
PATRICIA A. THORNTON 

The Problem of Out-Migration 
from Atlantic Canada, 1871-1921: 
A New Look 

T H E PERIOD FROM THE 1860S TO THE 1920s was a crucial one for Atlantic Can­
ada. During this period both the Maritimes and Newfoundland failed to develop 
successfully. The Maritimes, despite optimistic beginnings, were ultimately un­
able to complete their industrial transformation. Newfoundland was unable to 
diversify out of its single-resource base, which in turn never modernized suf­
ficiently to compete with "newer" fishing nations. Meanwhile a net figure of 
close to half a million people left the Maritimes and an unknown but consider­
able number left Newfoundland. Pondering such data in 1927, R.H. Coats of the 
Dominion Bureau of Statistics stated that "generally speaking the trend in pop­
ulation, especially in a 'new' country, is regarded as an index of its pros­
perity....The study of population tendencies in the Maritimes...may therefore be 
regarded as illustrating and reflecting the course of their economic develop­
ment".1 In this respect Coats was simply expressing the conventional wisdom of 
economists concerning migration theory and projecting it, as others have done 
before and since, onto the region to "explain" demographic trends over the pre­
ceding half-century. 

Just what role did out-migration play in the relative economic fortunes of the 
region? Economic historians offer diverse and somewhat conflicting interpreta­
tions. In the Maritimes, the most commonly held view is that out-migration was 
(and indeed still is) a consequence of the failure of the region to industrialize 
successfully,2 whereas in Newfoundland overpopulation (and hence a lack of suf­
ficient out-migration) is seen as a cause of worsening economic conditions.3 

The author wishes to acknowledge the help and thank Dr. David Frost for the hours of work he put 
in programming the procedures used in this study and generating the SYMAP data base. 

1 DBS, The Maritime Provinces since Confederation: A Statistical Study of their Social and 
Economic Condition during the Past Sixty Years (Ottawa, 1927), p. 3. 

2 See for example, Canada, Dominion Bureau of Statistics [DBS], The Maritime Provinces since 
Confederation (Ottawa, 1927); New Brunswick, Office of the Economic Adviser, Migration, 
New Brunswick, 1871-1967: A Statistical and Economic Analysis (Fredericton, 1967); O.J. 
Firestone, Canada's Economic Development 1867-1950 (London, 1958);* S.A. Saunders, Eco­
nomic History of the Maritime Provinces (Fredericton, 1984 [1939]); Alan Brookes, "Out-
Migration from the Maritime Provinces, 1860-1900: Some Preliminary Considerations", 
Acadiensis, V, 2 (Spring 1976), pp. 26-56; and Alan Brookes, "The Golden Age and the Exodus: 
The Case of Canning, Kings County", Acadiensis, XI, 1 (Autumn 1981), pp. 57-82; David Alex­
ander, "Economic Growth in the Atlantic Region, 1880-1940", Acadiensis, VIII, 1 (Autumn 
1978), pp. 47-76; Kari Levitt, Population Movements in the Atlantic Provinces (Halifax, 1960). 

3 One of the earliest discussions of overpopulation can be seen in "Report of the Select Committee 
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Thus, in one part of the Atlantic Region (the Maritimes) out-migration is con­
sidered a consequence of failure, while in another part of the region (Newfound­
land) it is felt that out-migration would have been beneficial but in insufficient 
numbers it was a cause of economic failure. At best this is confusing both theor­
etically and empirically. 

