducted a survey of
low wage families seeking assistance in 1937 and concluded that “continual friction is
almost inevitable when people have to live under such a strain; nerves will not stand the
pressure and adults become irritable and unreasonable.”* Unemployment, as an issue
separate from poverty, was viewed as equally devastating to marital bliss. Marjorie
Moore, a probation officer in Toronto Family Court, argued that the psychological toll of

unemployment was a tremendous burden, particularly for women:

The wife feels she is bearing the major part of the burden and does not understand why
her husband cannot secure a job — she is sure he is not trying very hard. He can not
understand her lack of sympathy and his morale has weakened. [t is the man or women
who has not adjusted himself or herself to the new state of things that is apt to deviate
from normal conduct.39

37 AOQ, Family Court, file 28,759, to Mrs. Mayhew, 18 Jan. 1934.

38 Joan Keagey, “Low Wages and Family Relief, What Responsibility Should the Private Agency
Assume for our Low Wage Families,” Child and Family Weifare, Vol. 8, No. | (May 1937), 20.

39 Marjorie Moore, “Treatment Without Operating,” Child and Family Welfare, Vol. 9, No. 6 (Mar.
1934), 45.
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According to a study commissioned by the Canadian Youth Commission, a father’s
“position at the head of the family,” was “a position always threatened and sometimes
lost during the years in which he went without work,” and led to family strife.*

Despite the caution historians need to exercise in using the observations of social
workers, many marriages did appear to simply fall apart under the psychological and
financial strain of male unemployment. Mr. B, a laborer, was “happily married” until
1930 when he lost his job and his wife became ‘dissatisfied’ with him. A Jewish
salesman deserted his family in 1937 for 3 months because he had become “increasingly
irritable and despondent [over his] continual unemployment.”' A Court probation officer
noted in reference to an unemployed furrier and his wife, that “there is no domestic
trouble between them, but owing to economic conditions they have been forced to
separate.”™ In reference to another couple, the probation officer noted that “the real cause
of the trouble between he and his wife is the unemployment situation. Man says that he
would work if he could get work but he has been unable to get work.”* Yet another
couple on relief quarreled endlessly over unemployment until the husband packed up his
work tools and went looking for a job, pledging/threatening not to return until he found

one. He never came back.*

40 The Canadian Youth Commission, Youth, Marriage and the Family (Toronto [1948]), 37.
41  AO, Family Court, file 23,058, M. Mayhew, Toronto Family Court Adult Division, 17 June 1940.
42  AQ, Family Court, file 26,446, Netterfield notes, {1 Jan. [933.

43  AO, Family Court, file 26, 242, M. Mayhew notes, 29 Oct. 1930, “woman admitted that he did not
drink and he lived a quiet life.”

44  AO, Family Court, file 41,054, 25,661. The Court was very sympathetic to unemployed men, but on
occasion they saw unemployment as a personal failing. A probation officer told one unemployed
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Often couples were compelled to move in with one of their parents (sometimes in
order to contribute to their support) when work was scarce. Sharing space with in-laws
could precipitate conflicts that culminated in separation. One wife simply refused to
follow her husband to his family’s home because “she can not get along with his
mother.”* Another young couple, married in 1928, moved in with his mother when he
lost his job as a laborer in 1929, but conflict between the mother and daughter-in-law
(compounded by his unemployment) drove her to leave. In yet another case, the wife ofa
truck driver refused to leave the home of her mother where they lived (possibly because
they were helping to support her), and the husband simply left on his own. If the marriage
was already rife with antagonisms, sharing a house with in-laws could make life
unbearable. Mrs. M was not given adequate food for herself and her two children because
her husband wanted to “starve her out” of his mother’s house. “His mother and
grandmother were urging him on.”™® Toronto’s policy of providing rent only every second
month (prior to 1934) forced families out of their own homes and into shared
accommodation with relatives, a trend reflected in Toronto’s rising vacancy rate in the
early 1930s.

The Court connected poverty, low wages and unemployment with familial distress

manifest in incidents of abuse, drunkenness, neglect, non-support, desertion and

truck driver to “get out early instead of loafing around in the house and street,” so that “he would find
work of some kind.”

45 AOQ, Family Court, files 34,659.

46 AO, Family Court, files 25,839; 25,043; 30,787. For a feminist analysis of the strained relations
between mothers and their daughters in-law, see Pamela Cotterill, Friendly Relations?: Mothers and
their Daughters-in-Law (London 1994).
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separation. The following chart compares the income of Toronto’s population in 1931
and 1941 with the income of families that were involved with the Court from 1929 to
1940. The figures indicate that poor and working-class families took, or were compelled
to take, their problems to Family Court more frequently than non-working class

families.?’

Chart 2E: Distribution of Family Income in Toronto as % of Total Population ($/week)48
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The poor were over-represented in Court because the wives of poor and
unemployed men were required to lodge a formal complaint with the Court as a pre-

condition for receiving relief in place of the male family head. If a woman was deserted

47 These families were not “invariably from the lower social strata,” as the Family Court officials
seemed to indicate in the reports relied upon by Dorothy Chunn in From Punishment to Doing Good,
20, 172-75.

48 Source: Census of Canada, 1931, Vol. 5, 722-724; 1941, Vol. 5, 604; Family Court data base
compiled by author.
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by her husband, or he was drinking and could not be bothered to go to the House of
Industry for supplies, she would have to explain why she was applying for relief and
assuming his paternal role. A letter from the Family Court became a necessary route to
relief provisions for these women. At the same time that poor women were economically
compelled to bring their family problems before the Court, middle-class and wealthy
families had recourse to lawyers, private separation agreements, divorce courts and
extended family resources that shielded them from ‘socialized justice.”* These factors
skewed the demographics of the Family Court toward the poor and re-inforced the
Court’s impression that economically marginal families experienced dysfunction.

The Family Court also faced formidable obstacles in regulating ‘respectable’
families because the legal and social construction of family support had such a low
threshold. A man was required to provide food, shelter, and clothing, but he could not be
forced to provide these according to his financial ability. More than one wife put a knife
through the tires of her husband’s cherished automobile on an empty stomach, including

the author of the following letter.

Could you please take time to give me some information in regards to bringing up my
children. 1st can a man have three cars in succession in about four years time and pay
$48.00 and $40.00 a month according to agreement when his wife and family have no
clothes. 2) can he spend all his money he makes on himself and go to ball games and
not provide car fare or recreation money for his wife? 3) Does a woman have to carry
water from the kitchen to the cellar to wash five people because the gas meter is taken
out and strain herself and ruin her heaith while a man can sit in a car and pay 20.00 for
gas, 10.00 for repairing and 5.00 for another item out of 45.00 and keep his children
from church from want of clothes? 4) Does a woman have to cook food on a coal stove
in May and wait for him to bring it home because it is cheaper to do that. If he forgets

49 Many working class families did make use of divorce legislation after 1930, but the numbers
continued to be small because of the expense. For a history of divorce legislation in Canada see James
G. Snell, In the Shadow of the Law: Divorce in Canada, 1900-1939 (Toronto 1991).
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to come home the children do not eat. 5) does a woman have to work all the time and
never get out for air and be expected to do with $20.00 for clothes in [ year.”

The technical (indeed legal) limits on male prerogatives were few. In some
instances the probation officers drew up a budget or negotiated for the husband to pay his
wife a set amount through Family Court, but they couldn’t make him pay the gas bill or
the rent, and they couldn’t stop him from driving his car. Selfish men could be found in
all income brackets, and abuse, drunkenness, and infidelity were not solely the
prerogatives of the poor, yet the consequences and texture of family crisis were shaped by
a family’s socio-economic position. The internal dynamics of families, however, was
contradictory, both diminishing and increasing the material consequences of class

difference.

Uncovering Dysfunction: Types of Family Crisis

All happy families resemble each other, each unhappy family is unhappy in its own
way. (Leo Tolstoy, Anna Karenina)

Families fell apart for a wide variety of reasons, but the major problems that emerged in
the Family Court records were wife assault, drinking, infidelity, jealousy, gambling and
non-support. These categories of dysfunction were used extensively by the Court’s

probation officers in their efforts to map and manage family break-down, yet their

50 AO, Family Court, file 25,854, 26,044.
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findings need to be approached with caution. Linda Gordon has argued convincingly that
social workers’ perceptions change in response to each era’s particular concerns, and any
statistical evidence drawn from their reports would reflect their sensibilities as much as
the actual material conditions of their clients. However, Gordon still finds that trends and
connections can be extracted from court records. The social workers’ construction of
poverty and unemployment as the cause of domestic violence, neglect, and drinking in
the 1930s exposes lived material conditions, and points to the complex relationship

between different types of family dysfunction.”

51 Linda Gordon, Heroes of Their Own Lives: The Politics and History of Family Violence (New York
1988), 149. There are numerous American studies of the effects of poverty and unemployment on
families and children undertaken during the Great Depression. Robert Cooley Angeli, The Family
Encounters the Depression (Glouster Mass. 1965 [1936]), examines/constructs different family ‘types
(ranging from “highly integrated, highly adaptable” to “unintegrated, unadaptable™), and was a highly
influential study in the 1930s and 1940s. A much better study which surveys the literature, and
critically appraises various methodologies and sources (including Court records) as well as presenting
findings is Samuel A Stouffer and Paul F. Lazarfeld, Research Memorandum on the Family in the
Depression (New York 1937). Ruth Shonle Cavan and Katherine Howland Ranck, The Family and
the Depression: A Study of One Hundred Chicago Families (Freeport, N.Y. 1969 [1938]) is based on
interviews of 100 families in 1934-5 who were known to Illinois Institute for Juvenile Research in
1929. The study borrows heavily on Angell’s perspective (organized and unorganized, adaptable,
unadaptable etc.). They conclude, as does Angel, that the family as a unit adapted to the depression in
direct relation to its structure and internal dynamics. This seems to contradict those, such as Linda
Gordon, who argue that social workers focused exclusively upon economic causes for family
dysfunction in the 1930s.
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Chart 2F: Causes of Family Court Occurrence Reports: Toronto 1929-1940%
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The Court’s focus upon the ‘symptoms’ of poverty and unemployment provides
an entree into particular family dynamics in the 1930s, and the court records present a
chronicle of the events which wives and husbands brought to the Court’s attention. The
chart above provides an indication of the relative frequency of different problems in
Toronto’s families, but it should be stressed that only rarely did any one problem occur in
isolation from others. Almost half of the assault complaints, for example, also involved a

history of excessive alcohol consumption. The categories used by probation officers on

52 These figures are extracted from my data base of 1,257 case files. Each file can contain reference to
more than one difficulty, and most often wives (and less frequently husbands) had multiple
complaints. Of those formally charged in Court, non-support ranks behind ‘contributing to the
delinquency of a minor’ with assault a distant third. Charges, however, bear no relation to the
occurrence rate of different problems. See Dorothy Chunn, From Punishment to Doing Good, 178.
Chunn also uses the method adopted (and figures provided) by the Family Court itself, to present the
occurrence of different problems based upon the amount of complaints received each year (not related
to actual charges). The categories used in the official reports, however, are unclear and conflict with
the intake sheets used by probation officers, and include juvenile assault cases in the assault totals,
rendering the figures of dubious value.



their printed forms also reflected the Court’s concern with actions that destabilized the
family unit and made it economically vulnerable. The following two sub-sections sketch
out the character of the different categories of dysfunction that the Court focused upon,
and examines the issue of non-support and the ineffectual remedies that the Court offered

to economically vulnerable spouses.

Domestic Violence, Alcoholism, Gambling, and Infidelity

On April 9th about 9:30 a.m. Walter Eley, age 50 years, shot and killed Ada La Brash,
age 40 years, in a room at 65 1/2 Sydenham Street, where they had been living, then
turned the weapon on himself, with fatal consequences. It appears that they had been
living as man and wife, and he had been out of work. The woman was found in bed,
shot through the back with a 12-gauge double barreled shot-gun. Eley, after shooting
the woman, sat on the floor and, placing the gun against his chest, used a piece of a
fishing-rod by pressing it against the trigger in order to discharge the second barrel.
The motive for the shooting was that the woman had threatened to leave.d3

Few women were actually murdered by their spouses in Toronto during the 1930s, but
many were threatened, intimidated, and beaten. Assault was part of 381 of the 1,257

Family Court occurrence files surveyed for this study.” Although women occasionally

-

53 Annual Police Commissioner’s Report (1930), p.4, in Police Archives, City of Toronto.

54 This figure is probably a gross understatement of the extent of wife abuse. For studies of wife assault
see Annalee E. Golz, ““‘If a Man’s Wife Does Not Obey Him, What Can He Do?’: Marital Breakdown
and Wife Abuse in Late Nineteenth-Century and Early Twentieth-Century Ontario,” in Louis A.
Knafla and Susan W.S. Binnie, Law, Society and the State: Essays in Modern Legal History (Toronto
1995), 323-350; Kathryn Harvey, “‘To Love Honour and Obey’: Wife Battering in Working-Class
Montreal, 1869-1879,” Urban History Review, 19, 2 (1990), 128-40; Terry L. Chapman, “*Til Death
Do Us Part’: Wife Beating in Alberta, 1905-1920,” 36, 4 Alberta History (1988), 13-22; Judith
Fingard, “The Prevention of Cruelty, Marriage Breakdown and the Rights of Wives in Nova Scotia,
1880-1900,” Vol. 22, No. 2 Acadiensis (1993), 84-101; Anna Clark, “Humanity of Justice? Wife
Beating and the Law in the Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries,” in Carol Smart, ed., Regulating
Womanhood: Historical Essays on Marriage, Motherhood and Sexuality (London 1992), 187-206;
Elizabeth Pleck, “The Whipping Post for Wife Beaters, 1876-1906,” in David Levine et al, eds.,
Essays in the Family and Historical Change (Arlington, Texas 1983), 127-150; Maeve E. Doggett,
Marriage, Wife-beating and the Law in Victorian England (London 1992). For a contemporary
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used overt physical force against their mates, the overwhelming majority of cases
involved violence by men against women.”® Physical violence by men against their wives
rarely resulted in formal charges or a hearing before a judge. Perhaps, as was asserted by
probation officers, it was hoped that the complaint process itself would end physical
abuse. The wife of a self employed barber toid the Court that her husband became
abusive and sometimes assaulted her when they argued about money for food or clothing,
but whenever she lodged a complaint with the Family Court he would be more
accommodating and refrain from striking her for a while after. At other times, however, a
husband would respond to a wife’s visit to the Court by boldly telling the probation
officer that “he should give his wife another beating for complaining.”

Unchecked male violence physically endangered women, but probation officers
were more concerned that abuse would jeopardize the continued integrity of the family
unit. As one adolescent child explained in a submission to the Court, “It is impossible for

me to say or write about all the terrible trouble my mother went through with my father

but the general idea is that he threatened her life and even cut her hand at one time. He

consideration of domestic violence see Mariana Valverde, Linda MacLeod, Kirsten Johnson, eds.,
Wife Assault and the Canadian Criminal Justice System: Issues and Policies (Toronto 1995); Rebecca
Dobash and Russell Dobash, “The Violent Event,” in Bonnie Fox, Family Bonds and Gender
Divisions: Readings in the Sociclogy of the Family (Toronto 1988), 499-515.

55 Mrs. T, for example, gave her husband “two black eyes because she claimed that when he looked up
and down the street to see if it was clear for traveling, that he was looking for another woman.” Other
women eventuaily turned to violence after years of abuse, such as Karen, who finally fought back
with a bread knife and a pot of boiling water after enduring physical abuse for eight year at the hands
of her unemployed alcoholic husband. Both of these women wete part of a very small minority of
wives (1.3%) who were reported to have assaulted their husbands. AO, Family Court, file 34,483,
25,209.

56 AO, Family Court, file 25,650, 27, 334.
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beat her so many times that she’s afraid to live with him any more.””’ Rather than
reforming, punishing, or separating male abusers from their spouses, the Court attempted
to bring couples back together, usually turning to the wife to accept some of the blame for
prompting his abuse (nagging etc.), and looking to external factors that had prompted the
violence.

Alcohol has long been associated with marital difficulties, including spouse
abuse, child abuse, job loss, and poverty, and was a natural co-defendant in many
domestic confrontations. The popular image of a ‘raging drunk’ assaulting his wife may
have occurred often enough to justify the connection between alcohol and brutality, but
alcohol also related to family violence in less direct (and more class specific) ways. Linda
Gordon has identified a relationship between domestic abuse and alcohol springing from
family struggles over the allocation of scarce economic resources.*® The financial cost of
alcohol consumption would have put a tremendous strain upon a limited working-class
budget (beer cost 90 cents for 6 pints, and $1.50 for 6 quarts, when sales were legalized in

1934).* Sometimes the link between alcohol, money and abuse was painfully obvious.

57 AO, Family Court, file 36653, Son to the Court, n.d. [1937].

58 Linda Gordon, Heroes of Their Own Lives: The Politics and History of Family Violence (New York
1988), 264-7. Ellen Ross makes a similar argument in Love and Toil: Motherhood in Qutcast London,
1870-1918 (New York 1993),42-44. For a contemporary consideration of the role of alcohol that
conflicts with the arguments of Gordon, see Stuart D. Johnson, Lorne Gibson and Rick Linden,
“Alcohol as a Contributing Factor in Forcible Rape,” in Robert A. Silverman and James J. Teevan Jr.,
Crime in Canadian Society (Toronto 1980), 290-7. For an analysis of the various perceptions and
constructions of the causal relationship between alcohol, job loss, wife abuse, poverty, slums,
vagrancy, degradation and family dysfunction, see Mariana Valverde, The Age of Light Soap and
Water: Moral Reform in English Canada, 1885-1925 (Toronto 1991), esp. 133.

59 Alcohol was a highly restricted substance in Ontario until 1927 when the government ended
prohibition and began a system of state-controlled liquor distribution. Liquor sales and outlets grew at
a rapid pace until 1931, when rising unemployment caused sales to drop by $6,000,000. Some of this
decline may have been voluntary restraint, but a large part of the decrease was the result of
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Mary told the Court that she was beaten every time she reproached her husband for
drinking the food money.* Another woman, the wife of a tinsmith who worked for a neon
sign company, at $6 a week, and supplemented his income by working as an usher at
night in a theater for $6 more a week, repeatedly lodged complaints in Family Court
because her husband spent his usher income on drink and the family had to go to the
House of Industry for food and supplies.®*

Despite the threat that alcoholism posed to the financial well-being of the family
and the physical safety of women, the Court rarely acted. The wife of an abusive
alcoholic teamster (working for Eatons) sought a separation, and support for the children,
but was persuaded to stay with her husband, and drop her formal charges by Court
probation officers. Women themselves were often reluctant to press formal charges, and
turned to the Court to warn their husbands rather than punish them. Janice was concerned

that her husband’s drinking would jeopardize his job, but worried that he would be fired

government regulations requiring relief recipients to surrender their liquor permits. The decline likely
overstates the temperance of the poor, for determined individuals could frequent speakeasies,
gambling dens where liquor was served (the Toronto Star alleged that 500 speakeasies, selling
untaxed liquor, were operating in downtown Toronto in 1932) or purchase liquor from taxi drivers
(who were probably desperate to make a few extra dollars given their low wages). The Annual Report
from the Police Chief of Toronto (1931), p. 18. The rate of forfeits increased by 50% in 1931, as
18,000 people lost the right to buy alcohol. The following year, Police Chief Draper observed that
liquor offenses had declined dramatically because “many persons are unable to purchase liquor
permits.” The Annaual Report from the Police Chief of Toronto (1932), p.21. [an Drummond,
Progress Without Planning: The Economic History of Ontario from Confederation to the Second
World War (Toronto 1987), 297. Prior to the legalization of liquor consumption, speakeasies
apparently flourished in Toronto. See Randall White, Too Good to Be True: Toronto in the 1920s
(Toronto 1993),162-3. Despite the availability of alcohol, many poor drunks resorted to other
alcoholic substances. In 1929 the state suspected that over 59% of the rubbing alcohol (65% “over
proof”) sold was consumed by poor alcoholics. Ministry of the Attorney General, AO, AG, RG 4-32,
1929 - 1117, Liquor Control Board to W.H. Price, Attorney General, 6 Feb. 1929. AO, OPP Records,
RG 23, series E-97, file 1.26; Toronto Star, 27 Feb. 1932; AO, AG, RG 4-32, 1934 - 814.

60 AO, Family Court, file 26,044. Although he was eventually formally charged and imprisoned, his
wife had strenuously objected to the charges for fear that he would lose his job at the Toronto Star-.
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if he was formally charged. Two years later, when he was dismissed (and responded by
drinking more frequently), she complained to the Court but absolutely refused to
cooperate in the laying of charges because “his aged mother in Scotland would never
forgive her if she were the means of him getting a jail sentence,” and “the children would
feel very keenly the fact that their father might go to jail.™

If employment (and family ties) shielded men from charges of wife assault and

drunkenness, unemployment provided an excuse that social workers could readily focus

upon.

Mr. H is a blacksmith by trade and has kept a shop ... Like all crafts that was a factor in
the horse and wagon transportation some years ago, all obsolete today, and mechanics
such as wagon makers, horse shoers are unable to secure employment in their vocation,
the result is too much time on their hands which usually leads to drink, which I think
has been the cause of their trouble ... Mrs. H says he is kind to her when he isn’t
drinking, but when under the influence of liquor, he beats her and takes what money he
gets his hands on to buy liquor. I told him he must go out every day and look for work
and stop drinking.