The empirical literature leads us to believe that migration can be both a cause 
and a consequence of economic conditions. The theoretical literature, although 
somewhat ambiguous on this topic, generally assumes that migration is a con­
sequence of economic forces.4 Similarly, both the empirical and the theoretical 
literature are ambiguous on the effects of out-migration. It has been argued that 
migration can be both a "good" and a "bad" phenomenon.5 In fact, despite a 
not inconsiderable literature on out-migration from the region, the conse­
quences of out-migration on the region have never been examined in any sys­
tematic way.6 Indeed regional historians appear not to have been conscious of 

to Consider and Report on the Construction of the Railways", Newfoundland, Journals of the 
House of Assembly, 1880, p. 126; the most recent discussion of this topic can be found in 
Parzival Copes, The Resettlement of Fishing Communities in Newfoundland, (Ottawa, 1972). 
For the best overview of the topic see David Alexander, "Newfoundland's Traditional Economy 
and Development to 1934", in J. Hiller and P. Neary, eds., Newfoundland in the Nineteenth and 
Twentieth Centuries, (Toronto, 1980), pp. 17-39. 

4 Economic theories of migration all presume that migration is the dependent variable responding 
to inter-regional changes in economic opportunity. See for example J. Isaac, Economics of 
Migration (London, 1947) and more recently work by L.A. Sjaastad, 'The Costs and Returns of 
Human Migrations", Journal of Political Economy, 70 [supplement] (1962), pp. 80-93. 

5 See Isaac, Economics of Migration, and other neo-classical economists who believe that migra­
tion usually results in regional equalization. On the other hand advocates of the core-periphery 
school usually assume that migration tends to increase rather than decrease regional disparities: 
see John Friedmann, Regional Development Policy: A Case Study of Venezuela (Cambridge, 
1966) and Gunnar Myrdal, Economic Theory and Underdeveloped Regions (London, 1957). 
They all nevertheless believe that migration comes about because of the existence of regional dis­
parities and the tendency for labour to move from areas of low wages and productivity to areas of 
higher wages and productivity. 

6 Most of the work has focused on the spatial patterns of out-migration, particularly the places of 
origin and destination and the apparent causes of large-scale out-migration. Much of this has 
been dependent upon sources which identify migrants from the United States end. In addition to 
the work by Brookes already mentioned and his Ph.D. thesis, "The Exodus: Migration from the 
Maritime Provinces to Boston during the second half of the Nineteenth century", University of 
New Brunswick, 1979, see also the companion volumes by M.L. Hansen and J.B. Brebner, The 
Mingling of the Canadian and American Peoples, 1604-1938 (New Haven, 1940) and L.E. Trues-
dell, The Canadian-Born in the United States, 1850-1950 (New Haven, 1943). Of the remaining 
work which has focused on the Atlantic Region end of the process there has been a considerable 
literature concerned about the impact of the continued drain of out-migration on the viability of 
the region: see the three volumes brought out by the Dominion Bureau of Statstics: The Mari­
time Provinces since Confederation (1927), The Maritime Provinces in their Relation to the 
National Economy of Canada: A Statistical Study of their Social and Economic Condition since 
Confederation (Ottawa, 1934), and The Maritime Provinces in their Relation to the National 
Economy of Canada: A Statistical Study of of their Social and Economic Condition since Con­
federation (Ottawa, 1948). More recently two works by economists have followed in the same 
vein: Levitt, Population Movements in the Atlantic Provinces (1966) and D.J. McDonald, 
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the theoretical issue at stake and seem to have absorbed by osmosis the a priori 
theoretical assumption that migration is necessarily a consequence of economic 
conditions. This assumption, however, is both ambiguous and inadequately sub­
stantiated. 

There are, therefore, two problems. Within the regional literature we need to 
clarify our arguments and specifically address the question of the consequences 
of migration for the region. Within the theoretical literature, we need to over­
come the too narrow assumptions and lack of a temporal perspective. To do this 
we need to look at the region's experience consciously in terms of the theoretical 
issue: is out-migration necessarily a consequence of economic failure or can it 
also be a cause? In this paper the principal focus is on the regional experience of 
out-migration. Theory is examined to provide a framework for studying the con­
sequences of out-migration on Atlantic Canada. In turn the regional case helps 
to establish the inadequacy of the available theory, which will need to be reas­
sessed and restated in order to accommodate the empirical findings. 

An examination of decadal intercensal rates of population growth in Atlantic 
Canada (see Table One) and out-migration in the Maritimes (see Table Two) 
compared with Quebec, Ontario and Canada as a whole from 1851 to 1931 is in­
structive in that it is open to conflicting interpretations. Looking back retrospec­
tively from the present, several studies have shown that Atlantic Canada grew 
much more slowly than Quebec, Ontario and Canada as a whole since 1880,7 

and that in total more than 600,000 people left the Maritimes, which resulted in 
a net loss to the region of more than 460,000 people, or some 50 per cent of the 
population still present in 1931 at the end of the period.8 These authors have in­
terpreted this demographic history as symptomatic of economic stagnation and 
underdevelopment. However a closer examination could support an alternative 
interpretation. 

Table One shows two distinct phases of population growth. Between 1851 and 
1881, growth rates in the region were high and on a par with levels elsewhere in 
Canada. Only after 1881 and then for the entire period until 1931 were growth 

Population, Migration and Economic Development in the Atlantic Provinces (Fredericton, 
1968). All these studies however start from the assumption that out-migration in the 19th century 
was a consequence of economic stagnation, although Levitt and McDonald in particular do 
discuss the consequences of continued and persistent out-migration on the economic develop­
ment of the region in the 20th century. 

7 Ibid., pp. 3-21; Levitt, Population Movements; McDonald, Population, Migration and Eco­
nomic Development. 

8 Several independent estimates have been made of the extent of out-migration from the Mari­
times between 1881 and 1931, although as yet none exist for Newfoundland prior to 1907. In 
1927, 1934 and 1948 the Dominion Bureau of Statistics, concerned about increasing regional dis­
parity, estimated gross out-migration from the Maritimes over the period at approximately 
600,000 and net out-migration at 470,000: DBS, The Maritime Provinces, p. 20. Similarly 
Nathan Keyfitz estimated net out-migration at 463,000: "The Growth of the Canadian Popula­
tion", Population Studies, Vol. IV, No. 1 (1950-51), pp. 52-3); while Yolande Lavoie estimated 
gross out-migration at 618,000: Y. Lavoie, L'Emigration des Canadiens aux Etats Unis avant 
1930 (Montreal, 1972), p. 39. 
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rates extremely low in the Maritimes. Although considerably higher in New­
foundland, they were nevertheless lower than elsewhere in Canada. By contrast, 
despite somewhat retarded growth in the 1880s and 1890s in Ontario, there were 
no abrupt changes in demographic growth and this sluggish period lasted only 
20 years there compared with 50 in Atlantic Canada. Table Two confirms that 
the turning point in the demographic growth of the Maritimes compared to the 
rest of Canada occurred in the 1880s, when out-migration was for the first time 
higher than the level experienced in the rest of Canada. However, these data also 
show that net out-migration had commenced more than two decades earlier and 
that the major difference between the Maritimes and the rest of Canada really 
surfaced around the turn of the century. After 1900 chronic out-migration con­
tinued in the Maritimes while Ontario and to a lesser extent Quebec showed a 
recovery, with in-migration exceeding out-migration in some cases by significant 
proportions. 

Economic historians have largely agreed that the economic recession of the 
1880s and 1890s was no worse in the Maritimes than elsewhere in Canada and 
that the major reason for concern about the fate of the Maritimes came after the 
turn of the century when the great economic boom which swept the rest of Can­
ada produced only slight reverberations in the Maritimes.9 H.T. Johnson goes 
still further to challenge conventional wisdom by suggesting that the 1870s, far 
from being a decade of stagnation, witnessed pronounced increases in the rate of 
economic development, productivity and urbanization: indeed between 1871 and 
1891 levels of urbanization appeared inexplicably high in the Maritimes.10 Yet it 
was at precisely this time that massive and sustained out-migration occurred and 
population growth faltered. How then can demographers and economic his­
torians alike, studying the region, continue to assume that such out-migration 
was a consequence of economic stagnation and not possibly a significant cause 
of subsequent economic stagnation? It may be suggested, then, that massive and 
sustained net losses of about 15 per cent of the region's population per decade 
may have seriously jeopardized the potential of the region to complete its indus­
trial transformation. Certainly by the 1920s there could be no doubt about the 
economic stagnation and backwardness of the region — as the large number of 
official enquiries into this matter bear witness." 