The lesson, one which would not have been missed by wives, was that unemployed
working-class men with too much time on their hands drank and beat their wives, and the
solution lay in finding employment.

Gambling also posed a social and financial threat to the family unit and was also
related to domestic violence. A steadily employed husband who turned to gambling and
drinking after the birth of his third child provided little support for his family, and

responded to his wife’s pleading with physical assault.® Unlike alcohol consumption,

61 AO, Family Court, file 22,982.
62 AOQ, Family Court, file 23,144, 26,104.
63 AOQ, Family Court, file 23, 238.
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gambling remained an illegal activity in Ontario for the duration of the 1930s and
beyond. Perhaps its popularity increased among workers who were demoralized by their
lack of opportunity and turned to gambling in hope of “a lucky break.”*

Evidence from various sources points to the existence of a vibrant gambling
industry thriving in conjunction with speakeasies and organized crime in Toronto. The
City’s oldest gaming houses were located in Toronto’s small but cohesive Chinatown, ran
six days a week, 18 hours a day, employed 54 operators, and were “patronized 50% by
Canadian men and women, 35% by Chinese people and 15% by Negroes and other of a
miscellaneous character.” A host of large scale casino-like gambling establishments
were located on Toronto’s western border, along the Humber River.*

The National Sporting Club, located near the Humber, was

very often crowded by young men, some of them not out of their teens, made up of
bank clerks, office boys and from stores, in fact all walks in life, working on a weekly
salary, where they often lose their week’s wages. They come in the next week and the
same thing happens again, being already in the hole and hoping to get out of it they
borrow money and come back again, gamble and loose what they borrow.67

The neighboring Brown Derby was well equipped with card tables, off-track betting,

telephone banks and a radio system. In response to growing police pre-occupation with

64 There is no evidence to suggest that gambling grew during the 1930s, however, Thorsten Sellin,
Research Memorandum on Crime in the Great Depression (New York 1937), 115, argued many
believed that gambling became more popular.

65 AQ, AG, RG 4-32 - 1331. Apparently the operator earned several thousand dollars each week. “These
places act as the centers of the narcotic drug trade and as distributing headquarters and also as places
harboring the most degraded of criminals.”

66 “Gambling Houses,” Thunderer, 31 Oct. 1931, p. 9, copy in AO, AG, RG 4-32, 1929 - 512 -
prosecution of the editor of the Thunderer.

67 AO, AG, RG 4-32, 1933 - 1253, National Sports Club as gambling den, R.C. to G.S. Henry, Premier
of Ontario; 25 Apr. 1933.
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gambling and consequent raids, large gambling establishments turned into fortresses,
protected by numerous doors “controlled by a man in a lookout cage, which was of steel
construction and bullet-proof.”® The doors delayed the police iong enough for patrons to
escape through a tunnei that exited behind a high fence to the rear of the property.”
Despite police interest in suppressing illegal betting, gambling rooms probably
sprouted up throughout Toronto. One [talian gangster ran games from his speakeasy at
the Chicory Inn (complete with a live band) and intimidated cab drivers into steering
customers his way.”® Adults might also chance across a game of craps being played on the

sidewalks and parks of working-class neighborhoods by children:

An insurance man, carrying a heavy leaguer, came along. He was young and well
dressed. Soon he was on his knee shooting craps with the boys and arguing just like
one of them. He stayed fifteen minutes and lost about a dollar to a fourteen-year-old
lad, then he left.”!

While children might occasionally make a few dollars on a ‘floating’ game of craps, the
fortunes of working-class families afflicted with a gambling father saw their fortunes rise
and fall on the roll of the dice, or the run of a horse. While men were sometimes charged

if they were found in a raided gambling establishment, the Courts did very little to

68 AO, AG, RG 4-32, 1938 - 303, [.A. Humphries, Deputy Attorney General to the Attorney General, 2
Sep. 1938.

69 Those employed in gambling ventures seemed little different from the working-class as a whole. A
defense lawyer argued that “today that there are many men so desperate to get a job, that they will
take a position anywhere where they will be paid for it. Remember all these men have families, and
you cannot really blame them ... [ know that if I was out of work, and somebody offered me a
position in a betting house, [ would be the first one to snatch at it.” One employee was an Ex-RCMP
officer who had ten medals from the war, but took the job because “he was starving.” AO, AG, RG 4-
32, 1938 - 303 gaming house Rex V. L_ etal, ‘Evidence,” p.237.

70 AO, OPP, RG 23, series A-2, file 1.10, Memorandum, 1 Aug. 1930.
71 Kenneth H. Rogers, Street Gangs in Toronto: A Study of the Forgotten Boy (Toronto 1945), 6-11.



102

censure gambling fathers. On occasion they might contact an employer and arrange to
have earnings paid directly to the wife, but this could only be done with his consent.
While gambling, drinking, and assault were perceived to be predominantly
economically driven threats to the stability of the family, infidelity struck at the core of
marital vows of monogamy. [nfidelity emerged as an issue for 23% of couples before the
Family Court, and presented a very serious challenge to the Court’s efforts at maintaining
the family unit. Like all of the problems which plagued married couples, infidelity could
be simple or complex, occur as the sole reason for discord, or play into a larger pattern of
dysfunction as both cause and effect. Unlike gambling, drinking, and assault, men and

women broke their marital vows of fidelity in close parity, as shown in Chart 2G below.

Chart 2G: Occurrence of Infidelity in Family Court, by Gender: Toronte, 1929-194072

Sometimes women would find

Both
5%

another man when their husband was

physically or verbally abusive. [t was not

Women
39% Men uncommon for a woman to admit that she

56%

had become ‘friendly’ with another man, “but

only after her husband had treated her so
cruelly.”” Other women offered no excuses,

proclaiming their infidelity to be a matter of the heart that neither they, their husbands, or

72 Source: Data compiled from 1,257 eccurrence files.

73 AQ, Family Court, file 38,874.
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the Court could prevent. Mrs. T was materially well provided for but fell in love with a
younger man after being married to her husband for nine years. The Court warned her
that “she could never expect to marry this man and that after the infatuation wore off,
which in all probability would be soon, he would then tell her that he did not wish to be
bothered with her,” but she was unwavering in her devotion to her new lover.
Consequently, Judge Mott appealed to the young man, telling him “how foolish he was,”
and warning that “the firm he was employed with would not want to have him in their
organization if they knew he was responsible for breaking up a home.”™ No force of
argument, however, could compel a spouse to stay in a loveless marriage.

Although it appears that Mrs. T enjoyed a long, and perhaps romantic,
relationship with her lover, other women ran the risk of destitution and abandonment if
their extra-marital affairs went awry. Mrs. K stayed with her husband after she was
discovered with her lover at a cottage in northern Ontario, but he left her when he
discovered that their last child was not his own, and received the Court’s permission to
take the children and pay her no support. She continued her relationship with her lover,
bearing three more children only to have him marry another woman, leaving her destitute
and desperate.” More often, men would simply disappear with their new found ‘wives,’

leaving their spouse and children to survive on relief. ™

74 AO, Family Court, file 38,965.
75 AO, Family Court, file 27,960.

76 AO, OPP, RG 23, series E-97, file 1.34. Romance could also end in deadly tragedy. Harold, a married
accountant with two children, defrauded a government department of $1,450 between 1932 and 1934
to pay for his sizzling office romance with a female co-worker. The suspicion of his employer and his
wife led investigators to his Eaton’s account, which recorded numerous incriminating purchases (silk
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The discovery of infidelity often occurred in the context of family fights (when
men would confess/brag of their extra-marital relations), or neighbors might tell wives or
husbands what they had seen or heard. In all of the court records examined for this study,
only one piece of evidence indicated that probation officers investigated any charges of
infidelity.”” Husbands and wives had to rely upon informal networks in order to determine
if their spouse was having (or continuing to have) an affair. In one instance, a jealous
husband (whose wife had admitted to a previous affair) “promised the children nickels if
they will follow and find out where she goes.”™

The Family Court attached particular penalties to unfaithful husbands and wives.
If women were unfaithful their husbands would not have to pay support (but would have
to support their children), and in extreme cases they could lose custody of their children.
If a man was unfaithful he would be required to pay support almost indefinitely. In most
cases, infidelity did not result in the termination of a relationship, but when men or
women wanted to run away and be with their lovers, there was really very little that the
Court could do. Probation officers cast moral aspersions upon unfaithful wives and

husbands, and occasionally sought out their lovers and attempted to shame them.

Probation officer Ruben Levy interviewed the 18-year-old mistress of a middle aged

lingerie, pajamas, fine men’s clothes and a ring). Rather than face public humiliation, he committed
suicide, confessing his crimes in a note.

77 AOQ, Family Court, file 26,735. In this one instance, probation officer Levy took it upon himself to
determine whether or not a non-supporting husband had a new {ove: “On above date the undersigned
saw the above names at Woolsworths Store, Younge & Queen about 1:30 in company with a woman
not his wife. They were purchasing some kitchen needs, also some baked goods together. They each
ate a hot dog which he purchased. This couple were interested in each other & was very
attentive to her. The woman wore a seal coat and was middle aged and inclined to be stout and good
looking.”
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married man and demanded that she “give him up.” When she steadfastly refused he “told
her she was a bold miss, and she looked the part,” but could do little more.”

The Court even found it more practical to maintain a bigamous marriage than to
impose any sort of legal sanction. When a highly paid employee of a large stock food
company separated from his wife and three children in England he agreed to pay support,
but his rapidly growing Canadian family (built around an iilegal marriage) strained his
ability to regularly meet his obligations to his legal wife and family in England. Rather
than punish this man for his bigamous relationship, the Court successfully intervened to
convince his first wife that disclosure of his first marriage to his boss and co-workers

would jeopardize his job and thus her (albeit reduced) support.*®

Supporting the Family: The Economic Crisis of Reproduction

When [ mentioned that [ would simply have to go to the domestic Relations Court
(Family Court], he said that [ would be on relief. I said ‘well, if [ was on relief then he
wouldn’t be abie to run a car until all hours of the morning, and buy hand-tailored suits
and entertain women.” ‘Oh, I have my money tucked away. Not in a bank, either. Some
place where no one can touch it; but it will be there for my use. I can always buy
another car, in another name and no one can prove that [ own a car. [ would starve
before I would give you anything, but I won’t starve of course.’81

As an arm of the burgeoning welfare state, and at the leading edge of progressive social

work, the Family Court had a particular interest in the economic welfare of the family

78 AQ, Family Court, file 29,056.
79 AO, Family Court, file 23,007, Ruben Levy, report for Juvenile Court, § Oct. 1929.
80 AQ, Family Court, file 27,434.
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unit. If the family could not be kept together, the Court’s powers of persuasion and
coercion focused upon securing adequate financial support from husbands separated from
their wives and children. Support was both a legal and social construct that defined the
responsibility of a man to his dependents in largely financial terms. Obligation was
derived from both biological paternity and legal marital union. The former was quite
difficult to establish because the biological father could evade his responsibilities by
convincing a friend to claim that he too had had sexual relations with the woman,
resulting in neither man being obliged to support the child. This loop-hole in the law was
probably one of the reasons that 75% of all single mothers received no support from their
child’s biclogical father.*

It was much easier to establish a claim of support if people were legally married,
even if biological paternity was in dispute. A Swedish CNR worker discovered this when
he married a promiscuous and (unbeknownst to him) pregnant waitress who left him
several times during their short marriage for extra-marital affairs. When the relationship
finally ended, the Court ignored the substantial evidence marshaled to demonstrate that
he was not the biological father of her child, unequivocally holding that he was

responsible for support:

This woman may have committed adultery previous to her marriage and she may have
committed adultery since her marriage but Mr. C married her and by so doing made
himself legally liable for the maintenance of his child ... Mrs. C is not asking for
maintenance for herself and if she did, he would not be legally liable if he can prove
adultery since she left him. Mrs. C says she will not return to her husband and is

81 AOQ, Family Court, file 25,306.

82 The Report of the Royal Commission on Public Welfare, P.D. Ross, D.M. Wright, J.M. McCutcheon
(Toronto 1931) p.56.
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maintaining herself. The child is now under the supervision of the CAS and they are
anxious that a settlement should be made as soon as possible in regards to this matter. [
trust that Mr. C will therefore send money at once and thereby avoid further action.83

Financial obligation rarely extended to female breadwinners, although many

women worked during the Great Depression. A few earned more than their husbands

while others worked while their spouse was unemployed. Unlike men, breadwinning

women were not responsible for maintaining their husbands in the event of a marital

break up. Mrs. S had supported her husband and son for three years on her $14 weekly

income as a housekeeper. When she found out that her husband had been having an affair

with another woman she brought him to Court where the probation officer pointed out

“that there was no law compelling her to maintain her husband. That after her having kept

him for a number of years and he did not appreciate it, we were of the opinion that she

should be well advised to discontinue supporting him.”* Support was therefore an

entirely male responsibility.

83

84

AO, Family Court, file 34,666, Miss M. MacDonald, Probation Officer to Mr. J.T. Shillington, Sioux
Lookout, 27 Jan. 1936.

AQ, Family Court, file 40,992. For a discussion of the double burden placed upon working women
and the sexual division of labor see Meg Luxton, More Than a Labour of Love: Three Generations of
Women's Work in the Home (Toronto 1980) and Meg Luxton, “Two Hands for the Clock: Changing
Patterns in the Gendered Division of Labour in the Home,” in Bonnie Fox, Family Bonds and Gender
Divisions: Readings in the Sociology of the Family (Toronto 1988), 403-29. The Court actively
encouraged unemployed husbands to assume domestic responsibilities when their wives were
working. The unemployed husband of a waitress stayed at home, looked after the children, and kept
house while she worked. When he complained of her late nights and occasional excessive drinking,
the Court chastised her, noting with approval that she should be more considerate because he was
looking after the house. In at least one instance, the wife’s breadwinner status not only precipitated
her husband’s assumption of household duties (laundry, cooking, cleaning, and looking after the
child), but came with the same sort of financial supervision that many men exercised over their wives.
AOQ, Family Court, file 26,087, and file 28,954. Also see Eli Zaretsky, “Family in the Origins of the
Welfare State,” 217 who argues that social workers in Massachusetts in the 1880s were horrified to
find men assuming domestic responsibilities (cooking, cleaning etc.) while their wives were at work
and they were not, as an indication of gender role fluidity in the working-class family.
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Some working husbands willingly paid support, in which case the Court acted as
an intermediary, negotiating an adequate allowance and drafting a support agreement. If
the husband was willing to pay support, but unable due to unemployment, the Court
monitored him to ensure that he lived up to his agreement once he found work. The
following letter from a cooperative unemployed man is indicative of the simple

administrative function of the Court.

[ have been out of employment for one year which is a long time for a labouring man. [
have been used to working in the building line which is at a stand still at the present
time. [t means that [ have to look in other fields of industry. Every other line of
business has been affected to such an extent that men have been laid off or on part
time. There is no extra help needed whatever. [ am victim of these circumstances. If [
was not living with my father [ would starve to death. He is carrying me along until I
can get something to do. He is only a working man like myself and can’t afford to do it
but we are struggling along together as best we can. If [ can get anything to do [ will
gladly send my wife half of what [ make. It is not my wish by any means that she
should want for any money for the support of the children. [ therefore promise that as
soon as [ can get something to do [ will send her some money. Hoping you will give
my case your thoughtful consideration.85

Until a husband was able to support his dependents the Court acted as a vital
resource for women. Court Probation Officers wrote letters to the employers of separated
working women asking for special consideration and more hours of labor, attempted to
persuade landlords to reduced rent, contacted both private and state relief agencies to
organize the provision of food, fuel and clothing (relief was normally only provided to
families through the father/husband), and made arrangements with Big Brothers and Big
Sisters, and other social agencies, for the children to go to summer camps or summer

farm placements.

85 AO, Family Court, file 25,866, to Mr. Netterfield, 8 Nov. 1932.
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More often, however, husbands who came before the Court were unwilling to
support their families and actively attempted to evade their responsibilities. A
stenographer earning $23 a week actually quit his job rather than pay support to his
family. The wife sought the assistance of the Court who advised that if she could prove
that her husband quit his job rather than support her, then strong action could be taken:
“There is a term that can be given under the Mural System, whereby a man is sent to
work in the clay fields and receive something like $12.00 a week, part of which is paid
over to wife and family, but it is in extreme cases that such punishment is meted out.”® In
fact, the existence of a Mural System in Toronto was not evident, and as the husband
noted, “Canadian laws may send me to jail, but they cannot force me to work in support
of you.”®

When faced by determined non-compliance, and overt evasion, the Court most

often retreated to rhetorical challenges to the defaulting husband’s ‘manliness’:

I accuse you of abominable cowardice in writing the letter ... [t looks as if you are
trumping up something that does not exist and never did exist because you have found
somebody else on whom you would prefer to spend your money rather than your wife
and children ... [ am not threatening anything. Society will take care of the situation if
you do not meet your obligations. I suggest that you think it over again. You can reply
to this letter as you please but the manly thing to do is to pay up each month as you
promised, in order to keep these three persons whose lives were entrusted to you, safe
from harm and for whom before God and man you are responsible.38

86 AO, Family Coust, file 25,090, Mrs. M. Mayhew, Probation Officer, te __, [3 Sep. 1933. The
separation came after he stuck his wife and their one year old baby, and is one of the few cases when
the Court over-rode the wishes of the wife (who only wanted him wamned) and aggressively pushed
for separation. This was an unusual occurrence, and was probably driven by concerns for the child’s
safety, compounded by the frank disclosure that the father did not like children.

87 AO, Family Court, file 25,090.
88 AO, Family Court, file 25,090.
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The Court was not willing, or equipped, to force uncooperative men to pay support. One
woman who was finally assisted in her quest for a separation from her husband (after
three years of physical abuse), was left utterly destitute because the Court could/would
not make her employed husband pay support. During one desperate weekend she
repeatedly. sent her son to the home of the probation officer to borrow money, and was
eventually arrested in her attempt to steal enough funds to get through the weekend.”
Although the legality of Family Court support orders was challenged (and
affirmed) in 1937, the Court never really exerted itself in tracking down ‘deadbeat dads’
or enforcing payment.”® It was very easy for men to evade their financial responsibilities,
because the state demonstrated little will to enforce payment beyond writing letters. Few
investigations were undertaken, the police were seldom used, and the Courts left the
difficult and expensive task of tracking down husbands at their new home or place of
work in the hands of destitute wives. This may have saved administrative costs, but it was
not economical because state-funded relief agencies had to support deserted wives. It was
also infuriating for the impoverished women and children and resentment often turned
towards the Court and its officers. One deserted wife who was receiving no assistance in

tracking down her employed husband lashed out at the probation officer handling her

89 AO, Family Court, file 25,337, J.A. Netterfield, Deputy Chief Probation Officer, to Magistrate
Patterson, Wemen'’s Police Court, 2 Jan. 1930. The probation officer wrote a letter to the Woman’s
Court in order to help her. The Family Court’s poor performance in collecting support for women is
discussed by Dorothy Chunn, “Regulating the Poor in Ontario: From Police Courts to Family Courts,”
Canadian Journal of Family Law, Vol. 6 (1987), 92-5.

90 Clubine v. Clubine receives extensive commentary in Dorothy Chunn, From Punishment to Doing
Good, 121-3, 131-4, 138-9, 155-8. For the original case file records see AO, AG, 1937 - 264.
Ultimately the ability of the Family Court to order support was upheld in a reference to the Supreme
Court of Canada in 1938.
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case: “anyone could go to an address. Your job is finding the address ... Do you think any
woman who is asking support for her boy is in any position to go around looking for
him.”gl

If women did manage to locate husbands, the city would not pay to have them
brought back to Toronto to stand trail for desertion and non-support. Mrs. J tenaciously
tracked her husband for five years (from logging camps and farms to mines and road
crews) after he quit his job with Toronto’s Parks Department and ran off with his young
mistress. After five years of scraping by on relief, and renting rooms to people on
welfare, she finally wrote an angry letter to the Mayor of Toronto threatening to expose
the Family Court in the papers because they were willing to give her welfare, but they
were not willing to bring her husband to Toronto and make him pay support or stand trial.
When she threatened to go to northern Ontario and kill her husband and his “prostitute” if
the City did not pay to have him brought to Toronto, the Family Court broke with its
policy and provided funds for his extradition to the municipality.”

The officers of the Court were also challenged by women who felt that they were

‘soft’ on their husbands, and too accepting of feeble excuses. One enraged wife

shouted so she could be heard in the adjoining offices and gave me a long tirade that
Magistrate Patterson was no good ... and she told me that Mrs. Mayhew and Miss
Phillips were too lenient with her husband and finally gave me a piece of her mind. [
tried to quiet the woman as she was quite excited but with no effect ... she became very
indignant and told me that { was not fit for my job.93

91 AO, Family Court, file 30,757, Mrs. E to Family Court, 18 Jul. 1935.
92 AO, Family Court, file 26,245.
93 AO, Family Court, file 23,248.
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As a result of the Court’s inability and indifference, women often worked together, going

beyond merely assisting the Court in its feeble attempt to secure adequate support to

establishing aid and information networks. The following letter was sent to a deserted

wife by a woman she did not personally know:

[ am dropping you a line to let you know a few things that is going on. Your husband is
going with another woman down hear and she is married and has a child he is forever
talking about you and your misdeeds but does not think of his own. That is to get the
pity of the woman. We do not know her name but she must live around our street for
they are always together and we have met them at different times going from church.
He takes her to his rooming house. [ would not put up with what he is doing for the
world. Why don’t you make him pay you a living amount by getting a separation with
alimony. He says you left him and abused him and went with men what on earth is he
doing. He makes a big pay at the same shop as our friend the Standard Upholstering co.
12 Dickens Ave and spends it on good times ... Now don’t let him know you got a
letter but make him come to time. The Court will not hear you but a good firm lawyer
will do more if you let him know you were told he will lie and have a hard luck story
and I will say this woman’s husband will give him a seiting up that he deserves but it is
up to you to work quietly and find out for your self. [ suppose you have some one, a
brother or such that can help now. [ am asking you to keep this letter under cover and
you will hear more and for mercy sake make him go to waterloo or some place out of
Toronto. A well wisher. You can get as much as ten a week if you make your claim
clear. I know I have been through it myself.94

Women could also turn to civil remedies outside of the Family Court system if

they felt that their claims were not properly represented by the probation officers. The

brutally beaten wife of a TTC employee hired a lawyer who argued that “it is quite plain

that this man pulls the wool over your eyes and it is quite plain that it is useless for her to

take the ordinary course ... When she comes into Court her charges are treated lightly and

she is turned aside.”” The wife of a fire department mechanic, earning $160 per month,

94
95

AQ, Family Court, file 30,757, letter to Mrs. D, not signed, but with a telephone number.

AO, Family Court, file 27, 208. Dorothy Chunn, From Punishment to Doing Good, 180, cites H.A.
Allard, “Family Courts in Canada,” in D. Mendes da Costa, ed., Studies in Canadian Family Law,
Vol. 1, (Toronto 1972),1-43, to note that those in Family Court “almost never had counsel.”
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initially went to the Court because her husband was only providing her with a meager $20
per month with which to run their house. The Court was reluctant to intervene because he
was providing the bare essentials for a respectable working-class family, so she retained a
lawyer, sued for separation, and succeeded in securing $70 per month in support.” But
lawyers were not necessary to secure a separation. By 1936 women turned to drafting

their own separation agreements:

I Mary , do hereby declare to having no use in any way for my husband (John

). [ will not be a wife to him, or live in the same house, as [ want him to get out
and pay Ten Dollars ($10.00) a week to ward maintenance of me and our two children.
His furniture I will use and return it when he has further use of it.” Signed Mary_
Witness Agatha 97

Most likely these women would have faced serious difficulties if their husbands refused
to support them, even after signing documents. Some women did appeal to the Family
Court when husbands reneged, but usually as a step towards receiving relief, rather than
an earnest attempt to secure support from a separated husband.

The financial difficulties that many women undoubtedly faced as a result of their
husband’s actions, and the Court’s inaction, compounded experiences of poverty and
deprivation. Family life would have been tremendously difficult for both the children and
their mother, but sometimes (fatherless) families provided tremendous emotional and
financial support. Children could work and contribute to the household income and, more
importantly, they could provide for their mother in her old age. A letter from one young

air force cadet (upon hearing that his mother had been denied a military dependent's

96 AQ, Family Court, file 25,37€.
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allowance) conveys both the difficulties of single mothers, and the potential cohesion and

strength of ‘non-conventional’ families:

[ imagine by this time mum has been down to see you and told you how the
Dependents Allowance Board has rejected our application for the allowance. Well I
was really astonished when [ heard the news because [ never dreamt for a moment that
we could be refused. [ know [ shouldn't ask it of you, but I wondered if you could say
or do something that would straighten out this mess, for mum's sake. You yourself
realize the rotten deal mum got as regards to my father and how he has not contributed
anything to help us out. Poor mum has worked so hard for the past 20 years to give me
the best she can along with a good home and decent upbringing (I know she has had a
man sized job in doing it). Surely now when she is only a few years from sixty and not
well at all, she deserves some reward and compensation. No woman of her age should
be working anyway, let alone the state of her health. When [ joined the air force [
pledged my allegiance to my king and country and if need be give my life, for which in
return my dependents wouid be taken care of. But while [ am giving my life biood for
my country they forget my own mother and allow her to struggle and drive herself to
her own death in an effort to live. Surely this is not democracy. [ know now when [
start talking like that it is a serious subject, but what else can I think? Mum cannot
possibly carry on alone without eventually ruining herself because she is not able to
stand it. She is the kind who go on and on until she drops and [ do not intend to see that
happen. I have never had a bad mark against my character but if need be I will have to
quit the air force even if it means desertion and a Court Marshall to get my discharge,
so [ can go back to work and help her out.98

97 AO, Family Court, file 34,508. She had in fact fallen in love with “red” and her husband protested
that she could not have “red,” the house, and his money. She chose the house and the money.

98 AO, Family Court, file 30,803, to Miss Mayhew, 17 Sep. 1942,
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Fortifying the Family: Home Economics and the Cult of Domesticity

The Family Court exists to preserve and maintain the family as a unit of society. The
view of the new Court should be not to break down or separate but to build up and
strengthen the family. 99

The official reports of Toronto’s Family Court repeatedly described its mission as
maintaining the family as the “cement” of society. These sentiments were frequently
voiced by Judge Mott, social workers, and other individuals involved in the running (and
the justification) of Family Court. In their quest for familial stability, however, the Court
officers had to navigate and accommodate gross violations of middle-class morality. Wife
beating, rape, adultery, and infidelity were “corrected” with a promise not to repeat the
act, and sometimes entirely ignored.

Most complaints were handled through the probation system, which ostensibly
encouraged ‘compromise’ but actually reflected the Court’s prerogative to keep the
family together. Probation officers used written agreements of conduct to limit beer
consumption, specify family budgets, assign a portion of a man’s pay to his wife, or in
drastic circumstances (such as when a man went on a drinking binge every pay day or
gave his wife “V.D.” from his extra-marital relations) intervened and convinced the
husband and his employer to give the entire pay check to the wife. In fact almost anything

was open to negotiation in the probation offices of the Family Court. When a wife

99 Judge R. S. Hoskins, Deputy Judge, The Juvenile Court, Toronto Ontario, “The Family Court,” Child
and Family Welfare, Vol. 8, No. | (May 1932), 27, 35.
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brought a complaint of rape and undesired sexual practices to the attention of the Court,
the probation officer convinced the husband to sign an agreement binding him to refrain
from such practices in return for her consent to have sex with him twice a week.'”

While agreements may have had some effect on family relations, the Court
consistently attempted to coerce women into staying with abusive, neglectful, husbands.
A woman with two blackened eyes and a severely broken nose brought her husband into
the Family Court, but the probation officer seemed less interested in her obvious injuries
than her husband’s counter claim that his wife was having sex with other men. Rather
than challenge the husband, the probation officer questioned the woman about her
morality (which was above reproach), and undoubtedly destabilized her enough to get her
to agree to continue to live with him (as in many cases the idea of formal charges before a
judge were not even entertained). When the wife of a Russian restaurant worker
complained of being beaten and forced into prostitution by her husband, she received no
support from the Court and the husband was only made to promise to “behave better in
the future.”'®" In a more extreme case of misplaced optimism, the Court convinced
another severely beaten woman to stay with her husband, a high flying salesman earning
$100 a week, “for the sake of their children” only to have her and their two children
driven to Rochester and abandoned on the side of the road. A nearly identical argument

was used to persuade poor women to stay with their husbands: “She claimed he had

100 AO, Family Court, file 26,387, 28,188, 26, 285. For a history of the state and sexually transmitted
disease in Canada see Jay Cassel, The Secret Plague: Venereal Disease in Canada, 1839-1939
(Toronto 1987), esp. Ch. 8-9. Cassel argues that ‘V.D.’ became more associated with promiscuous
behavior, rather than prostitution, in the 1920s and 1930s (187-8).

101 AQ, Family Court, file 36,709, 38,894.
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assaulted her at different times ... They were advised that owing to their being on relief
and having five children that they try and settle their difficulties as their children would
suffer if they did not do this.”"®?

The Court fed upon women’s fear of destitution and used its apparent relationship
with the welfare state to coerce women into staying with their husbands. A 23 year old
French Canadian demanded that the Court grant her a separation from her husband, a
semi-employed concrete worker, and facilitate access to city relief for her and her four
children after he assaulted her with a knife and acid (prompted by her objections to his
extra-marital affairs). The probation officer not only refused, but managed to convince
her that she would get no support or municipal relief if she left on her own (a complete
falsehood), condemning her to an additional fifteen years of vicious assault.'” One
severely abused woman who was repeatedly coerced into staying with or returning to her
husband, eventually lashed out at the Court officers. Her words are stark testimony to the

power of the Court, even as she attempted to break from its control:

Now all I want is a separation from this dirty beast for [ won’t live with him any
longer. If the law wont grant me this [ will take it myself. [ will go out and work for
myself ... The law had it that I deserted him last winter without a cause. Oh what a
crime to desert such a Poor Prince Charming, better to let him butcher me up. I suppose
if you were in a burning building you wouldn’t save yourself and escape because it
would be deserting a fire.104

The economic pressure that kept women in abusive relationships was best summed up by

one woman who had endured years of physical assault and failed in her attempts to

102 AO, Family Court, file 27,627, 32,654.
103 AQ, Family Court, file 28,037.
104 AO, Family Court, file 22,986, to Mrs. M. Mayhew, Probation Officer, 29 Mar. 1931.
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escape: “I was separated for a year and a half 12 years ago, went back because I couldn’t
get enough money for my children and myself. [Then] I ran away with Children for eight
months, went back, needed money.”'”

Attempts to control women’s sexuality after they were separated from their
husband also had significant economic repercussions. Welfare entitlement was premised
upon the family unit and when a family dissolved the state had to support the wife, the
children, and the husband (often in a hostel), as well as running the risk (and expense) of
paying for the supervision of the children through the CAS. Because the break-up of
families cost the City more money, it demanded that women who separated from their
husbands not have sexual relations with men (including the husband) or they would lose
their benefits. The Family Court extended this prohibition on post-separation sex to both
men and women, but women tended to be particularly regulated. Four years after 26 year-
old Nellie took her two children and separated from her physically abusive husband, the
Court was informed by Nellie’s mother that she was “running around” with a man. A
probation officer called her into the Court and threatened to cut-off her relief supplement
if she did not stop seeing this man and return home every night by 11:00.'%

The Court’s control over women’s sexuality was not, however, very well fortified,
and relied more on intimidation and threats rather than action (particularly because of the

growing reluctance to turn more children over to the costly CAS). Determined women

could easily defeat the Court if they felt strongly about their life decisions. One woman,

105 AOQ, Family Court, file 26,812.

106 AO, Family Court, file 27,593. The man was sent to a hostel and then placed in one of the
government’s northern road camps.
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upon being questioned about her new relationship with a man responded, “[w]hat do you
think I was going to do when my husband was living with another woman?”'”” This sort
of attitude did not endanger her chances for financial support from her husband because
the state was loath to deny relief to a mother regardless of who she slept with, unless her
conduct at home posed a grave and obvious danger to the children, or they became
delinquent.

Women did not necessarily loose custody of their children if they committed
adultery. Many working-class fathers either did not want to care for their children as
single parents, or could not afford housekeepers and nannies.'® The state’s only
alternative to leaving these children with their mother, was to turn them over to the CAS.
The Children’s Aid Society only became involved if women could not cope with the
burden of being a poor single/separated parent, if gross immorality existed in their home,
or if their children became ‘delinquent.’ The state had a financial interest in ensuing that
the CAS only removed children from their mother’s care in extreme circumstances. When
the CAS became the legal guardian of a child, it charged the state 75 cents a day for

maintenance, and could choose (entirely at its own discretion) to leave the child with its

107 AQ, Family Court, file 41,011. Dorothy Chunn, From Punishment to Doing Good, 177 argues that
children would be taken away from parents in a common law union, but absolutely no cases of this
sort appeared in the occurrence files. In fact, the Court treated married and un-married couples in a
similar fashion. Mrs. M, an office clerk lived with her ‘boyfriend’ and their two children, yet her
status did not prevent the Court from working hard to keep their family together when her mate lost
his job, and other problems developed between them. AQ, Family Court, file 38,900.

108 This contrasts sharply with Carol Smart’s observation that legal sanction against adulterous women
were severe (although her main point about the unequal application of law to male and female
infidelity is well made). Carol Smart, “Regulating Families or Legitimating Patriarchy? Family Law
in Britain,” International Journal of the Sociology of Law, Vol. 10 (1982), 132-4.
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mother, provided the CAS supervised its care.'” The following chart provides an
indication of the rapid escalation of expenditure by the City of Toronto for the

maintenance of childen under the care of the CAS in the early years of the depression.

Chart 2H: Toronto’s Expenditure on Children’s Aid, 1922-1936""°
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In response to the rising cost associated with CAS intervention, the Municipal

Department of Public Welfare began to aggressively prevent the break-up of families.

109 AO, AG, RG 4-32, 1933 - 2400, [.A. Humphries, to M.A Sorsoleil, Deputy minister of Public
Welfare, 27 May 1932. The Municipal Department of Public Welfare had already assumed full
responsibility for mothers under the supervision of Children’s Aid but “on account of the heavy
financial liability in the event of ward action, desired that the break-up of a home should be effected
only after a period of intensive social care by this Department definently proved it to be improper for
the children and the parents socially incapable of guardianship.” MA, Welfare, Box 128, File 53.1,
Vol. 1. “Private Agencies, Family Services Association,” Dec./31 - Mar./43, Inter-Office
Correspondence, 25 Sep. 1934.

110 Source: MA, Welfare, Box 77, file 8.
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The department, through its case workers, exerted pressure upon long standing
dysfunctional families to work “towards normalcy in their social environment.”'"' In
1937, A.W. Laver, Toronto’s Welfare Commissioner, joined forces with Judge Mott,
head of Toronto’s Family Court, in an effort to reduce the removal of children from their
families.''” The cost of maintaining broken families and caring for children supervised by
the CAS, was one of the major reasons that the Court was reluctant to intervene too
aggressively, and focused instead on intimidation aimed at fortifying the family structure

(no matter how dysfunctional).'"?

Agency and the Construction of Alternatives

The Family Court placed itself at the center of family conflict, but both men and women
turned to it only after their own forms of crisis management and resistance failed to
resolve their problems. It was not uncommon, for example, for men or women to give
each other ‘the silent treatment,” and sometimes women went on domestic strike and
refused to cook, clean, mend clothes, or have sex with their husbands. The Court may
have assisted many spouses with their problems, and limited the frequency and intensity

of crisis, but the Court’s interest in keeping families together limited their effectiveness in

[11 MA, Welfare, Box 153, file 73, Vol. [, “Juvenile Delinquency and Youth Programs,” Mar./37 -
Jun./44, Robena Morris, Director of Family Welfare to A.W. Laver, 12 Mar. 1937.

112 7bid., Judge H.S. Mott to A.W. Laver, 24 Mar. 1937.

113 AO, AG, RG 4-32, 1931 - 534; MA, Welfare, Box 103, file 46.24.2, Vol. 1, “Work for Relief,”
Oct./31 - Dec./63, Horton, Director, Unemployment Relief, [Prov.] to A.W. Laver, 11 Oct. 1940.
Deserted mothers were a charge upon municipal relief funds for at least three years (after which they
before eligible for mothers allowance). Broken homes cost the city a significant amount of money. By
1940 60% of all female-headed families on relief were the result of separation or male desertion.
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dealing with many problems. Women, as the primary victims of domestic crisis, had the
most to lose by the Court’s inaction.

It is not surprising that women who initially relied on their own resources to
resolve conflict would not view the Court as the final arbiter of their destiny. Many were
not easily coerced by the probation officers, or swayed by their own sentimental
attachment to the institution of marriage. Although deserted or abused by their husbands,
and often unsupported by the Court, women did not always retreat into the ‘prison’ of
domesticity, but sought help from their community.'"* The airing of ‘dirty laundry’ was
part of the texture of all communities in Toronto.'” The wife of a very well-paid, steadily
employed construction foreman, took her domestic problems (her husband’s adulterous
desertion) to a professor in Hamilton, and their discussion was broadcast over the radio
(including their real names) resulting in his immediate dismissal.''® Working-class women
more often revealed their family problems over the back yard fence, from the front porch
for all to hear, or indirectly appealed to neighbors by bringing their domestic battles into
the street. One stationary engineer complained to the Court that when he and his wife
»ll7

argued “she goes out into the backyard and yells to get the sympathy of the neighbors.

In poor working class neighborhoods, with multiple families crowded into each house,

114 The home as a prison for women guarded by privacy is suggested in Michele Barret and Mary
MclIntosh, The Anti-Social Family, 56-9.

115 Fora fictional account of a female street-side gossip in working-class Cabbagetown see Hugh Garner,
Cabbage Town (Toronto 1968), 24-5.

116 AO, Family Court, file 25,532.
117 AO, Family Court, file 25,037.
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and poorly constructed walls allowing sound to travel, neighbors sometimes proved to be

essential allies for abused women and their children:

Dear Sir, Just about time some of your men made acaltat ____ Ave. The man Mr.
____, just abuses his whole family terrible. The screams of the children when he beats
them is awful and it would not do to mention here what he threatens to do. This man
practically is driving the girls to the street. A good strong investigation on your part
would verify my statement. He does not appear to be safe at large with the girls. [ am
asking you not to divuige this to them been a close neighbor for if he found out it
would be just too bad. My husband says he should get lashes so you can figure the
character he is [lashes were for sex offenders and wife beaters]. He has chased one
child away through his badness. Hoping to see action soon. [ am a neighbor. 118

Women could be very strategic in their use of publicity to extract retribution or
pressure deserting husbands to properly maintain their children. A forty-year-old woman
who left her husband because of his abuse and suspected infidelity, visited his landlady
and threatened to have the house raided because it harbored an immoral man. Women
could alsc use their children to pressure and embarrass adulterous husbands.'"® The
abused wife of an alcoholic and adulterous mechanic kept her husband under
surveillance, having friends, neighbors and her children alternately spy on him and his
mistress. She wrote letters to his mistress’s employer so that she would lose her job, and
sent her 16 year old son over to her house to raise a commotion (causing enough alarm to
force the mistress to move to another neighborhood), and then harassed her with

threatening letters:

118 AQO, Family Court, file 28,680.

119 AO, Family Court, file 27,770, 25,532. One wife encouraged (or directed) her eight-year-old daughter
to write a letter asking her father to come home, closing with “That breught brute of a woman can
kiss my ass because [ want you xxxxxxxx love and kisses B__."”
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I just wanted you to know that [ know you went to dinner with my husband ... your
kind can only get something belonging to some one else — a decent fellow would not
have you — you will suffer soon ... [ will soon be in a position to put you where you
belong — out of work and in want the way I have been ... this time it will be you the
one to suffer.120

Women were thus not always passive victims of male abuse, abandonment, and
neglect and rarely submitted to the coercion and indifference of Family Court officers.
Women could reach beyond the often weak enforcement mechanisms of the Family Court
and craft their own strategies of domestic justice. [t was not uncommon for wives to bring
their family battles into their husband’s place of work. Jena, a 26 year old Polish
immigrant, enforced the terms of support from her Ukrainian husband by going to his
barber shop when he fell behind on his support payments and smashing it up in the
presence of his customers.'* One wife frequently confronted her husband at his small coal
delivery business in an effort to humiliate him in front of his coal yard workers. When
this tactic did not elicit the desired response, she “told the story of her version of the
domestic trouble recently to a man who was formerly employed by me, and he is now
canvassing every customer for a competitor.”'** Another husband recounted a similar
story: “Her actions in contacting every person with whom I did business, after having
contacted my former employers, as an ‘abused wife,’ caused them to sympathize with her

and lose confidence in me, so that my business and earning powers suffered.”'?

120 AO, Family Court, file 25,257.
121 AQ, Family Court, file 27,775.
122 AQ, Family Court, file 32,771.
123 AQ, Family Court, file 27,768.
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These sort of tales were told by men trying to excuse their failure to pay support,
but others paid only when their livelihood was threatened by their wife’s disclosures. A
29 year old horse jockey, earning $125 a week, finally agree to pay his wife $25 a week
on condition that she stop writing to his employer. The separated wife of a Toronto police
officer reported every late or missed payment to his Inspector, until she finally drove him
off the force.'”* The ability of women to occasionally enforce the payment of support was
driven by the Court’s inability, and left the vast majority of deserted mothers dependent

upon welfare assistance.