But what about Newfoundland? Except for David Alexander's work12 there 
have been no attempts to "bridge the Cabot Strait" to compare demographic 
and economic trends in the Maritimes and Newfoundland, and cast them in a 
9 Alexander, "Economic Growth in the Atlantic Region", p. 48. 

10 H.T. Johnson, "Urbanisation and Economic Growth in Canada, 1851-1971", Research Report 
7321, Department of Economics, University of Western Ontario, 1973, p. 11. 

11 Many of them, as we have seen, looked specifically at this question of the relationship between 
out-migration and economic development. See for example, the three reports published by the 
Dominion Bureau of Statistics in 1927, 1934 and 1948, Levitt, Population Movements, New 
Brunswick, Office of the Economic Adviser, Migration, New Brunswick, 1871-1961, and 
McDonald, Population, Migration and Economic Development. 

12 Alexander, "Economic Growth in the Atlantic Region". 
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similar framework. For this reason it is perhaps not surprising that out-migra­
tion in Newfoundland should have been interpreted in such a different fashion 
from the Maritimes. Population numbers and growth have been seen as New­
foundland's prime economic problem: too many people in relation to too few 
resources.13 Why then, as Table One would suggest, was out-migration insuf­
ficient to reduce growth rates to the level achieved in the Maritimes? In the 
absence of estimates of out-migration from Newfoundland, the plethora of eco­
nomic studies would nevertheless lead us to question seriously whether the 
higher levels of population growth in Newfoundland relative to the Maritimes 
between 1881 and 1931, presumably reflecting lower levels of out-migration, 
necessarily indicate a more satisfactory economic performance. Instead it seems 
more likely that continued population growth may indicate nothing more than 
greater barriers to out-migration. In this context they can be expected only to 
have contributed to further impoverishment. 

The regional literature thus points to an interesting question that has to be 
asked: Was out-migration a significant contributing factor to economic stagna­
tion in the Maritimes, and just what was its extent and effect on Newfoundland? 
Just how many people left, from where and when? In the Maritimes did they 
leave in sufficiently large numbers before the marginal productivity of labour 
and economic opportunités had deteriorated? Did they not leave in sufficiently 
large numbers in Newfoundland until after productivity and economic oppor­
tunity had deteriorated? The regional literature also shows us clearly that the 
crucial period to study to answer this question at least for the Maritimes lies 
between 1870 and 1900. The theoretical literature shows us how we might 
address this question. 

Economic theories of migration presume that migration is the dependent vari­
able responding to inter-regional changes in economic opportunity. Assuming 
that there are no obstacles to migration and that migration costs are negligible, 
economists believe that people will move from low-income to high-income areas 
in response to differences in the marginal productivity of labour and available 
opportunities. Under such circumstances there are two schools of thought about 
the impact of migration on regional income and employment disparities. Neo­
classical theorists believe, assuming labour to be homogeneous, that such migra­
tion will result in regional equalization of income.14 Centre/periphery theorists, 
on the other hand, maintain that such migration will serve only to increase wage 
and productivity differences because migrants are demographically and eco­
nomically selective and because money and investment concentrates where econ­
omies of scale, agglomeration, market potential and productivity are greatest.15 

13 Alexander, "Newfoundland's Traditional Economy and Development to 1934"; "Report of the 
Select Committee on the Construction of the Railway", Journals of the Newfoundland House of 
Assembly, 1880, p. 126. 