Conclusion

Everyone believes that a happy marriage and a wholesome family life is the very
cement of society. Too many broken homes and unhappy marriages are a menace and
if they become too great in proportion to the successful marriages our society is in
grave danger of crumbling.125

The emergence of socialized justice and the increased state supervision of the family was

a concerted and self-conscious attempt to maintain a structure which often failed to

124 AOQ, Family Court, file 27,974, 27,382. The file is Marked “Not To Leave This Office.” The
movement of the public into the private opened space for the involvement of empioyers and
supervisors in the management of family problems. Foremen were sometimes called into Court to
testify on behalf of their employees. A metal worker had his foreman testify to his worthiness in
defending himself against charges of threatening to kill his wife and drunkenness. Another man,
employed as a spray painter at a carriage works was supported by his foreman in Court who pledged
that he had “never lost an hour through liquor since he worked for men.” When it became time to
unionize these sorts of favors would have to be repaid. AO, Family Court, file 38,966, file 32,080.
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provide the comfort and support that middle-class domestic ideology assigned it. While
the Family Court marked a significant transformation in state intervention, the degree to
which it exerted its newly claimed powers left much room for individual agency. In fact,
the state’s options were very limited: it was not willing to throw men in jail or force them
to work in camps to support their families, nor was it willing to deny relief to a mother
and child (and thus have them starve in public) because it disapproved of her harmless
affair with another man after she was separated from her husband. The ever-present threat
of separating children from mothers was limited by the prospect of public outcry, and the
certainty of an immense (and ongoing) financial burden upen the state.

The limits of state power over the family were very similar to the practical
constraints on state power in restricting welfare eligibility. Harry Cassidy observed that
relief officials were often loath to follow their own rules and deny relief to single
transients for fear of public disorder, and were even more hesitant to deny reliefto a
married man who refused to work for the dole because it would cause “the sins of the
father to be visited upon the innocent members of his family.”"*® The same principles also
moderated state action directed against the family. The experience of the Depression was
thus structured by particular family dynamics that contextualized the meaning of work,
welfare, dependency and resistance. It is impossible to situate family breakdown within

any chain of causation, but domestic strife undoubtedly had an impact on waged labor,

125 Toronto Family Court Annual Report (1937),17 quoted in Dorothy Chunn, From Punishment to
Doing Good, 174-5.

126 H.M. Cassidy, “Relief and Other Social Services for Transients,” in L. Richter, ed., Canada’s
Unemployment Problem (Toronto 1939), 201; H.M. Cassidy, Unemployment and Relief in Ontario,
1929-1932 (Toronto [1932]), 179.
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union militancy and political struggles. The relationship between welfare, family and
union activities is most evident in demands for a “living wage” or a “family wage,” put
forward by both social workers and trade unionists.'”” The failure of the Court to
materially accommodate deserted and vulnerable women structured female agency and
connects the history of family crisis with the history of female participation in waged
labor and union militancy, setting the struggle for a “family wage” in its proper context
while allowing for a critical appraisal of male breadwinner ideology.'* Increased wages,
won through unionization and strikes, however, may have been driven by a desire to re-
establish male power within the household."’

The link that Carol Smart establishes between the rise of social welfare measures
and increased state supervision of marriage explains the sequential coupling of an
analysis of the Family Court with an analysis of welfare programs in the preceding
chapter. Similarly, the themes of welfare, unemployment, poverty and family crisis run
through the following exploration of Toronto’s youth as perceived by social workers and

court officers, who saw in youth gangs in particular a menacing manifestation of the

127 Eli Zaretsky, “Family in the Origins of the Welfare State,” 214-8. Zaretsky critiques the theoretical
underpinning of Heidi Hartman's work on the collusion between male capital and male labor to
exclude women from employment. Heidi Hartman “Capitalism, Patriarchy and Job Segregation by
Sex,” in Zillah Eisenstein, ed., Capitalist Patriarchy and the Case for Socialist Feminism (New York
1980).

128 Carol Smart, “Regulating Families or Legitimating Patriarchy? Family Law in Britain,” [nternational
Journal of the Sociology of Law, Vol. 10 (1982), 131.

129 Samuel A. Stouffer and Paul F. Lazarsfeld, Research Memorandum on the Family in the Depression
(New York 1972 [1937]), 62-6, argue that male family heads were probably reluctant to join and lead
strikes, although the evidence is far from conclusive. Perhaps one reason that militant unions acquired
such strength as the depression wore on was because they were an outlet for the seething conflict at
home (a thesis which requires nothing less than a psychological history of the working-class family).
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breakdown in social order that appeared to be inextricably linked to the economic

depression.



Appendix 2A

The first time a family went to the Family Court a file would be opened and a

129

report taken, including some indication of what, if any, action had ensued. A report form,

or a note, would be filed in the family’s file by a probation officer for every subsequent

contact with the Court. Some files contained only one or two entries, while other files

contained dozens of entries spanning up to fifteen years.
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The case files of Toronto’s Family Court are not sorted or indexed. Within the
period from 1929-1934, case file numbers were not strictly chronological and it is
consequently impossible to determine the annual distribution of cases within this time
period. However, all case file numbers for the first five years of the Great Depression,
totaling approximately 10,000, fall within a set range and can be distinguished from case
files from the second half of the 1930s. Starting in 1935, case file numbers were
chronological, and with the limitation that missing files in the sequence made the
determination of annual boundaries somewhat uncertain, the selection of cases roughly
matched the annual distribution of cases, as depicted in the following chart. In addition,
the selection of cases from the 1929-34 period roughly matches the distribution of cases

within this period.
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Sampling Frequency of Family Court Case Files
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I was unable to discern any rationale to explain the basis upon which case files
were retained in any given year. A greater percentage of the case files from 1935-1939
were preserved, but random sampling was done in accordance with the number of case
file numbers (not surviving case files) within any given year. In order to compensate for
variations in the number of preserved case files per year, I assembled the complete run of
files for a particular year and then sampled at set intervals (e.g. every third to every tenth
case file) in proportion to the annual total in order to attain a consistent annual sample
ratio for each year. There is a possibility that families were entered twice (thus double
counting), particularly if the names were incorrectly spelled by probation officers.

However, I found several instances where probation officers had managed to correct
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errors of this sort and amalgamate the records in one file. The extent of undetected double

entries is probably small.



Chapter Three

‘A Twin Sister of Hard Times’: Youth Delinquency in the Great Depression

And the Rulers turned away

But the child cried to them: “Stay;

Wait, I will pay;

For the foulness where [ live

Filth in return I give,

For the greed that withholds my right

Greed that shall shake your might,

For the sins [ live and learn

Plentiful sin I return,

For lack in home and school,

Ignorance comes to rule,

From where I sicken and die

Disease in your home shall lie,

My all uncounted death

Shall choke your children’s breath—

Degenerate—crippled—base—

I degrade the human race;

And the people you have made—

They shall make you afraid
(Charlotte Perkins Gilman)'

On 20 March 1930, four boys, between the ages of 17 and 19, cut through the bars of
their cell in the Toronto Jail and slid down 40 feet of drain pipe to make their escape. One

of the boys was caught at his girlfriend’s house, another fled to Montreal, while the other

1  Charlotte Perkins Gilman, “To the Wise — A Bargain,” in Public (Chicago 1908), quoted in Kenneth
H. Rogers, Street Gangs in Toronto: A Study of the Forgotten Boy (Toronto 1945), 113-4.
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two surrendered to police the following moming. They had been assisted by at least 16
youths, including three girls, 8 of whom were sentenced to over a year each in the Ontario
Reformatory.” Their daring Hollywood-style escape probably confirmed Toronto Police

Chief Draper’s belief that

[a]s a breeder and promoter of criminal instincts in young minds, the gun toting
characters portrayed in our daily press and in some radio programs or moving pictures
cannot be too strongly condemned. The press and moving pictures occupy a strategic
position for the promotion of crime prevention work in every direction, and a more
careful scrutiny of matter of a type which is to-day adding to the difficulties of the
training and guidance of our younger generation, would go far in aiding the cause of
crime prevention.

Indeed, the discovery of disorderly and criminal youth between the wars was driven in
part by middle-class anxiety stemming from the socially and generationally subversive
possibilities of mass culture.* Augustine Brannigan, in her analysis of the moral panic
elicited by the supposedly corrupting influence of crime comics, notes that the popular
literature of the 1930s (by Raymond Chandler, James M. Cain, Dashell Hammett, and
others writing in the style of vernacular realism), transposed onto the movie screen, was
replete with “hardboiled heroes and tough guy detectives,” that “reflected the alienation

of the urban working-class experience.” The gangsters of the 1920s and 1930s, reported

2 Annual Report of the Chief Constable of the City of Toronto, 1930, 9. Copy at Police Headquarters,
Toronto (College and Bay St.).

3 Annual Report of the Chief Constable of the City of Toronto, 1935, 22.

4  See James M. Skinner, “Clean And Decent Movies: Selected Cases And Responses of the Manitoba
Film Censor Board, 1930 to 1950,” Manitoba History, Vol. 14 (1987), 2-9. Lizabeth Cohen discusses
the concern ethnic parents had with the corrupting idluences of mass culture in this period. Lizabeth
Cohen, Making a New Deal: Industrial Workers in Chicago, 1919-1939 (Cambridge 1990), 144-5.
For a political attack on the medium of commercialized film see C. Day Lewis, “Newsreel,” in Robin
Skelton, ed., Poetry of the Thirties (London: Penguin, 1964), 69-70.

5  Augustine Brannigan, “Mystification of the Innoceats: Crime Comics and Delinquency in Canada,
1931-1949,” Criminal Justice History, No. 7 (1986), 111-144. Also see Geoffry O'Brien, Hardboiled
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extensively in newspapers, were in many respects the folk heroes of the early twentieth
century, engendering admiration as poor men (and sometimes women) who, in the words
of Eric Hobsbawm, were ‘social bandits’ “unwilling to bear the traditional burdens of the
common man in a class society.”® Woody Guthrie’s musical eulogy to notorious outlaw
Pretty Boy Floyd (““You won’t never see an Qutlaw drive a family from their home”)
resonated with the working class because it “catalyzed a familiar association of justice
and power for the weak and poor with the audacity of the folk bandit, and the vicarious

satisfaction to be had in his victories.”’

As Hobsbawm notes, “unnumbered boys from
slums and suburbs, who possess nothing but the common but nevertheless precious gift of
strength and courage, can identify themselves” with the bandit.®

Concern with the emergence and popularization of raw narratives (both fiction
and non-fiction) depicting crime, violence, defiance of authority and highly sexualized
women coalesced with alarm over aspects of “modern youth culture,” such as dance
styles, modern dress, dance halls, pool rooms and all manner of unsupervised and
unstructured leisure that opened space for the misadventures of “flaming youth.”

Renewed concemns between the wars with juvenile recreation, labor, schooling, “social

hygiene,” and criminality, Cynthia Comacchio has recently argued, were intertwined with

America: The Lurid Years of Paperbacks (New York 1981); fohn Orr, Tragic Realism and Modern
Society: Studies in the Sociology of the Modern Novel (London 1977).

6  Eric Hobsbawm, Primitive Rebels: Studies in Archaic Forms of Social Movement in the 19th and 20th
Centuries New York 1959), 13.

7 L. Glen Seretan, “The ‘New’ Working Class and Social Banditry in Depression America,” Mid-
America, Vol. 63, No. 2 (1981), 113.

8  Eric Hobsbawm, Bandits (New York 1969), 114-5.
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larger issues “of citizenship, national welfare and the nature of modernity.” Juvenile
criminality, as both a symbol and a symptom of a crisis of social reproduction, struck at
the core of increasingly insecure middle-class notions of childhood, adolescence, and
leisure.'?

The dimensions of youth crime in Toronto in the 1930s provided cause for
concem. The four boys who escaped from the Toronto Jail were among thousands of
young men and women who ended up before the Juvenile Division of Toronto’s Family
Court in the 1930s.!" Most boys were charged with crimes against property, such as theft,
shoplifting, shopbreaking, trespassing, malicious damage, and breaking and entering.
Female delinquency was more often associated with sexual conduct (prosecuted under the
largely gender-specific charge of “incorrigibility™), although theft also figured
prominently. Concerns with female delinquents focused on their suspect sexual morality

and willingness to informally exchange sex for social and pecuniary rewards.'? Even the

specter of drug use by the young took on a particularly sexualized and racialized tone.

9  Cynthia Comacchio, “Dancing to Perdition: Adolescence and Leisure in Inter-war English Canada,”
Journal of Canadian Studies, Vol. 32, No. 3 (Fall 1997), 6. Also see Rebecca Coulter, ““Not to
Punish but to Reform’: Juvenile Delinquency and the Children’s Protection Act, 1909-1929,” in
Raymond B. Blake and Jeff Keshen, eds., Social Welfare Policy in Canada (Toronto: Copp Clark,
1995),137-152.

10 See Joseph Gusfield, Symbolic Crusade (Urbana 1963); [an Taylor, “Morat Enterprise, Moral Panic
and Law-and-Order Campaigns,” in M. M. Rosenberg, R.A. Stebbins, and A. Turkowitz, eds., The
Sociology of Deviance, New York 1982), 123-49; Geoffrey Pearson, Hooliganism: A History of
Respectable Fears (London 1983).

11 Most of the offenders had their charges dismissed or received suspended sentences (usually in
conjunction with an order of probation under the supervision of Toronto’s Big Brothers Movement,
or the Big Sisters Movement), and a small minority were sent to institutions or were made wards of
the court.

12  Kathy Peiss, Cheap Amusements: Working Women and Leisure in Turn-of-the-Century New York
(Philadelphia 1986).
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Upon learning that marijuana was being sold in poor parts of Toronto, John Miller, Chief

Investigator of the OPP’s Criminal Investigations Branch, warned that

this marijuana drug is a great menace to our younger generation. [ know of one girl in
the north end of Toronto, age 21, who has become a victim of this drug ... When under
the influence of this drug ... a girl in particular will acquiesce to any suggestion along
sexual matters, even with a Chinaman."

The social construction of female youth crime/vice was rooted in the gender and
class ideologies of Toronto reformers fixated upon the sexual conduct of working-class
girls and young women.'* The moral and sexual regulation of young women, according to
Joan Sangster’s recent study of the discursive and material context of the enforcement of
status crimes created by the Female Refuges Act, operated through the coercive power of
the state and various regulatory agencies as ruling ideas about family, gender and
sexuality that were at some point internalized as “normal” by working people.15 Because
the process of regulation tends to be incomplete and contradictory, and is resisted or

reshaped as its content is appropriated by subaltern classes, the sexual nonconformity of

13 AO, Ministry of the Attorney General (AG), RG 4-32, 1938 - 933, John Miller, Chief Investigator,
Criminal Investigations Branch, O.P.P., conftdential memorandum to the Honourable Attorney
General [G.D. Conant], March 17, 1938.

14 Carolyn Strange, ‘From Modem Babylon to a City Upon a Hill: The Toronto Social Survey
Commission of 1915 and the Search for Sexual Order in the City,” in Roger Hall, William Westerfall.
and Laurel Sefton MacDowell, eds., Patterns of the Past: Interpreting Ontario’s History (Toronto
1988), 255-77. Carolyn Strange, Toronto's Girl Problem: The Perils and Pleasures of the City, 1880-
1930 (Toronto 1995), esp. Ch. 5.

15 Joan Sangster, “Incarcerating ‘Bad Girls’: The Regulation of Sexuality through the Female Refuges
Act in Ontaric, 1920-19435,” Journal of the History of Sexuality, Vol. 7, No. 2 (1996), 239-75. For a
discussion of gender and the incarceration of female delinquents see [liana Arapis, “Sugar and Spice
and Everything Nice’: The [dealization of Girlhood at the Alexandria School for Girls, 1891-1936,”
(M_.A. Thesis, Queen’s University, 1994). For further discussion of moral regulation see Mariana
Valverde and Lorna Weir, “The Struggle of the Immoral: Preliminary Remarks on Moral
Regulation,” Resources for Feminist Research 18 (1988), 31-4.
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young women and girls presented an on-going challenge to moral order that was
relatively autonomous from shifting material contexts. As Sangster has pointed out,
joblessness and poverty in the 1930s prompted fears that young women’s morality was
endangered, while female participation in employment in the 1940s also engendered
anxieties about women’s sexuality.'®

While concerns with the conduct of girls were part of a largely sexualized moral
panic (driven in part by middle-class fear of urbanization and modernization), male
youth-crime evoked anxiety because it was perceived to be rooted in poverty and directed
against property. The proliferation of poverty and unemployment in the 1930s triggered
fears of the eruption of disorder and crime and focused attention on the relationship
between male unemployment and youth delinquency. Judge H. S. Mott, of Toronto’s

Family Court, warned that

The emotional disturbances of many homes, the financial difficulties and the gradual
depletion of moral reserve, due to long periods of being on relief and kindred
difficulties created an added problem for the modern child. The consequences of which
are that many older boys are now presenting a real difficult problem which, if they
were living in normal times, would not be the case.!”

Police Chief Draper echoed Mott’s comments, writing in his 1935 Annual Report that

the problem of crime has been greatly aggravated by the conditions of unemployment
and discontent. Under these trying conditions many individuals have been discouraged
and tempted. ... Many of our youth who have completed their education and who have
been unsuccessful in securing necessary employment ... have become the unfortunate

16 Joan Sangster, “Incarcerating ‘Bad Girls,” 247-8.
17 H.S. Mott, Report of the Toronto Family Court (Toronto 1931), 9.
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victims, first becoming involved in minor crimes from which point, following the path
of least resistance, they gradually drift into crime of a more serious nature.

Offenses against property (perpetrated by youths and juveniles) did in fact increase in the

1930s but, as James Huzel has found in his study of crime in Vancouver, overall crime

rates did not rise in direct proportion to economic decline. % In addition, the actual

number of juvenile offenders per year in Toronto actually decreased in the 193 0s.2°

However, as the following chart indicates, incidences of juvenile crime rose dramatically,

leading to both a general panic over juvenile recidivism, and the recognition and

construction of youth gangs as the most menacing manifestation of working-class male

youth criminality.

18

19

20

Annual Report of the Chief Constable of the City of Toronto, 1935, 21. Draper also called for a
“social work approach” to youth punishment, noting that there was “ample evidence of youths
entering the gates of penal institutions as amateurs and emerging, after serving their term ... in close
association with all types of criminals, as individuals skilled in all phases of Crime.”(23)

James P. Huzel, “The Incidence of Crime in Vancouver During the Great Depression,” BC Studies
69-70 (1986), 211-248. Also see Thorstein Sellin, Research Memorandum on Crime in the
Depression WNew York 1937); A.M. Carr-Sanders, “Crime and Unemployment, Political Quarterly,
Vol. 5 (July-Sep. 1934), 359-99; G.B. Vold, Theoretical Criminology (New York 1958), 181-2. But
see R.W. Gillespie, Economic Factors in Crime and Delinquency: A Critical Review of the Empirical
Evidence (Washington 1975); Ronald C. Chester, ‘Perceived Relative Deprivation as a Cause of
Property Crime,” Crime and Delinquency, Vol. 22, No. 1 (1976), 17-30; J.M. Beattie, “The Pattern of
Crime in England, 1660-1800,” Past and Present, Vol. 62, No. 9 (Feb. 1974), 47-95.

Bill McCarthy and John Hagan, “Gender, Delinquency, and the Great Depression: A Test of Power-
Control Theory,” Canadian Review of Sociology and Anthropology, Vol. 24, No. 2 (1987), 153-177.
McCarthy and Hagan have used this evidence to support their argument that unemployment resulted
in increased paternal presence in the home and greater supervision of children, particularly males.
Their application of “power control theory,” to explain this “trend” is problematic for it fails to
account for the increased frequency of delinquent acts (recidivism), and the effects of shifting
policing strategies on detection rates. See D. Owen Carrigan, Crime and Punishment in Canada
(Toronto 1991), 219.
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Chart 3A: Juvenile Offenses in Toronto, 1925-1937>"
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Social concern regarding delinquency and youth gangs in Toronto did not first
emerge in the 1930s, but dates back to at least the 1880s.%* Public attention to the
problem ebbed and flowed in subsequent decades in relation to various middle-class

reform campaigns directed at eliminating juvenile delinquency.23 Scholarly attention to

21 Data Source: Annual Report of the Chief Constable of the City of Toronto, 1925-1937. The 1938
volume is missing, and tabulation changed in 1939. The figures refer to the occurrence of juvenile
offenses, while the actual number of juvenile offenders hovered around 1,000 for the duration of the
depression. “Boys Who Get into Difficulty: Survey of Juvenile Delinquency in the City of Toronto
for the Year 1938,” 5-6, copy in the Records of the Big Brothers Movement (hereinafter Big
Brothers), held at 1320 Younge Street.

22 See Susan E. Houston, “The ‘Waifs and Strays’ of a Late Victorian City,” 129-142; C.S. Clark, Of
Toronto the Good (Montreal 1898).

23  See Neil Sutherland, Children in English-Canadian Society: Framing the Twentieth Century
Consensus (Toronto 1976) for a Whigish interpretation of the development of a “consensus™ on the
nature of childhood. Also see Andrew Jones and Leonard Rutman, In the Children’s Aid: J.J. Kelso
and Child Welfare in Ontario (Toronto 1981); Paul W Bennett, “Turning ‘Bad Boys’ into ‘Good
Citizens’: The Reforming Impuise of Toronto’s Industrial Schools Movement, 1883 to the 1920s,”
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youth gangs and other youth sub-cultural formations has focused primarily on the period
during and after the Second World War.”* Mariana Valverde’s analysis of the moral and
social panic elicited by Toronto youth gang activities in the late 1940s (emblematized by
the appearance of the ‘zoot suit’), for example, ascribes public knowledge of gangs to
“wartime concerns about parental absence or neglect and the consequent emergence of
‘latchkey”’ kids,” culminating in a drive to construct ‘anti-delinquent communities’ free
from unwholesome environmental influences.”

The authors of wartime delinquency studies that Valverde cites, however, drew
upon or were themselves involved in gang rehabilitation work in the 1930s. Owen
Carrigan, in his history of juvenile delinquency in Canada, identifies the 1930s as the
point at which youth gangs “emerged” in certain cities.?® The work of several sociologists
at the University of Chicago on the ‘phenomenon’ of working-class youth gangs in the

1920s and 1930s, Mike Brake points out, introduced the notion of social pathology

(social disorganization) to explain the correlation between delinquency and specific

Ontario History, Vol. 78, No. 3 (1986), 209-232; Patricia T. Rooke and R.L. Schnell, “Child Welfare
in English Canada, 1920-1948,” Social Service Review, Vol. 55, No. 3 (1981), 484-506.

24  See for example Stuart Hall and Tony Jefferson, eds., Resistance Through Rituals: Youth Subcultures
in Post-War Britain (London 1976); Geoff Mungham and Geoff Pearson, eds., Working Class Youth
Culture (London 1976); Paul E. Willis, Learning to Labor: How Working Class Kids Get Working
Class Jobs (London 1978); Dave Robins and Philip Cohen, Knuckle Sandwich: Growing Up in the
Working-Class City (Harmondsworth 1978); Paul Corrigan, Schooling the Smash Street Kids (London
1979). But also see Suzanne Wasserman, “Cafes, Clubs, Corners and Candy Stores: Youth Leisure-
Culture in New York City’s Lower East Side During the 1930s,” Journal of American Culture, Vol.
14, No. 4 (1991), 43-48.

25 Mariana Valverde, “Building Anti-Delinquent Communities: Morality, Gender, and Generation in the
City,” in Joy Parr, ed., A Diversity of Women: Ontario, 1945-1980 (Toronto 1995), 25-31.

26 D. Owen Carrigan, Crime and Punishment in Canada, 219.
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geographic areas (slums, ghettoes, and working-class neighbourhoods).27 Frederic
Thrasher, C.R. Shaw and H. McKay, explored the symbolic and material significance of
working-class streets, neighbourhoods, and families in their ethnographic studies and
turned the attention of social workers to both the gang and the immediate social culture
that ‘bred’ delinquency, while introducing a new lexicon of causation and therapeutic
‘treatment.’*® The work of the Chicago School introduced and popularized the notion of
familial and cultural disorganization at the same time that the Depression ushered in a
discourse of economic, social, and political disorder that turned attention to the most
pronounced and menacing example of cultural disorder, the working-class youth gang.
While gangs existed in previous decades, the repeated identification of the youth
gang as a significant social menace in the 1930s by the police, the courts, and social
workers, paralleled increased knowledge of, and renewed campaigns against, adult
criminal “gangs.” At the same time that the myriad network of illegal gambling
establishments in Toronto, run by crime syndicates, were coming under police attack
(after many years of tolerance) as the leading edge of social decay and as “a breeding
place for crime and a haven for racketeers and gangsters,” Police Chief Draper launched a
campaign against “slot, crane, pin and ball machines” and other devices because they

popularized gambling with children.” The link between adult gambling and adult gangs

27 Mike Brake, The Sociology of Youth Subcultures: Sex and Drugs and Rock ‘n’ Roll (London 1980),
29-31.

28 Frederic M. Thrasher, The Gang: A Study of 1,313 Gangs in Chicago (Chicago 1926); C.R. Shaw and
H. McKay, Juvenile Delinquency and Urban Areas (Chicago 1927).

29 Annual Report of the Chief Constable of the City of Toronto, 1936, 9, 33. There is no evidence to
suggest that gambling grew during the 1930s, however, Thorsten Sellin, Research Memorandum on
Crime, 115, points out that many believed gambling had become more popular.
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was thus transposed to create a causal flow from youth gambling to youth gang
formation, which reflected concerns with the transmission of deviant and criminal modes
of life to juveniles through popular literature, radio and film.

The attention given to youth gangs and youth crime during the 1930s, albeit
through the lens of social workers concerned with the reproduction of the family,
provides an entrée into a working-class youth subculture (which has been the subject of
extensive study in other national and historical contexts)30 and exposes dominant notions
of youth, crime, danger, race, community, poverty, sexuality, the family, labor, leisure,
and citizenship. Policies and institutions designed to control juveniles, John Sutton
argues, have frequently served as prototypes for broader changes in the way society
responds to criminality, the insane, and the poor, and serve to remind us that delinquency
itself is a historically constructed category, created, according to Howard Becker, by the
social group that makes the “rules whose infraction constitutes deviance.™!

The following chapter focuses primarily upon male criminality and gang activity
and contextualizes the ascendance of economic explanations for delinquency in the

profound economic crisis of the 1930s. This study is also suggestive of the ways in which

the economic discourse and the material reality of the Depression held the potential to

30 See for example Stanley Cohen, Folk Devils and Moral Panics: The Creation of the Mods and
Rockers (London 1987); S. Krim, ed., The Beats (Greenwich Conn. 1960); S. Buff, “Greasers, Dupies
and Hippies: Three Responses to the Adult World,” in L.K. Howe, ed., The White Majority: Between
Poverty and Affluence (New York 1970).

31 John R. Sutton, “Children in the Therapeutic State: Lessons for the Sociology of Deviance and
Control,” in George S. Bridges and Martha A. Myers, Inequality and Social Control (Boulder 1993),
227-48. Howard Becker, Qutsider: Studies in the Sociology of Deviance (New York 1963), 152-7.
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both radicalize youth and radicalize the social workers who were attempting to colonize

gangs and convert them into “schools” of middle-class values.

Causation and the Social Construction of Juveniie Delinquency

The dramatic increase in juvenile offenses after 1933 prompted widespread concern and
renewed interest in the causes of delinquency, yet consensus on what drove children to
commit crimes was elusive. The Director of St. Patrick’s Home in Halifax, writing fora

national audience, noted wryly:

Many investigations have been carried out with the view of reaching a solution for this
problem. By some, poverty has been offered as the sole cause. By others, hereditary
deterioration is made to bear the blame. At other times, feeble-mindedness, emotional
conflicts, political interference in police and court activities, inadequacy of school
character building programs, parental neglect, glandular deficiency, intestinal
intoxication, or flat-feet, among a host of other specific factors has been set up by self-
assured advocates as the sole underlying condition.?

Most social workers and court officials who worked with juvenile offenders focused upon
a limited number of interrelated causes, and structured their work in accordance with their
perceptions.

Some social workers gestured towards race and intelligence as an explanation for
youth crime. O.L. Austin and K.H. Rogers noted, in a summary of Big Brothers activities

in 1935, that “chronic delinquents usually show poor social, racial, physical and mental

32 Brother Aileran, “Juvenile Delinquency,” Child and Family Welfare, Vol. 14, No. 6 (March 1939),
23.
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background,” thus conflating race with intelligence, class position and physical health.*?
The question of intelligence is particularly interesting in light of the Court’s extensive use
of psychiatrists and IQ tests in the 1930s.>* While some groups of delinquents tended to
be of below normal intelligence, the Family Court concluded in 1930 that intelligence
was not the determining factor among repeat offenders.”® This conclusion stands in
contrast to The Report of the Royal Commission on Public Welfare, in which it was
argued that 60-65% of delinquent and neglected children had “defective” parents. The
Commission drew a direct link between child IQ and delinquency, and called for a forced
sterilization campaign to control crime.*® The opinions of the Commission, however,
were not acted on and although the medicalization of delinquency continued through the
involvement of doctors and psychiatrists, the search for individual pathology (poor
breedir:g, low IQ) was eclipsed by the search for a social pathology rooted in non-
conforming cultures. .

Leslie Smith, a Big Brothers caseworker in Parkdale, saw the large “foreign”

population with its different “moral, religious, and political ethics™ as one cause for youth

33 O.L. Austin and K.H. Rogers “The Voluntary Case Work Agency and Juvenile Rehabilitation,” Child
and Family Welfare, Vol. 9, No. 2 (July 1935), 39.

34 Sece the Report of the Toronto Family Court, 1938: ““it is essential that the Court should have as its
handmaidens the advantage of the Medical Practitioner, the Psycoiogist, the Psyciatrist, the
Sociologist and the Educationist.”

35 See “Report of the Toronto Family Court for the Year 1930,” Child and Family Welfare, Vol. 7, No.
2 (July 1931), 31. See “Report of the Toronto Family Court for the Year 1930,” Child and Family
Welfare, Vol. 7, No. 2 (Jul. 1931), 31.

36 “Defective Children,” under 50 IQ (poor parents) “need to be placed in an institution and live all their
lives in it,” 50-70 IQ, “they can be trained,” 70-80 [Q “can be trained to earn a decent living.” P.D.
Ross, D.M. Wright, J.M. McCutcheon, The Report of the Royal Commission on Public Welfare
(Toronto 1931).
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crime. Smith used as an example, one boy thief whose “foreign” mother encouraged and
praised his criminal actions to illustrate his point: “to all appearances it seemed that the
sibling who brought home the greatest and most valuable number of stolen goods was

considered the ‘white haired’ child of the far:nily.”37

While race or ethnicity were
occasionally invoked, the fact that most delinquents were native born Canadians had
already been established by G.W. Anderson’s 1932 study of Toronto boys committed to
industrial schools between 1919 and 1932. The overwhelming majority of children were
Canadian born, and Anderson thus stressed that “we cannot say that they could not
understand our different laws and social order for they have known no other.”® By 1939,
the Big Brothers Movement, and its director, Kenneth Rogers, in particular, had moved
away from an earlier analysis that invoked race or ethnicity to explain delinquency,
reaffirming Anderson’s conclusions with new studies that showed only 5% of Toronto
delinquents were foreign born.*

Social workers, court officials, and the police more frequently connected familial
instability and immorality with juvenile delinquency. The “owners” of social welfare
issues in Ontario, Dorothy Chunn points out, began to emphasize deviations from middle-

class notions of the family as the “chief incubator of social problems™ between the wars,

including juvenile delinquency.*® A study of 43 boys from Toronto committed to

37 Leslie Smith, “Annual Report, Parkdale District,” (Dec. 31, 1938), 3, copy in Big Brothers.

38 G.W. Anderson (B.A., M.B., Psychiatrist Juvenile Court, Toronto}, “Survey of Industrial School
Commitments from the City of Toronto, 1919-1932, inclusive,” (1933}, 2, copy in Big Brothers.

39 [Kenneth H, Rogers], “Bent Twigs: Survey of Juvenile Delinquency in the City of Toronto for the
Year 1939,” 3, copy in Big Brothers.

40 Dorothy Chunn, From Punishment to Doing Good, 36-7.
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industrial schools between 1926 and 1931, undertaken by Joseph MacDermott of the
Social Sciences Department of the University of Toronto in 1932, found that “in many
cases, a home and family background of marked instability” was evident. Fathers were
absent from over half of the families studied, mothers were absent from 7 of the 43
families, and the legality of the marriage of 6 couples was suspect.*! A Toronto study of
juvenile car thieves in 1936 found that 21% came from “broken homes,” while another
study found that juvenile female sex ‘offenders’ often came from “broken homes.™*
Coansequently, case workers were attentive to unusual family arrangements, noting in one
case that the main problem facing the child was a “gross absence of home standards of
decency, morality, family cohesion, religion and social feeling. The pseudo-foster-mother
was a common law wife alleged to be the proprietor of a bawdy house.”™
Despite their greatest efforts, social workers felt that boys from broken or

immoral families were predisposed to offend, a view supported by statistical evidence on

the family status of juvenile deliﬂquents.44 The following letter from a man who was

41 [Joseph MacDermott], “Whither Bound,” Child and Family Welfare, Vol. 7, No. 6 (March 1932), 37-
8. Of the 23 absent fathers, 10 were dead, 6 had deserted, 3 were permanently separated, 1 was
divorced. 7 had been replaced by step-fathers (often a situation rife with conflict). Of the mothers, 4
were dead and three had ‘run away with other men.’ Three had been replaced by step mothers.

42 G.W. Anderson and K.H. Rogers, “A Group of Auto Theft Cases,” Child and Family Welfare, Vol.
12, No. 3 (Sep. 1936), 41; “News Notes, The Toronto Family Court,” Child and Family Welfare, Vol.
8, No. 5 (June 1933), 51. This was one of the only references to female delinquents in this journal in
the 1930s. For a consideration of the relationship between female delinquency, broken homes and
incest see Linda Gordon, Heroes of Their Own Lives: The Politics and History of Family Violence,
Boston, 1880-1960 (New York 1988), 227-9.

43 O.L. Austin and K.H. Rogers, “The Voluntary Case Work Agency and Juvenile Rehabilitation,” Child
and Family Welfare, Vol. 9, No. 2 (July 1935), 39.

44 Marjorie Moore, “Treatment Without Operating,” Child and Family Welfare, Vol. 9, No. 6 (Mar
1934), 43.
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separated from his parents when the family fell apart in the 1930s would have reinforced

the belief that familial instability and break-up led to youth crime.

[ am writing you a letter letting you know that I am back in jail again, the term I have
to serve is two years less one day at Burwash ... I don’t know what made me do it this
time just another crazy idea got into my head, and [ don’t think of the consequences,
well nothing matters now. [ know you never want anything further to do with me, and I
don’t blame you, I’m no good and never will be any good to anyone, not even myself. I
guess I’ll be in jail all of the time ... Since I was eight years old I have been in custody
of some institution, that’s 13 years and you wonder why I’m always in trouble. If I had
been brought up at home I’d have been a model son.”

One young offender, who participated in a study of boys in reform schools in Canada in
1939, bluntly stated that no boy would run away or get into trouble “if he has a good
home unless he is crazy.”46

While family relations were viewed as the immediate environment breeding
juvenile delinquency (and the basis for caseworkers’ observations about the role played
by alcohol, morality, religion, and discipline) the evident overlap of poverty and youth
crime was inescapable. In 1931, caseworkers routinely noted that many of the boys
committed to industrial schools from Toronto came from “homes where want has
stripped from life those healthy forms of activity by which children enrich their
education.” The observations of social workers were reinforced by statistical compilation

and analysis conducted by Toronto’s Family Court that concluded that 60% of their

45 AO, Ontario Provincial Court, Family Division (York), General Case Files, 1931-1939, RG 22-5836
(Family Court), file 25,428.

46 Harry T. Atkinson, “What Several Hundred Delinquents Think of the Police,” Child and Family
Welfare, Vol. 15, No. 2 (July 1939), S1.
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juvenile cases involved children whose families were on relief.*” A rather eloquently

phrased introduction to the Annual Report of the York County Juvenile and Domestic

Relations Court in 1933, stressed the relationship between poverty and delinquency:

Crime is a twin sister of Hard Times, and the two go hand in hand. ... In these lean
times boys and girls, naturally energetic and ambitious, have been forced to lead idle
lives. In many cases the parents, through no fault of their own, can set no better
example for their children. The unfortunate result is that the youth of the country, with

little to occupy their minds, tend to violate the laws of the state. 3

Youth unemployment received particular attention for its role in creating

unsupervised leisure, as well as youth poverty. Toronto’s Police Chief, commenting upon

the relationship between youth unemployment and youth crime in 1938, noted that

youth trained, or untrained, is willing and anxious to work but can find nothing to do
... Scarcity of work and pressure to save jobs for adults ... has proven disastrous for
the young people of today. These young people are not bad at heart but the unfortunate
conditions confronting them ... encourages Juvenile Delinquency and Crime.”

Projecting fears of an impending social disaster, H.A. Weir, a Nova Scotia School

Inspector writing on Canadian youth unemployment, predicted not only increased youth

47

43

49

Frank T. Sharpe, “The Challenge of the Delinquent” (June 193 1), copy in Big Brothers. It should be
remembered that the state-run Industrial Schocol was originally perceived as “the boarding school for
the poor.” See Susan E. Houston, “The ‘Waifs and Strays’ of a Late Victorian City,” 135.

AQ, Ministry of the Attorney General (AG), RG 4-32, 1934 - 344, “Annual Report of the York
County Juvenile and Domestic Relations Court,” 1933. For the relationship between unemployment
and delinquency see Ira N. Gerry, “A Business Man Voices Some Plain Truths About Youth and
Unemployment,” Child and Family Welfare, Vol. 7, No. 4 (November 1936), 57-60. Also see AQ,
RG 4-32, 1937 - 53, “Annual Report of the York County Juvenile & Famiiy Court,” (1937).

Annual Report of the Chief Constable of the City of Toronto, 1938, 38. For a report on the 1934
inquiry into the effect of unemployment on youth in 14 countries conducted by the International Save
the Children Fund and presented to the League of Nations, see “The Effect of Unemployment on
Children and Young People,” Child and Family Welfare, Vol. 10, No. 3 (Sep. 1934), 22-32.
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crime, but public disorder, political upheaval, and escalating pre-marital sexual relations

culminating in a plethora of ‘illegitimate’ births.*

The Economic, Social and Spatial Colonization of the ‘gang’

The perceived causes of juvenile delinquency thus varied greatly; different voices
of authority contributed to the construction of a complex and shifting matrix of causal
factors, ranging from race, ethnicity, poverty, unemployment, intelligence, social class,
neighborhood location, housing, education, and familial breakdown. As the Depression
proceeded, and concern with adult criminal gangs rose, perceptions of delinquency turned
to the emergence of youth gangs as a particularly menacing manifestation of adolescent
degeneration. In the early 1930s, gang membership was noted as a contributing factor in
over half of the commitments of Toronto boys to industrial schools.”" By the mid-1930s,
youth gangs were increasingly viewed as the organization of juvenile crime, much as
criminal syndicates were viewed as the organization of adult crime.

The 1933 report of the Toronto Family Court (which also comprised the Juvenile
Court) detailed evidence of a bicycle theft ring, linking youth gangs with unscrupulous

adult businessmen, and hinting at the rise of “illicit capital” as the future “representational

50 H.A. Weir, “Unemployed Youth,” in L. Richter, ed., Canada’s Unemployment Problem (Toronto
1939), 139-41.

51 [Joseph MacDermott], “Whither Bound,” Child and Family Welfare, Vol. 7, No. 6 (March 1932), 39.
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»32 Noting that organized

figures of capitalism’s last decades of the twentieth century.
bicycle theft was a new development, the Court described how “gangs working together,
steal bicycles and then proceed to remove all possible clues of identification by removing
the serial numbers, changing the parts and repainting the frames,” in what was described
as “big business.”” A 1936 study of auto theft in Toronto revealed that over half of the
youths involved were affiliated with gangs.”* A 1939 study of the life course of 161
Toronto juvenile delinquents noted that 70% of those who became “failures” in later life
(defined as becoming an adult criminal or a listless n’er-do-well), had been “running with
gangs.”ss Police Chief Draper lamented the “never ending drift of youth into crime” and
expressed alarm over the emergence of a 1937 youth gang crime wave manifest in
“considerable purse-snatching by persons riding bicycles or using motor cars for a quick
get away’ and “spasmodic outbreaks of robberies where Drug Store delivery boys were
held up.”*

By 1936, attention was turned to working-class poverty and slum conditions as

the cause of collective delinquency. Although heavily influenced by their own

experiences and investigations, Toronto social workers drew liberally upon numerous

52 Bryan D. Palmer, “Nights of Accumulation: Banditry, Mafias and the Contemporary Spirit of
Capitalism,” Chapter 19 of a forthcoming monograph entitled Dark Cultures.

53 H.S. Mott, Report of the Toronto Family Court (Toronto 1933), 21-2. Bicycle theft was also lucrative.
A dealer would buy a bicycle for $2 and sell it for $20.

54 G.W. Anderson and K.H. Rogers, “A Group of Auto Theft Cases,” Child and Family Welfare, Vol.
12, No. 3 (Sep. 1936), 41.

55 V. Lome Stewart and Kenneth H. Rogers, “What Happens to Juvenile Delinquents? A Follow-up
Study of 161 Boys Referred to the Big Brothers Movement by the Toronto Juvenile Court,” (Toronto
1939), copy in Big Brothers.

56 Annual Report of the Chief Constable of the City of Toronto, 1937, 24.
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American studies conducted in the 1920s and 1930s that pointed to the general economic
and psychological demoralization of working-class families as the primary cause of
delinquent youth gang formation.”’ The association constructed in the Depression
between working-class family structure, poverty, slums, youth crime, and gangs was
integral to the formulation of youth gang concerns, and perpetuated the perception of
youth gangs as a working-class adolescent male social problem in the 1940s, when
juvenile delinquency rates peaked.58

The Big Brothers movement of Toronto, which was actively involved in the
supervision of 25% of Toronto’s juvenile delinquents, and on the leading edge of youth
gang rehabilitation, drafted detailed maps correlating the geographic location of relief
recipients with juvenile delinquents as a prelude to their own corrective work among
Toronto’s youth.”® Low wages and unemployment were often cited as the cause of family
stress and juvenile delinquency, and linked to slum conditions that ‘bred’ delinquency.®
While detailed annual studies exposed a certain fluidity in the geographical occurrence of

delinquency, Big Brothers consistently found concentrations of delinquents along certain

57 For example see William Foote Whyte, Street Corner Society: The Social Structure of an Italian Slum
(Chicago 1943); Frederic M. Thrasher, The Gang. For a ‘life history’ style account see Clifford R.
Shaw, The Jack-Roller: A Delinquent Boy's Own Story (Chicago 1930). For a more recent
consideration which also surveys the literature see Albert K. Cohen, Delinquent Boys: The Culture of
the Gang (Glencoe, IlL. 1955), esp. 36-44; Daniel Glasen, “Social Disorganization and Delinquent
Subcultures,” in Herbert C. Quay, ed., Juvenile Delinquency: Research and Theory (Princeton, N.J.
1965); For broader considerations of the relationship between poverty and crime see Rufus
Schatzberg, Black Organized Crime in Harlem: 1920-1930 (London 1993); Conwell Chic, The
Professional Thief, by a Professional Thief (Chicago 1963). For an attempt to probe non-working-
class delinquency, which also acknowledges the conflation of working class youth with gang
delinquency, see Edmund W. Vaz, “Delinquency and the Youth Culture: Upper and Middle-Class
Boys,” in W. Mann, ed., Social Deviance in Canada (Toronto 1971), 74-97.

58 For an overview of statistical trends see D. Owen Carrigan, Crime and Punishment in Canada, 201-
229. Also see Augustine Brannigan, “Mystification of the Innocents, 111-144.



streets: “Just as we have ‘recidivist boys’ and ‘recidivist homes’ so we appear to have
‘recidivist streets.””®' Riverdale, Cabbagetown, and the district around Bathurst Street
and Queen Street, were the focus of on-going interest and intervention. The dots on the
map below indicate the residence of a boy delinquent, while the gray areas (including the
three districts listed above) denote particularly high concentrations of juvenile

delinquents.

59 For the relationship between mapping, management and control see Michel Foucault, “Questions on
Geography,” in Colin Gordon, ed., Power/Knowledge: Selected Interviews and Other Writings, 1972-
1977 (New York 1980), 63-77.

60 Sandford Bates of the Boys Clubs of America was often quoted by Big Brothers: “We need not worry
about preventing crime by the underprivileged boy if we stop breeding him in underprivileged areas.”
“Boys Who Get into Difficulty: Survey of Juvenile Delinquency in the City of Toronto for the Year
1938,” 7, copy in Big Brothers. For a more recent look at the relationship between a neighbourhood’s
social and cultural milieu and deviant youth subcultures see Irving Spergel, Racketville, Slum Town,
Haulburg: An Exploratory Study of Delinquent Subcultures (Chicago 1964).

61 [Kenneth H, Rogers], “Bent Twigs: Survey of Juvenile Delinquency in the City of Toronto for the
year 1939,” 3, copy in Big Brothers. Similar maps exist for many years in the 1930s. For an
interesting look at space and moral regulation in the 1940s see Mary Louise Adams, ‘Almost
Anything Can Happen: A Search for Sexual Discourse in the Urban Spaces of 1940s Toronto,” in
Mariana Valverde, ed., Studies in Moral Regulation (Toronto 1994), 219-32.



154

Image 3A: Big Brothers Spot Map of Juvenile Court Cases®

BIG BROTHERS

SPOT MAP

. 1943

TORONTO
1 ArtJuvenite Couar Cases

SPOTTED BY RESIDENCE .

Commentary on slums and housing conditions to explain delinquency was further

refined in the analysis of gang development, occasionally drawing upon the rhetoric and

symbolism of earlier moral reformers in describing the urban iandscape.®®

The Western half of this area contains many imposing residences of another day which
at the present time have been transformed into hotels purveying beer and, into boarding
houses ... In the little side-streets leading into such well known thoroughfares as
Church, Jarvis and Sherbourne are more boarding houses or just houses giving shelter
to as many families as it is possible to crowd within the walls. There are many

62

63

“A Survey of Juvenile Delinquency in the City of Toronto for the year 1943,” 3, copy in Big
Brothers.

For an analysis of the construction of slums see Mariana Valverde, The Age of Light Soap and Water:
Moral Reform in English Canada, 1885-1925 (Toronto 1991), Ch. 6. Social workers delighted in the
boys’ apparent enthusiasm for hygiene: “The showers of warm water and the presence of soap thrilled
them,” and noted its transformative powers: “By the time they were washed and in the pool they
seemed to be a different group.” Kenneth H. Rogers, Street Gangs in Toronto, 68.
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connecting lanes running at the back of these side streets and paralle! to them. These
lanes are excellent warrens of refuge for activities which shun the light of day. &

Along the dark alleys which defied the light of salvation, and harbored the “people of the
shadows,” walked men, women and children, many of them “decent and clean, others
physically dirty and morally corrupt.” 6

Gangs existed not only in the physical space of working-class slums (flourishing
in the secluded back alleys), but in the imaginary space of gangland, complete with its
own values, conventions and rhythms. In Toronto’s “gangland™ of the 1930s and early
1940s, we find a distinct youth social formation that, like Chicago’s gangland of the
1920s, occasionally “cut through all the conventional social and racial discriminations.”®
In the same decade as the Christie Pits race riot, Blacks, Jews, European immigrants and
English Canadians saw their children move past the barriers of ethno-social division and

conflict to join multi-racial youth gangs, built on mischief, crime and neighborhood.67

Adolescent gang members engaged in rough play, street warfare, shooting craps (rolling

64 Sam Campbell, “A Final Report on the Survey For the Big Brothers of Area number 11 in the City of
Toronto To Discover (a) If Gangs of Boys Exist in the Area (b) If These Gangs Would Respond to
Adult Leadership,” (August 1944), 1, copy in Big Brothers. For a good collection of images of slum
dwelling children see Gregory Kealey and Linda Kealey, “Poverty and the Working Class in Toronto,
1880-1914,” Canada’s Visual History, No. 33 [slides] (Ottawa 1974). Also see Michael Piva, The
Condition of the Working Class in Toronto, 1900-1921 (Ottawa 1979), 113-142.

65 Sam Campbell, “A Final Report on the Survey For the Big Brothers of Area number 11,” 1.

66 Frederic M. Thrasher, The Gang, 3. D. Owen Carrigan, Crime and Punishment in Canada, 220. The
finding of the Big Brothers contradict Carrigan’s assertion that gangs were ethnically/racially
homogeneous and grew from racial/ethnic isolation and self-defense in Toronto and Montreal in the
1930s.

67 See Cyril Levitt and William Shaffir, “The Christie Pits Riot: A Case Study in the Dynamics of
Ethnic Violence - Toronto, August 16, 1933, Canadian Jewish Historical Society Journal, Vol. 9,
No. 1 (1985), 2-30; Cyril Levitt and William Shaffir, The Riot at Christie Pits (Toronto 1987). For the
involvement of youth gangs in the Christie Pits riot see Lita-Rose Betcherman, The Swastika and the
Maple Leaf: Fascist Movements in Canada in the Thirties (Toronto 1975), 48-50.
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dice), organized theft, drinking, smoking, and occasionally violent crime, perhaps (as was
feared by social workers and the police) hoping to graduate to the adult social and
imaginary space of “gangsterland,” as was the case of the Volpe brothers who
apprenticed in youth gangs before become “key figures in organized crime in Toronto.”®
Little is known about gangs in Toronto in the early 1930s; the Big Brothers
Movement did not begin to research local gangs until 1938. Although the reports reflect
the organization’s mission to alter youth behavior patterns, they also provide a
compelling account of this form of working-class adolescent social organization. A study
of Toronto’s Parkdale district detailed the activities of five gangs operating within a 300
yard radius of Argyle St. and Dovercourt Road (while claiming that the phenomenon
existed throughout the city). The Purple Gang was modeled after a prominent Chicago
gang of the same name, and was composed of teenagers and young men between the ages
of 16 and 22 years. They were led by a 19-year-old boy with a crippled foot who had
been unemployed since he left school at the age of 16. Described as intelligent, he was
eventually offered work at the Neighbourhood Workers Association’s (NWA) Parkdale
office doing chores. The Dovercourt Gang, with 20 members between the ages of 14 and
19, shared the heart of Parkdale’s gangland with the Purple Gang. The Argyle Gang also
numbered about 20 youths, from 14 to 17 years-old. “Knifer,” so named because he was

reputed to have cut 20 people with his knife, led the gang in its various activities,

foremost of which was organized stealing:

68 D. Owen Carrigan, Crime and Punishment in Canada, 220.
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One of their methods is for one of their members to jump upon a truck when it is in full
flight. He then proceeds to unload some of the goods from the truck on to the bicycle
carriers of one of the boys following the truck. When this boys carrier is full he rides
away. It is claimed that from one to five bicyclists follow the truck.”

Another group was known as the Junior Argyle Gang, composed of boys between the
ages of 11 and 14, who “hope some day to graduate to the Argyle Gang.”m

A subsequent study of gangs around Bathurst and Queen Street conducted in 1944
found that there were no less than 12 easily identifiable gangs; more were evident but
unreachable through casual investigation, and it was thought that the area was “infested
with gangs of boys.” Big Brothers case worker Clifford W. Pugh roamed the streets,
overcame suspicions that he was a policeman, a journalist or a homosexual, and

befriended some of the gangs as they hung out, played craps, or shot at each other with

pellet guns.

The younger Argyle gang was still in existence, although it was half foreign born
children. The Older Argyle gang was elusive, although rumored to have 10 members,
three of whom are Negroes, remaining after several key members had found jobs. The
Grace Street Gang is a mixture of Polish and Jewish boys, who are “close-knit as a
group but are anti-social.” The Givens Street Gang is a group of older boys. They are
“gamblers deluxe™ and are leaders for the younger boys. The Falcons, like the Grace
Street gang are Polish boys of little evil intent. The Strachan gang played craps at the
Trinity K-club.”

While the conditions of wartime differed significantly from the Depression years

(primarily because of increased male employment), the observations offered by the

investigators are relevant to the conditions of the earlier period; the gangland city slum as

69 Leslie Smith, “Annual Report, Parkdale District,” (31 Dec. 1938). The Ossington Gang was based
primarily on athletics although they “have been known to steal.” 4

70 1bid, 5.
71 C.W. Pugh, “Experiment in Social Science,” 31 Aug. 1944, copy in Big Brothers.
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a physical and symbolic presence changed little during the war years. A study of the
Angels Gang (operating in and around Mount Pleasant cemetery in 1944) provides one of
the few detailed descriptions of young gang members. Although many of their parents
were employed, the boys’ situation was severe; the following description gives some
indication of the deprived material and psychological context in which youth gangs were

perceived to have flourished during the Depression.

Bucko F., aged ten, has been down to juvenile court for stealing bikes, taking them to
pieces and selling the parts. As a sideline he lets horses out of neighbouring riding
stables ... There are 14 members in his family; one of the parents works at
DeHaviland. Carl and Warner, ages 8 and 12. Carl steals his father’s cigars, pipes and
beer. He and Bucko got soused in the park one evening. Warner has a summer job. Bob
and Porky are brothers aged 11 and 8. Bright but quarrelsome. Bob has to repeat his
year at school. Doug is 14 cross eyed and mentally below par. [He] is beaten up by his
father regularly. Jimmy and George, ages 11 and 8, are Jewish boys. Jimmy is hunch
backed. George gets breakfast for Jim and some younger sisters while his mother
sleeps in every day. Bob is a heavy smoker but a good lad. Charlie and Freddy have
summer jobs. These boys all smoke, tell filthy stories, and swear like merry old Hell.”

The Big Brothers movement chronicled a wide diversity of youth gang formations, noting
that some were “harmless”™ and others presented a real problem to society. The mission,
as seen by social workers, was to substitute healthful challenges and activities for harmful
but temporarily rewarding pursuits. Although a systematic campaign to cultivate socially
positive gangs in Toronto did not develop until the late 1930s, the approach and
techniques then developed continued through the 1940s and centered on constructing

alternatives, rather than punishing deviance.

72 Ivan H. Cleaver, “Final Report Regarding Unattached Gangs of Boys in the City of Toronto, Special
Summer Survey, 1944,” 7, copy in Big Brothers. The case workers noted that most mothers were out
working.
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Despite the public menace associated with groups of criminal (and potentially
criminal) children, social workers saw youth gangs as a ‘natural’ and powerful form of
youth organization rather than as an inherently anti-social phenomenon. William Green,
the Superintendent of a school for wayward boys in Mimico, recognized the important
opportunities gangs offered to those who had little success elsewhere. In commenting on
one of his less accomplished inmates, Green noted that the boy “did find it possible to be
a leader in a downtown gang who sold newspapers, gambled, and raided stores. Thus the
lad tasted the fruits of popularity and success, and his illegal acts became a necessity to
him.”” Accepting the inevitable tendency of young boys (and sometimes girls) to
congregate and act in packs, some social workers extolled the constructive potential of
youth gangs. Frank Sharpe, of Toronto’s Big Brothers movement, eloquently described
the profound role gangs played in the development of Toronto’s male working-class

youth:

The boy without a gang is like a dog without a bone — he has been robbed of his
heritage. Gang life is where a boy learns to be a man. [t is his school of democracy. His
first lessons in fair play and sacrifice are brought to him, there, and that in itself is no
small consideration. The gang is the grindstone that polishes precious stones or ruins
them completely. The gang is the most potent influence in the life of the growing boy
for good or for bad. It is his school of morals and language and behaviour.™

The goal of social workers working with youth was to channel the ‘natural’ energies of

young hoodlums into constructive activities. Cleveland’s successful campaign to recruit

73 William Green, “Boys Will Be Boys,” Child and Family Welfare, Vol. 10, No. 4 (Nov. 1934), 22.

74 Frank T. Sharpe, “Stopping Before Starting,” Child and Family Welfare, Vol. 7, No. 3 (Sept. 1936),
42. Also see Frederic M. Thrasher, The Gang, 23-35.
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65 gang leaders, give them autonomy over constructive group actives and place them in
employment, resulted in a drastic decline in crime, and indicated what was possible.75
Social workers feared that failure to transform gangs into a positive social force
would reproduce the family dynamics and poverty which initially contributed to the
emergence of juvenile delinquency and youth gang activities. Frederic Thrasher observed
that gangs were an adolescent phenomena occupying “a period in the life of a boy
between childhood, when he is usually incorporated into a family structure, and marriage,
when he is reincorporated into a family and other orderly relations of work, religion and

76
pleasure.”

Social workers believed that ‘misspent’ (ie. sexually active) adolescent years
would influence the orderliness of young families, and may have noted with alarm the
disproportionate number of young couples who ended up before the Family Court in the
1930s. American studies of youth gangs paid significant attention tc the sexual practices
of gang members. Frederic Thrasher’s influential study of Chicago gangs expressed
concern with male sexual development. Youth sexual promiscuity and an interest in
prostitutes was seen as resulting from the close physical proximity of vice and slums.
Thrasher’s survey of gang culture pointed to an early awareness of sexuality (via older
gang members and pornography), and sexual relations with neighbourhood girls, that on

one occasion took the form “of a sort of polyandry carried on with a girl in their

hangout.”’’ Thrasher also ‘uncovered’ evidence of ‘orgiastic type’ gangs in which mixed

75 “Cleveland Rounds Up Young Gangsters,” The Canadian Welfare Summary, Vol. 14, No. 3 (Sep.
1938), 61.

76 Frederic M. Thrasher, The Gang, 32.
77 Ibid, 158.
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groups of children (generally 13 to 16 years old) would congregate in vacant lots, parks
or abandoned buildings and engage in “petting, necking, and mugging.” Older boys
staged “‘stag parties,” that according to the report of the Juvenile Protection Association,
featured the raffling off of young women and girls for sexual relations, strip shows, and a
sexual orgy on stage.”®

While gangs in Chicago could include female members who entered through
victorious combat with a male gang member (usually younger gangs) or by extending
sexual ‘favors’ (usually older gangs), there is no evidence to suggest that young women
were members of Toronto gangs in the 1930s, or that social workers were particularly
concerned with the sexual practices of young male gang members.” Hugh Garner’s
fictional account of life in Cabbagetown in the 1930s contains an innocent yet

mischievous account of courtship in the gang milieu:

During the warm weather some of them mounted their own or borrowed bicycles and
rode in a group through downtown to the Ward to try and pick up the little [talian and
Jewish girls to take for rides on the bars of their bikes. When the gangs of young
fellows in the Ward proved too tough they rode down to Cherry Beach or Simcoe
Beach, along the East-End lakefront, to flirt with and pick up the girls. Many of the
girls willingly went for bike rides down behind the gas works or along the deserted
factory streets, and when the gang remustered later they would brag and lie about their
largely imaginary conquests. Nothing much happened on these nocturnal forays except
a little kissing and what was to become known as petting but the adventure of the game
and its possibilities drew them almost every night.80

78 Ibid, 164-5.

79 Only Montreal’s Alert gang had both male and female gang members, and an overtly sexual
reputation. D. Owen Carrigan, Crime and Punishment in Canada (Toronta 1991), 220. Social
workers were concemed with juvenile sexuality, but those concerns were not heightened by the
discovery of gangs. For a discussion of the sexualization of youth culture see Cynthia Comacchio,
“Dancing to Perdition,” 5-35. For a fictional account of a co-ed youth party and the associated sexual
antics see Hugh Garner, Cabbage Town (Toronto 1968), 15-17.

80 Hugh Gamer, Cabbage Town, 71-2.
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Explicit concerns with male gang member sexuality in Toronto were only obliquely
articulated through a particular construction of working class masculinity that glossed
over detailed examination of male juvenile sexual relations and focused on the inability
of youth to successfully progress from sexual relations to family life and labor.®!

If gangs were indeed the grindstones that polished precious stones or ruined them
completely, evidence of a poor finish emerged in some of Toronto’s young families
marked by a wild youth that jeopardized their ability and inclination to emulate middle-
class notions of proper gender roles, family forms, and sexual behavior.*? A young
shipper left his teen wife after a marriage forced by pregnancy, because she was drinking,
smoking, and running with a bad crowd.®® Nineteen-year-old Billy H married his
girlfriend when she became pregnant, but never looked for work and continued to ‘hang’
with his Riverdale Gang; he was eventually compelled to leave his wife by the
Neighbourhood Workers Association because he was abusive and they were “a bad

184

couple.”™" Jacque, a nineteen-year-old year old truck driver who lost numerous jobs for

fighting with his employers, accused his seventeen-year-old wife of continuing sexual

81 For two contradictory views of youth courtship in this period see John Modell, “Dating Becomes the
Way of American Youth,” in David Levine et. al,, Essays on the Family and Historical Change
(Arlington, Texas 1983), 91-126 and Veronica Strong-Boag, The New Day Recalled: Lives of Girls
and Women in English Canada, 1919-1939 (Toronto 1988), Ch. 3. Also see Karen Dubinsky,
Improper Advances: Rape and Heterosexual Conflict in Ontario, 1880-1929 (Chicago 1993). The
subject of gangs and masculinity has not received extensive commentary here because the sources led
in a different direction, yet the assertion of masculinity is one of the characteristics of distinctive
youth subcultures. For a summary of the literature see Mike Brake, The Sociology of Youth
Subcultures, 82-3, 137-48

82 See Mariana Valverde, ‘Building Anti-Delinquent Communities,” 27. For a discussion of ‘improper’
sexual behavior in this period in Ontario see Joan Sangster, “Incarcerating ‘Bad Girls,’ 255.

83 AOQ, Family Court, file 28,225.
84 Ibid., file 27,994. In 1938 he died in a Sudbury mine explosion.
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relations with former lovers, and dealt with his brooding jealousy by drinking in the back
alleys of Riverdale with his old Silverstone Ga.ng.85 Attempts to reshape and mold youth
ultimately aimed to inculcate middle-class social values in working-class families such as

these.

The Counter Hegemonic Possibilities of Working-Class Youth Culture

If gangs and delinquency promised ruin for some young couples, the lessons
learned of social cohesion based on age, neighborhood and class offered potential for
collective action that reached beyond petty theft, gambling, intoxicants and sexual
adventure. Frank Sharpe’s observation that gangs were a school for democracy, morals,
language and behavior is worth noting. Although gangs did not cultivate the middle-class
values that Sharpe hoped they would, they did build a rudimentary sense of solidarity,
sharing, and justice.86 Ivan Cleaver, investigating gangs in Toronto’s north and east ends,
uncovered a natural, if rough, gang solidarity: “[t]hey are unruly, quarrelsome, profane

87 The boys’ ‘profane culture’ was expressed in

but present a united front to any outsider.
vulgar songs which they sang to dismayed streetcar passengers as a sign of their vitality

and cohesion, and all displayed a love of public cursing that made middle-class parents

85 1bid, file 27,684.

86 Frank T. Sharpe, “Stopping Before Starting,” Child and Family Welfare, Vol. 7, No. 3 (Sept. 1936),
42, For a more detailed discussion of the gang instinct and the social conditions which shape its form
and meaning see Frederic M. Thrasher, The Gang, 23-35.

87 Ivan H. Cleaver, “Final Report Regarding Unattached Gangs of Boys in the City of Toronto, Special
Summer Survey, 1944,” 4, copy in Big Brothers.
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with children recoil in horror.®® They played games that were particular to their milieu,
such as “Escaped Convicts” (probably equivalent to ‘hide and seek’), universally adopted
skinny-dipping, and derisively referring to swimming while wearing a bathing suit as
“dude” swirnming.89 They bought each other treats, shared “boosted” booty, and (when
on excursions with an undercover caseworker) generously divided their food so that none
would be without.”

The class bound lessons of the gang (including an appreciation of solidarity and
fair play) were sometimes complemented by children’s comprehension of general
economic conditions and realities in the 1930s. While youth unemployment was
extremely high, some children did manage to find poorly paying jobs. In 1936 the Child
Welfare Council of Toronto complained to David Croll that there were a number of boys
working as bicycle messengers, 13 hours a day for $3 a week, to help support their
families on relief®' A young delivery boy, complaining of the long hours and low pay,

portrayed a precocious class awareness in pointing out that “all over the city boys are

88 This brings to mind Paul Willis’s observation that swearing “held an ability to fill their verbal range
with a force of meaning and muscularity of style for a distinctive and incontrovertible expression of
feeling impossible to other, more polite, modes of discourse.” Paul E. Willis, Profane Culture
(London 1978), 42-3.

89 Here we have nakedness as a distinctive style of ‘dress.” See D. Hebdige, Sub-culture: The Meaning
of Style (London 1979).

90 Kenneth H. Rogers, Street Gangs in Toronto, 54-55, 58, 63. This book is an edited (and altered)
compilation of individual neighborhood assessments and needs to be approached critically. The
validity of the observations may be challenged, but the trends and characters found in Toronto
conforms to other studies (previously cited) that probe gangs and gang culture in the early 20th
century. For a consideration of the relationship between gang culture and political activity see Mike
Davis, City of Quartz: Excavating the Future in Los Angeles (London 1990), 293-300. For comments
on the ‘street corner gangs’ in the texture of a shared working-class culture see William Kornblum,
Blue Collar Community (Chicago 1974), 71.

91 AQ, Labour, RG 7-1-0-133, Margaret Gould, Executive Secretary, The Child Welfare Council of
Toronto, to David Croll, 9 Apr. 1936.
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being exploited in the grab for more profit by these unscrupulous people.”‘)2 This
dimension of the experience of working children has largely escaped the attention of
historians of youth and childhood in Canada.”

Children were aware of unions and labor struggles, as reported in the press and
witnessed on the streets. Sometimes voyeurism gave rise to active participation. Juveniles
in Guelph joined striking workers in a violent assault upon a picketed factory in 1934.%
That same year, the children of 70 striking Toronto junk trade workers joined their
parents on the picket line and brought over 100 neighborhood kids with them to defy both
police and hired thugs.95 During a strike by the Food Workers Industrial Union against the
Parkdale Bakery in January 1935, about 100 children on the picketline (some of whom were
wearing signs reading “Down With Bosses Terror”) watched as the police beat Lilly

Himelfarb for urging them to shout “down with the po[ice.”96 Children frequently appeared

92 AO, Labour, RG 7-1-0-133, T. Banks, Toronto to David Croll, 16 Sep. 1935. The letter also betrayed
a latent racism; the author blamed italians and Chinese shopkeepers, in particular. Social workers
noted that delivery boys were often residents of working-class slums. Kenneth H. Rogers, Street
Gangs in Toronto, 7-8. Delivery boys may have occupied youth social and economic space equivalent
to the adult space of cab drives and truckers.

93 Neil Sutherland’s otherwise comprehensive study of youth and childhood makes no attempt to draw
out conceptions of class antagonism from narratives of the numerous individuals he interviewed,
despite his exploration of children’s sense of class place (albeit derived from consumption patterns
rather than proleterianization processes). Neil Sutherland, Growing Up: Childhood in English Canada
From the Great War to the Age of Television (Toronto 1997), 63-4, 111-141.

94 “Strike Outbreaks End Temporarily at Guelph Plants,” Toronto Telegram, 25 Aug. 1934, copy in
NAC, Labour, RG 27, Vol. 263 (165) (T-2974) copy in NAC, Labour, RG 27, Vol. 263 (165) (T-
2974)

95 “Pickets and Workers Join in Street Fight Five Go to Hospital,” Toronto Star, 19 Jul. 1934, “Score of
Workers Injured Employer Charges Sabotage,” Toronto Globe and Empire, 24 Aug. 1934, “Strikers
Families Join Picket Lines,” Toronto Worker, 28 Jul. 1934, copies in NAC, Labour, RG 27, Vel. 363
(148) Rag & Junk Dealers, Jun. 1934.

96 “Strike Supporters Dispersed by Police,” Toronto Star, 22 Jan. 1935, copy in NAC, Labour Records, RG
27, Vol. 367 (13) Bakery Workers, Jan 1935 MNF T-2977). Magistrate O’Connell dismissed the
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in political marches carrying signs demanding improved welfare provision. On 26 April
1935, for example, 40 children from Welland marched on Queen’s Park shouting *We
want bread,” after Hepburn begrudgingly offered to provide 20,000 new mattresses to

. . - 97
relief recipients.

398

Image 3B: Youth Participants of May Day March, 193

Although most juvenile participation in strikes and political demonstrations was

orchestrated by the Workers Unity League (often through the Communist-run Young

charges after Lily’s testimony that she had been punched, and the children had been beaten over the
head, by the police.

97 Richard Wilbur, AH.H. Stevens, 1878-1973 (Toronto 1973), 164. He ordered their parents to take them
home or be charged under truancy regulations.

98 Photo: City of Toronto Archives, Globe and Mail Collection, image 33192 (1933).
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Pioneers, shown above in a 1933 May Day march), youth did independently organize and
lead a few strikes in Toronto that may have drawn upon gang cohesion and culture in
resistance to exploitation. On 16 June 1934, 50 boys, unattached to any union, struck the
York Downs Gold Club for a 20% raise, apparently winning the increase.” On 1 July
1937, 500 caddies went on strike against the Royal Golf Club for eleven days to secure
increased wages, playing privileges, and the right to buy their lunches in the club cafe,
eventually giving up their demands for the wage increase in exchange for free golf and
lunch privileges. A concurrent (but not necessarily connected) four day strike by 100
caddies at the Rosedale Golf Club also resulted in a negotiated compromise.

The idea that boys (with an average age of 16) would go on strike prompted
ridicule from the Royal Club golf professional who called the boys’ militancy ‘a joke.’
One golfer, drawing upon the age-based paternal relations of player and caddie, quipped:
“we like to see the boys get a good deal but hang it all, If you once let boys of this age get

5,100

what they want there’ll be no holding them from now on.”"" But youth cohesion, perhaps

99 Labour Gazette, July 1934, 625; NAC, Labour, RG 27, Vol. 362 (138), Caddies, June 1934 (MNF T-
2973). The caddies were paid 50 cents per 18 holes, and wanted that raised to 60 cents. The manager
ended the strike by advising the caddies that their demands would be considered in the future. While
no follow up was done, a strike by 50 caddies on 18 Aug. 1934 aimed to raise their wages from 60
cents to 75 cents, and abolish the no tipping rule. While the second strike failed (or so it seemed), the
first strike was clearly successful. NAC, Labour, RG 27, Vol. 364 (193), Golf Caddies, Aug. 1934

(MNF T-2974).

100 “Youth culture” is a term usually applied to the leisure hours of middle-class adolescents (also
marked by “dependence, protection, prolonged schooling™) but it seems more suitable in relation to
the activities of working-class youth. See Rebecca Coulter, “The Working Young of Edmonton,
1921-1931,” in foy Parr, ed., Childhood and Family in Canadian History (Toronto 1982), 159. Fora
study that focuses upon the normality of work in the lives of children see Jane Synge, “The Transition
From School to Work: Growing up Working Class in Early 20th Century Hamilton, Ontario,” in K.
Ishwaran, Childhood and Adolescence in Canada (Toronto 1970), 249-69. For child labor in this
period and beyond see Neil Sutherland, “‘We always had things to do’: The Paid and Unpaid Work of
Anglophone Children Between the 1920s and 1960s,” Labour/Le Travail, 25 (Spring 1990), 105-141.
For an interesting discussion of child labor in the 19th century see John Bullen, “Hidden Workers:



168

shaped by gang experience and manifest in a generalized working-class youth culture,
produced tremendous solidarity and order. Although not affiliated with any union, the
boys elected an official strike committee to negotiate on their behalf, established picket
lines and, according to the Toronto Star, not one child worked while the strike was on.
Youth solidarity seemed to play a big part in their success. One boy explained to the press
that he stayed on strike “for the benefit of the gang.”ml
The image of deviance constructed through an examination of the gang is thus
Janus faced, looking both to the sub-political futility of self-destructive rebellion, and to
the militant power of a cohesive and class-based sub-culture that offered a spring board
from symbolic resistance to political and economic confrontation. The young protagonist
of Hugh Garner’s fictional account of growing up in Depression Toronto’s Cabbagetown
neighbourhood signifies the transformatory potential of working class youth rebellion.
Ken Tilling initially eschewed union involvement, radical politics and showed deference

to his employer. He exerted his independence through his gang of friends and their

misadventures, flaunting hegemonic moral codes and the legal order. As the Depression

Child Labour and the Family Economy in Late Nineteenth-Century Urban Ontario,” Labour/Le
Travail, 18 (Fall 1986), 163-187.

101 “Golfers Carry Own Clubs,” Toronto Star, 2 Jul. 1937, “Caddies on Strike for Increased Fee,”
Toronto Globe and Mail, 5 Jul. 1937, copies in NAC, Labour, RG 27, Vol. 389 (180), Caddies, golf,
June 1937 (MNF T-2997). The efforts of the club management to divide the boys by blaming the
relatively older married caddies for the strike, failed to have any effect upon group solidarity, because
younger boys in gangs tended to defer to and loyally follow older boys. Gangs also elected their
leader, or chose him by consensus. The tendency of young workers to strike without formal union
organization is an interesting phenomenon requiring more study. A strike by 100 young men, ranging
in age from 15 to 17, against a window blind manufacturing company in Toronto, was successfully
waged without the support of a union, on 19 September 1939. After the strike began and ended, the
TDTLC intervened, perhaps hoping to turn youthful militancy and solidarity into a sustained union
presence. NAC, Labour, RG 27, Vol. 402 (106) Window Shade, Sep. 1939 (MNF T-3010).
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deepened and he witnessed and experienced the growing helplessness and poverty around
him, the rebellious leisure of the gang formed the basis of militancy at work and a drift
towards radical politics in the street, culminating in unemployment marches, rent strikes,
and participation in the Spanish Civil War.'® The experience of economic and social
subordination, while most frequently articulated by the working-class youth who form the
subject of this study as a profane resistance (perhaps forming the basis of what Goffman
called ‘evervday forms of popular resistance,’)lO3 could pose an alternative, potentially
counter hegemonic solution to the crisis and contradictions of their society. Youth in the
Depression could, contrary to what Paul Willis has suggested, move past self-defeating
cultural alternatives into political activism and power struggles that challenged “those
brutalizing and repressive determinations which made them, in the first place, what they

were 51104

102 Hugh Garner, Cabbage Town. The youthfulness of the On-To-Ottawa Trekers led the Vancouver
Providence to describe the mobilization as a delegation of Canadian youth going to “Ottawa to

demand a place in the country’s society.” Quoted in John Herd Thompson and Allen Seager, Canada,
1922-1939: Decades of Discord (Toronto 1985), 270.

103 Erving Goftman, Behavior in Public Places (Toronto 1963).
104 Paul Willis, Profane Cultures, 6-7. Also see Mike Brake, The Sociology of Youth Subcultures, 85.
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Conclusion: Order, Youth and Famiiy

Conditions which breed delinquent gangs and all other evils of our scciety can not be
eliminated by charitable gestures which merely poultice a cancerous growth which
should be excised by a skilled surgeon.IOS

It is difficult to define how the experiences of youth and the culture of the gang played a
role in shaping the views and sensibilities of young working-class males from the
Depression through post-war reconstruction. Barry Broadfoot has speculated that children
“survived the Depression best of all,” because they were able to normalize poverty and

deprivation, having never ‘known’ comfort and security.106

Broadfoot’s observation may
be correct, but the letters children wrote to R.B. Bennett — asking for baseball gloves or
other items that their parents could not afford to buy them — speaks to a certain
awareness of what these children were lacking.'”’

The experience of poverty and relief probably contributed to the bitterness,

resentment, and militancy of youth.m8 Stephen was 13 in 1930 when his father went blind

and the family was thrown onto relief. He never managed to hold a job and (after

105 Sam Campbell, “A Final report on the Survey for the Big Brothers,” 5 copy in Big Brothers.

106 Barry Broadfoot, Ten Lost Years: Memories of Canadians Who Survived the Depression (Toronto
1973).

107 See L.M. Grayson and Michael Bliss, eds., The Wretched of Canada: Letters to R B. Bennett, 1930-
1935 (Toronto 1971).

108 For example see Pierre Vallieres, “The Realm of Childhood,” White Niggers of America (Toronto
1973).
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recovering from an ulcerated stomach) joined the airforce in 1939. It was customary to
expect that children in the military would assign their pay to support their parents, but

Stephen refused, having grown angry from the miserable conditions of his childhood.

Up to the present time, I spend my money on having good times which is the natural
right of every normal individual especially the young — and on personal expensive
articles. All of these were denied to me during peace-time because of poverty; but now
since 'm in the C_A.S.F. and am paid, I’ll spend every cent [ get on good times,
because good times cost money, and because of the fact that it’s only a matter of days
when I’ll face the enemy’s death machine which possibly means death to me. [ am
prepared to fight and possibly die for your and my King and country and because it is
my duty. In the meantime the Welfare is obligated socially and morally to protect my
aged and helpless parents. Signed by an ex-beggar who was on the damn pogey in
Toronto thru no fault of his own.'”’

Social workers, perhaps projecting their own social philosophy, reported that
working-class slum dwellers emphatically opposed any return to the pre-war laissez-faire
policy of the government, and felt that “freedom from want” must become a central

feature of post-war Canada.'"

This played out in wartime strikes and was reflected in the
post-war compromise, but what drove these developments may have been the anxiety that
youth felt after growing up in a decade of deprivation. A study of the opinions of
Canadian youth, undertaken in 1945 for the Canadian Youth Commission, found that

50% of those polled believed that “the goal of full employment is beyond the reach of

109 MA, Commissioner of Public Welfare Records, Box 91, File 46.09, Vol. 1, “Enlisted Men’s and
Veteran's Families,” Oct./31 - July/39, District Control Officer to A.W. Laver, 12 Aug. 1940. The
District Control Officer noted that “he appears to be of the opinion that he has no responsibility
towards his parents and the fact that the family including the son have been on relief for 10 year or
more may account for his attitude.”

110 Sam Campbell, “A Final report on the Survey for the Big Brothers,” 6 copy in Big Brothers.
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free enterprise,” and state economic controls and some economic ownership were
necessary.''!

A similar position was adopted by Kenneth Rogers, the head of Toronto’s Big
Brothers movement through the 1930s and early 1940s. Having travelled through
Toronto’s slums, and catalogued the effect of poverty and insecurity upon families and
children, he moved to embrace the economic and political platform of the Cooperative
Commonwealth Federation. Using the epilogue of his 1945 published study of Toronto
gangs as a platform, he criticized competition and unbridled free enterprise for
condemning half of the population to failure, defeat and exploitation. He questioned the
meaning of justice under an economic and social system that punished people for the
crime of taking a dollar from the pocket of a stranger, but imposed no sanction for paying
unfair wages to the timid and weak. He spoke of a new system and a new cooperative
culture in which children and families would have their basic needs secured. Through the
words of the poet Charlotte Perkins Gilman, he called upon the “the people of place and

power, and all the captains and kings,” to provide what was needed for a child to flourish:

Light for the whole day long,
Food that is pure and strong,
Housing and clothing fair,
Clean water and clean air,
Teaching from day to day

And room for a child to play.l 12

I11 The Canadian Youth Commission, Youth and Jobs in Canada (Toronto 1945), 17.

112 Charlotte Perkins Gilman, “To the Wise—A Bargain,” in Public (Chicago 1908), quoted in Kenneth
H. Rogers, Street Gangs in Toronto, 113-4.
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Arguments for accommodating youth, and accommodating workers, were both
ultimately framed as the price to be paid to defuse the looming explosion of destructive
social forces. The Depression produced immense anxiety about disorder at many levels of
society. Attempts to regulate and ‘re-cement’ the family were paired with efforts to map and
then colonize gangs, and to structure the leisure time of working-class adolescents. The
order that some social workers struggled to impose on the family and the child would be
reproduced in (and materially related to) struggles to bring order to the economy. The
following chapters examine working-class strategies of survival, adaptation, and resistance
that fed into a burgeoning union movement, pushed the state towards active intervention in
the economic and the political relations of capital and labor, and strove to make order out of

chaos.



Chapter Four

Fighting the Sweatshop:

Work, Relief and the Industrial Standards Act

With a claim that “Canadian Business Men prosper on the profits of merchandising and
not on the exploitation of labor,” Toronto’s silversmiths launched an unsuccessful
organizing drive in 1929 to resist wage reductions and stabilize their industry.l Any
notion that employers did not earn their profits from the exploitation of labor was
shattered in the following decade by widespread wage cutting, longer hours and
oppressive working conditions. Many of Toronto’s workers experienced, for the first time
in their lives, the harsh conditions of the city’s numerous sweatshops which profited so
visibly from the raw exploitation of labor. Some responded to the erosion of their income
and sense of position by joining militant unions and striking back against wages so low
that they were compelled to both work and draw relief. Others wrote letters of complaint
to the provincial government asking for intervention to correct their low wages, long
hours, and reliance on the dole. Their letters fell largely on deaf ears until 1934 when the

provincial Liberal government responded to the crisis of sweatshop labor with legislation

1  “Ready to Settle Workers’ Strike,” Toronto Star, 4 Nov. 1929; flyer, issued by the striking union
calling for a boycott of the products of Canadian Wm. A. Rogers Co. and the Canadian Silversmiths
Limited, copy in National Archives of Canada (NAC), Department of Labour, Strikes and Lockouts
Files (Labour), RG 27, Vol. 344 (102), Silversmiths, Oct. 1929 (MNF T-2755).
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aimed at restricting market competition, acquiescing to (if not actually encouraging)
union growth, enforcing the female minimum wage, and introducing minimum wages for
male workers. These measures did not abolish the sweatshop, but transformed it from a
place of work into a potent symbo! of exploitation that excited public opinion, shaped
political discourse and drew new recruits to labor’s cause. Indeed, much of labor’s war-
time militancy and the post-war “compromise” can be contextualized through an
understanding of the complexity of workers’ struggles for living wages in the 1930s.

At the root of the sweatshop crisis were several intersecting dilemmas affecting
workers, capital and the state, the most significant of which was the rise of relief
‘subsidized’ wages that allowed some employers to pay significantly less than a living
wage, impoverishing workers and distorting the already heightened competition for jobs.
Rival employers were tempted and pressured to follow the lead of sweatshop employers
and to hire men on relief as a means of reducing costs, which accelerated a spiral of wage
cutting through industry. Although it might be expected that capital would be the primary
beneficiary of relief-subsidized wages and the keen competition for jobs, relief labor
actually destabilized the market (and profit margins) by spreading through many
industries, rather than being concentrated in a few sectors (such as the garment industry).
Many employers could not, or would not, meet the competition from the sweatshops and
it exacerbated capital’s already sagging financial fortunes.

Relief labor put the state in a particularly awkward position; government had
pieced together a relief structure that was at once expensive, indispensable and untenable.

It would have been political suicide to dismantle even what existed of a nascent welfare
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state, and fiscally and ideologically difficult to raise benefits enough to diminish the
incentive to work while drawing relief. The most obvious solution would have been to
extend the female minimum wage to men. The provincial Conservative government
entertained this idea near the end of its term but felt it would overwhelm the enforcement
capability of the state.” The provincial Liberals, well aware of increasing violations of the
female Minimum Wage Act, also felt that a male minimum wage could not be policed.
As an alternative they promoted the Industrial Standards Act (ISA), enacted in early
1935, as a means to bring employees and employers together under the auspices of the
state to establish minimum wages and work standards. By legislating essential industrial
‘codes,’ the Ontario state aimed to mobilize organized capital and organized labor to
combat vicious competition, stop the spread of relief-subsidized labor, and transform the
predatory capitalism manifest in sweatshops.

The idea of market competition, long the ideological (if not the actual)
underpinning of ‘free’ enterprise and capitalism, crumbled in the face of state intervention
that went beyond merely providing for the poor and unemployed. The belief “from time
immemorial” that “competition is the life of trade,” argued Louis Fine, the officer

entrusted with enforcing the ISA, was no longer tenable:

The struggle for life and the race for wealth, coupled with the selfishness of mankind ...
went beyond all bounds of decency during the Depression years until the practice in

2 Mark Cox, “The Limits of Reform: Industrial Regulation and Management Rights in Ontario, 1930-
7,” Canadian Historical Review, Vol. 68, No. 4 (1987), 557.
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business and conditions of employment have brought us to a state of potential warfare
in our struggle for a livelihood.?

Few Canadian capitalists would have argued with this assessment; many had already
pressured the government to introduce some mechanism to protect them from the dangers
of the free market.* When capital’s own regulatory schemes, sach as combines and trade
associations (which actually flourished under anti-trust legislation designed to control
monopolistic growth), failed to control what they termed ‘vicious’ or “unfair’
competition, they were willing in many instances to follow the state’s economic
leadership. However, the state had no intention of actually enforcing any of its industrial
standards, and turned to business and labor to ensure compliance. As business had
already proven itself unable to regulate competition, the only feasible alternative was for
unions to enforce the standards, a system referred to as ‘regulatory unionism.” For some
unions, including those which were newly organized as well as those which were long
established, the I[SA opened critical space, and offered a high degree of state support for
their reformist and accommodationist philosophy and tactics. The promise of the ISA was
less evident to militant and radical unions, although the act could provide them with a
certain degree of legitimacy, and could be used to frame demands and extend class

struggle across broad industrial sectors.’

3 Archives of Ontario (AO), Department of Labour Files (Labour), RG 7-15-0-72, Louis Fine,
Industrial Standards Officer, “Industrial Standards Act, Ontario,” 7 Dec. 1936. This open letter was to
be used to answer inquiries regarding the Act.

4  See Alvin Finkel, Business and Social Reform in the Thirties (Toronto 1979).

5  See Ian Radforth, Bushworkers and Bosses: Logging in Northern Ontario, 1900-1980 (Toronto
1987), 134-144, for a discussion of how the Communist-led L.umber and Saw Mill Workers Union
navigated the [SA in northern Ontario in the direction of dues check-off, the free entry of union
representatives to the camps, and non-discrimination provisions.
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The ISA, the subject of numerous historiographic interpretations, reflected many
of the tendencies and tensions inherent in the Great Depression, causing the Minister of

Labour to lament:

In its short life the Industrial Standards Act has become the most controversial piece of
legislation now on the Statute Books of the Province. [t has been subject to violent
attack and equally violent championship ... we have gained little credit for our efforts
in respect to this statute.’

Although workers would receive even less credit, and certainly few tangible gains, the
Act stands as an important indication of the nature of class relations and economic

development in the 1930s.

The Regulatory State and The Politics of Laissez-Faire

In a convoluted and often contradictory fashion, the ISA set the state upon a course of
unprecedented intervention in the relations of capital and labor that sought to avoid the
anarchy of the market and the despotism of state-dictated and enforced prices and wages.
Such state intervention in the economy, and particularly in the operation of the market,
was not without historical precedent in Canada. In addition to setting the basic legal
framework of capitalist accumulation, directing the financing and construction of
infrastructure, and propping up business in times of national emergency or crisis, the state
had a long history of directly assisting indigenous capital. Traditionally this intervention

took the form of “passive regulation” through protective tariffs, but the government had

6  AO, Labour, RG 7-1-0-112, draft of speech by David Croll to be delivered in the legistature 1936
before the passage of amendments to the ISA, p.3.
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also intervened in setting prices and production quotas for industrial sectors during and
immediately after the First World War.” While there were few calls in the 1920s for a
greater government role in the economy, the Great Depression increased expectations of
state intervention, at the same time that a strong movement towards ‘business
collectivism,’ informed by a ‘corporatist ideology,” took root among many Canadian
business leaders.® Corporations of all sizes urged state action to facilitate “industrial self-
government” aimed at stabilizing prices and competition. While businesses re-evaluated
the nature of competition, the market and the state, a shift of popular feeling against big
business unfolded in response to renegade Tory Minister of Trade and Commerce Harry
H. Stevens and his ill-fated Royal Commission on Price Spreads.9

Prodded and perhaps guided by Warren K. Cook, a wealthy paternalistic Toronto
clothing manufacturer and president of the Canadian Association of Garment
Manufacturers, Stevens broke party unity and launched a stinging attack on big business

in a speech that earned him a standing ovation from the members of the Retail Shoe

7 Tom Traves, The State and Enterprise: Canadian Manufacturers and the Federal Government, 1917-
1931 (Toronto 1979), 29-54. A classic case occurred in the final years of W.W.I and through the first
few years of the 1920s in the newsprint industry. Insistent and powerful newspaper publishers
interested in steady supplies at low cost, pushed the state to set prices and quotas for newsprint sales
in Canada.

8  Michael Bliss, Northern Enterprise: Five Centuries of Canadian Business (Toronto 1987), 425.

9  Richard Wilbur, A.H. Stevens, 1873-1973 (Toronto 1977), 10-11, 74-77, 104-5. Stevens was an
interesting and complex character. He was a Methodist, Orangeman, Mason, and a strong advocate of
a ‘white Canada,’ who would be drawn to the Tories over concerns for the ‘moral degeneration’ of
Canada. In 1902 he worked as a miner near Nelson B.C., where he joined the left-leaning Western
Federation of Miners, quickly becoming secretary of his union iocal. He entered federal politics in
1911 and in 1919 he vice-chaired an investigation into the rising cost of living after the war, eaming a
reputation for his tough questioning of profiteering. He was among those in the Party who felt a close
tie to the experience and concerns of constituents — he chafed at the arrogance of the ‘millionaire
group,’ led by Bennett and General A.D. McRae, who dominated the Party after 1926 — but, as
Minister of Trade and Commerce, he toed Bennett’s line dutifully and publicly urged people to rely
upon their own ‘individual effort.”
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Merchants and Shoe Manufacturers Association assembled at the Royal York Hotel.
Mass buying, which allowed large corporations to drive down the price of goods from
their suppliers without passing that savings on to consumers, was the focus of Stevens’
speech, although reference to the ‘sweated’ condition this produced for workers was also
reported. Infurtated, Bennett nevertheless surrendered to the evident popularity of
Stevens’ charges, and appointed him to head a Select Committee which began its
hearings on 15 February 1934.

The hearings received immense interest from business, farmers and labor, and
reports ran on the front pages of many daily newspapers. The revelation that powerful
economic players were abusing smaller competitors, suppliers, and their suppliers’
workers, was undoubtedly the most publicized issue of 1934. Many Canadians learned
more about the practices of Canadian corporations than they had ever known before. An
extensive investigation of company records demonstrated how corporations, such as
Imperial Tobacco, paid presidential salaries of $25,000 a year (plus bonuses from
$32,000 to $61,000) while large retailers, such as Eaton’s and Simpsons, were forcing
manufacturers, particularly in the furniture, garment, and boot and shoe industries, to take
the low prices they were offered for their products “out of the hide of the workers.”"°

Despite the attention paid to sweatshops and the occasional reference to relief

labor, Stevens’ main focus was the small businessman hurt by ‘unfair’ competition.

10 Ibid, 108-115, 119-121. R.A. Staples, the head of the Minimum Wage Board, was urhelpful (he
claimed to be unaware of sweatshops in Toronto). A.W. Laver of Toronto’s Department of Welfare
reported that several workers were having their full-time wages subsidized by his department, at
places such as the highly profitable Canada Packers and Eaton’s.
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He followed the development of Roosevelt’s New Deal legislation quite closely, and felt
that General Johnston’s emphasis upon ‘industrial self-government’ (as opposed to direct
government control) could be emulated in Canada.'' Although cast as a populist figure
with broad appeal, Steveas was particularly sympathetic to the hardships of small
business, and responsive to the Canadian Manufacturers Association’s claim that
hundreds of small manufacturers were being driven into bankruptcy by the machinations
of large corporate entities formed in the merger movement of the 1920s. Unfortunately
for Stevens and his plans, his revelations and accusations (particularly his denunciation of
Joseph Flavelle) alienated him from the Conservative Party at the same time that his
particular critique of big business was forcing a re-alignment in Tory rhetoric."?
Although Stevens was displaced from Cabinet and to the sidelines of the Royal
Commission, Bennett swung government rhetoric sharply to the left in a series of radio
broadcasts proclaiming his ‘New Deal for Canada.’ Bennett promised tax changes to
equalize inequalities of income, a uniform wage, maximum hours of labor, the abolition
of child labor, an end to sweatshop conditions, a permanent system of unemployment
insurance, new health and accident insurance, a new old age pension and a bill to protect
producers from monopolistic ‘economic parasites.” The reforms placed the state at the

center of the economy because, as Bennett argued, “free competition and the open market

11  Warren Cook, head of the National Fair Trade Council, led a delegation of small retailers to the
hearings, including George Hougham, secretary-manager of the Ontario Retail Merchant’s
Association, who urged the establishment of a system similar to the American NRA codes. See also
Michael Bliss, Northern Enterprise, 425.

12 Richard Wilbur, A H. Stevens, 166-7. Stevens argued that because 50% of the nation’s commercial
and industrial wealth was in the hands of twelve men, Canada was headed for rule by a “super-
financial or Fascist state.’
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place, as they were known in the old days, have lost their place in the system, and ... the
only substitute for them ... is government regulation and control.” According to Stephen
Leacock, who wrote the introduction to the published version of Bennett’s first broadcast,
“free competition ... was evidently no cure for social injustice, for the starvation of the
submerged poor and the intolerable opulence of the over-rich.”"

Bennett’s conversion was opportunistic, insincere and hypocritical (he was an
“overly-rich” capitalist himself, owning among other things 51% of the Eddy Company
which maintained a total monopoly on matches), and the string of legislation he passed
before the election was ill-conceived and destined to fail judicial scrutiny. Nor did his
theft of Stevens’ program prevent defeat to the Liberals in 1935. A victorious Mackenzie
King, who offered little in the way of reform promises, quickly disassembled Bennett’s
regulatory apparatus (including its center piece, the National Products Marketing Act)
leaving the assault upon competition to continue at the provincial and municipal level for
the duration of the Depression.

Many provinces responded to the concerns publicized by Stevens through a
variety of attempts to implement their own reforms. Regulatory legislation for retail
stores was passed in Alberta and British Columbia to maintain prices and limit
competition. Nova Scotia, New Brunswick, and British Columbia regulated the sale of
gasoline (and in B.C. refining as well) to prevent excessive prices and the proliferation of

inefficient retail outlets. Alberta and Saskatchewan regulated the coal industry (including

13 R.B. Bennett, The Premier Speaks to the Peaple: The Prime Minister'’s January Radio Broadcasts
Issued in Book Form, The First Address (Ottawa 1935), 6, 19.
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the setting of prices and wages), while most provinces implemented various agricultural
marketing schemes designed to boost prices and regulate production.'* In one way or
another, the agitation around the Stevens Commission created ripples of dissent and

demands for reform that emanated from Ottawa to the provincial capitals.

‘a government in to stop all slave drivers’: The industrial Standards Act

Mitch Hepburn, leader of the Ontario Liberal opposition, had staked out his territory as
anti-big business critic several years before the Stevens inquiry. Hepburn’s self-
proclaimed “swing to the left” in 1932 led to attacks upon the excessive profits of oil
companies which flourished behind tariff walls, sharp questions about the shady
accounting (and even more dubious deals) that kept Sun Life solvent, open hostility to the
“subsidized press,” a demand for the repeal of section 98 (under which the leaders of the
Canadian Communist Party had been imprisoned), and a dramatic denunciation of the use
of police power to suppress demonstrations and strikes. Hepburn accused Bennett of
giving “the glad hand to the big interests and the mailed fist to the unemployed,” and
proclaimed his own willingness to bear the “wrath of the capitalist class.”"> Much of

Hepburn’s pronouncements and posturing were not shared by key Liberals, but he was a

14  For a detailed overview see Lloyd G. Reynolds, The Control of Competition in Canada (Cambridge
Mass. 1940), 213-41. Many of the provincial measures clearly bore the mark of what Michael Bliss
has characterized as a ‘crusade’ carried on by small businessmen to regulate prices and eliminate
competition, but clearly there was more to the legislation than that. Michael Bliss, Northern
Enterprise, 426-7.

15 John. T. Saywell, Just Call Me Mitch’: The Life of Mitchell F. Hepburn (Toronto 1991), 87-8. For a

more cautious assessment of Hepburn's “swing to the left” see Neil McKenty, Mitch Hepburn
(Toronto 1967), 48-50.
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wily politician, capable of reading shifts in public sentiment and delivering a convincing
performance. Consequently, Hepburn’s provincial Liberal Party was able to exploit the
publicity of the Stevens Commission, the crisis of relief labor and plunging living and
working standards, to craft a winning election platform in 1934.'° The slogan of “Action
Not Promises” resonated with people battered by five years of government foot-dragging.
A grocery store employee in Toronto echoed the sentiment of many in the province when
he wrote that “it is time our Governments of Canada stopped twiddling their thumbs and
do something for labor, and not have a man selling his independence for a meager

»l7

existence for himself and his family.” ' In response to these demands for action, labor

lawyer and Liberal candidate Arthur Roebuck promised that

the Liberal party will not only establish a minimum wage, but it will bring about codes
in industry; it will negotiate rates of pay and hours of labour from the lowest to the
highest grades of skill. These agreements will be supported by law and the ruthless
employer who fails to comply will be forced out of business. 8

Roebuck, who became the Attorney General and the Minister of Labour
immediately after the election, by-passed the promise of a minimum wage, offering
instead the Industrial Standards Act. Although the ISA was a new development in

English Canada (that soon spread to Alberta, Saskatchewan, New Brunswick and Nova

16 Richard Wilbur, A.H. Stevens, 205-7; John. T. Saywell, Just Call Me Mitch,” 27. The Stevens
commission was particularly popular in Ontario and Quebec.

17 AOQ, Labour, RG 7-15-0-80, anon., n.d, [1935]. The author worked for a large chain grocery store that
reported profits of $420,000 and was most likely from Toronto because of the reference to executives
and managers buying expensive homes in Forest Hill.

18 Toronto Star, 15 June 1934, 23, cited in Mark Cox, “The Limits of Reform,” 558. See also T.C.
Crossen, “The Political Career of Attorney General Arthur Wentworth Roebuck, 1934-7,” MA
Thesis, University of Waterlao, 1973.
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Scotia) similar schemes were already operating in Quebec, many European nations,
Britain, and certain Australian states.'’ The Ontario legislation permitted the Minister of
Labour to call a conference, at the request of either organized labor or organized
employers, to discuss and establish minimum wages, maximum hours and working
conditions for their industry in specific geographical zones. Once employers and workers
had agreed to a minimum wage and other standards (most often based upon pre-existing
collective agreements), the Minister could apply the terms of the agreement to all similar
industries within the zone. The standards would then receive government sanction and
become legally binding on all designated industries within the zone, and a joint board of
workers and employers would be established to supervise the operation of the code.

The significance of the ISA in Ontario (and similar legislation in other provinces)
has been identified by numerous historians; even those who only briefly consider the Act
find it to be multi-faceted. Economic historian Ian Drummond argues that Ontario’s ISA
can be seen as the importation of key elements of Roosevelt’s New Deal, the
establishment of corporatist structures similar to those in Mussolini’s Italy and Franco’s
Spain, or an attempt to undermine unions by assuming many of their functions.?® The last

explanation is the least tenable, although there were isolated moments when the ISA

19 Legislative Branch, Department of Labour of Canada, Labour Legislation in Canada: An Historical
Qutline of the Principal Dominion and Provincial Labour Laws (August 1945), 18-9; AO, Labour,
RG 7-1-0-165, Memo on Collective Agreements, 10 Jan 1938. Driven by vicious competition,
organized labour and numerous employers joined together for the passage of a Bill that would extend
their agreed upon wage rates to all workers and employers in certain districts in Britain. In 1934
Quebec had passed the Collective Agreement Act (also know as the Collective Agreement Extension
Act), that allowed business and labour to ‘extend’ union contracts signed by a significant percentage
within their industry to all competitors in a particular area.

20 Ian Drummond, Planning Without Progress: The Economic History of Ontario From Confederation
to the Second World War (Toronto 1987), 236-7.



186

could take on a distinctly anti-union purpose. The only explicit evidence of this was in
1938 when Morrison Lamothe, a member of the ISA board and a bakery owner who
almost single-handedly organized the conference necessary to bring Ottawa’s baking
industry under the Act, tried unsuccessfully to break the union and fire activists. As a
condition of settling the ensuing strike at his bakery, he was required to write a

confession to the Minister of Labour:

I was not in favour of the union organizing our employees as [ was afraid of its
domination. While [ have sincerely supported the Industrial Standards Act, the main
motivating idea was to defeat 2ny union organization among bakery workers in this
city, as, when they were not organized, [ was always in the drivers seat.”!

While few employers were so candid in revealing their motives for supporting the [SA,
most were concerned that the Act would actually empower unions, and some initially
resisted the idea of negotiating with labor. Roebuck plainly stated that while employers
could set minimum wages by agreement among themselves, this could only be done
where workers were “not organized and not asking to be represented.” In practice the ISA
always involved active union participation and company unions were explicitly banned.
In response to direct questions from the Canadian Manufacturers Association (CMA)
about the government’s position on the Workers’ Unity League (WUL), Roebuck refused

to denounce the Communist unions:

I have told the unions two or three times in their conferences here that it is not the
labour department’s duty to exert itself solely for the unions nor, on the other hand, to

21 AO, Labour, RG 7-1-0-147, G. Morrison, President, M-L Bakery, Ottawa to M.M. MacBride, 18 Jan.
1938.
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take the part of their enemies in destroying them; that here we are only trying to give a
little greater power to those that agree than to those that disagree.22

Drummond’s assertion that the ISA was possibly a ‘corporatist’ strategy is more
applicable to Quebec’s industrial standards legislation, but his observation that Ontario’s
ISA represented a version of the New Deal deserves more attention.” Indeed,
comparisons with Roosevelt’s New Deal are found in two of the three main syntheses of
Canadian working class history. Craig Heron’s brief description of the legislation in
Ontario and Quebec (with reference to other provincial acts) portrays it as a measure to
“encourage the many small-scale companies in such sectors as construction, clothing and
furniture to work out common labor policies with existing unions,” but he notes that
“little effective bargaining dew:loped.”24 His negative assessment is based largely on a
comparison with the American Wagner Act. Desmond Morton also unfavorably
compares industrial standards legislation to Roosevelt’s New Deal. In a few short
sentences (divided between the Quebec and Ontario acts), Morton describes Ontario’s

ISA as an effort to “help industries establish codes of wages and conditions so that

22 AQ, Labour, RG 7-1-0-154, “Report of a conference between members of the CMA and Arthur
Roebuck, held in the Parliament Building, 30 Jan. 1936,” p.31-2, 38.

23  An interesting interpretation of the Quebec [SA as a form of state (as opposed to liberal) corporatism
can be found in William D. Coleman, “State Corporatism as a Sectoral Phenomenon: The Case of the
Quebec Construction Industry,” in Alan Cawson, Organized Interests and the State: Studies in Meso-
Corporatism (London 1985), 106-124. An additional source is Gerard Hébert, “‘Extension Juridique
Des Conventions Collectives Dans L’Industrie De La Construction Dans La Provence De Québec,
1934-1962,” Ph.D. McGill, cited in Bora Laskin, Report of the Commiittee of Inquiry into the
Industrial Standards Act, July 1963, copy in AO, Labour, RG 7-8-3-3. For the historical context of
Quebec’s legislation see Evelyn Dumas, The Bitter Thirties in Québec (Montreal 1975).

24  Craig Heron, The Canadian Labour Movement: A Short History (Toronto 1989), 74. Heron
improperly identifies the Quebec Collective Agreement Extension Act (1934) as the Industrial
Standards Act and mistakenly claims that Ontario’s [SA (1935) was enacted in 1934.
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. e w25
generous or humanitarian employers would not be victimized by ruthless competitors.

Both Heron and Morton provide limited assessments of the ISA as a northern New Deal,
probably because the Act failed to achieve what it promised, and also because Bennett’s
national New Deal legislation (which would form the most obvious basis of comparison)
was never implemented. While it is true that formal state recognition of union rights did
not accompany the passage of the ISA (except in Nova Scotia), the New Deal provides a
better foil to Ontario’s provincial legislation than is initially apparent.

Yet another possible interpretation of the ISA surfaces in Bryan Palmer’s Working
Class Experience. Palmer avoids any comparison with the New Deal and by-passes the
ISA in all provinces except for Nova Scotia where the [SA applied only to the building
trades in Halifax and Dartmouth.”® He draws upon [an McKay’s argument (in his work on
the carpenters’ union in Halifax) that while the ISA was driven by the “demands of
contractors for protection from outside competitors and partly from new demands of
labour for work and decent wages,” its lasting significance was as part of a greater trend
towards the recognition of trade union rights, collective bargaining, automatic union dues
check off, and emergent forms of bureaucratic and legalistic unionism. McKay calls Nova

Scotia’s ISA “the birth of industrial legality” in the construction industry.”’

25 Desmond Morton, with Terry Copp, Working Peaple: An [llustrated History of the Canadian Labour
Movement (Ottawa 1980), 158. Morton mistakenly claims that the Ontario ISA (1935) was enacted in
1936; Bob Russell, Back To Work: Labour, State, and Industrial Relations in Canada (Scarborough
1990), 182, 232, fn. 23. Russell discusses the American New Deal at great length but fails to
adequately, or accurately, refer to provincial regulatory legislation.

26 Bryan Palmer, Working Class Experience: Rethinking the History of Canadian Labour, 1800-1991
(Toronto 1992), 260-1.

27 lan McKay, The Craft Transformed: An Essay on the Carpenters of Halifax, 1885-1985 (Halifax
1985), 81, 93: “it seems more accurate to see PC 1003 not as the birth of a new system, but the
extension of an ol