14 Isaac, Economics of Migration. 

15 Friedmann, Regional Development Policy, and Myrdal, Economic Theory and Underdevelop­
ment. 
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Migration theory, such as that developed by the International Labour Office 
and by Everett Lee, has removed some of the oversimplifications and further 
clarified such theory. They recognize that there are barriers to migration im­
posed by such factors as costs, inertia, distance, migration laws or inadequate 
information channels. More importantly, they recognize that there are basically 
two sets of economic forces operating: "push" and "pull" forces.16 Where 
"push" factors at origin are strongest (such as rural poverty, low wages and in­
comes, few or declining opportunities, absence of amenities, poor education 
facilities and the like) then migration is less demographically and economically 
selective. Under these circumstances out-migration may be beneficial to the 
region, relieving it of surplus labour. However, where "pull" forces are strongest 
(such as the lure of cheap farm land, virgin forests, attractive opportunities for 
employment, promotion or good salaries, along with readily available amenities 
such as schools and hospitals) then migration is usually highly selective of the 
young, dynamic, better-educated and more highly skilled. Under these circum­
stances out-migration may deprive the region of the very people on whom self-
sustained growth depends. The impact of migration on economic development, 
therefore, depends to a large extent on the conditions at origin and destination. 
In addition, the extent and timing of migration are determined as much by the 
quality of the links between areas,17 the strength of the "pull" forces,18 and the 
general level of prosperity (booms stimulating greater migration than busts).19 

Also important is the level of relative deprivation, that is the difference between 
such factors as unemployment and economic opportunity levels of two places 

16 E.S. Lee, "A Theory of Migration", Demography, 3 (1966), pp. 47-57. The best review of migra­
tion theory by a staff member of the International Labour Office is W.R. Böhning, "Elements of 
a Theory of International Economic Migration to Industrial Nation States", in M. Kritz et al., 
eds., Global Trends in Migration, (New York, 1981), pp. 28-43. But see also the numerous 
studies and papers put out by that office either as independent studies or through the two journals 
they publish, The International Labour Review and Industry and Labour. 

17 It is this notion of the quality of links between areas which underlies the now well-substantiated 
"laws" of migration: that most migration occurs over short distances; that over long distances 
migration tends to form distinctive streams and counterstreams where, in both cases, the quality 
of links would presumably be better; and the volume of migration increases over time and 
especially with economic development as the quality of links improve. 

18 See for example Peach's study of West Indian Immigration to Britain before the restrictions 
were imposed in 1962, which showed that the volume of migration was most clearly associated 
with the need for unskilled labour in Britain rather than conditions in the West Indies, with 
fluctuations in numbers best correlated with fluctuations in employment opportunities in Great 
Britain, with a certain lag for the transatlantic flow of information: G.C.K. Peach, West Indian 
Migration to Britain (Oxford, 1968). Empirical studies at the regional level confirm these find­
ings. See for example D. Friedlander and R. Rossiter, "A Study of Internal Migration in 
England and Wales", Population Studies, 19 (1966), pp. 239-79 and 20 (1966) pp. 45-60; and P.J. 
Schwind, Migration and Regional Development in the United States, 1950-1960, Research 
Paper No. 133, Department of Geography, University of Chicago, 1971. 

19 See especially Hart's work on inter-regional migration within Britain in which he demonstrates 
that gross migration flows were mainly between more prosperous regions: R.A. Hart, "A Model 
of Inter-regional Migration in England and Wales", Regional Studies, 4 (1970), pp. 279-96. 
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rather than absolute levels,20 the relative awareness of alternative opportunities, 
and the perceived value ascribed to them.21 

Because conventional economic wisdom assumes that migration is primarily a 
consequence rather than a cause of economic growth, relatively little attention 
has been paid to the impact of migration on economic development, or on why 
regions might not always respond in the same way. In this respect Bernard Okun 
and Richard W. Richardson's study of the United States is particularly help­
ful.22 They have stressed the necessity of looking at the relationship between 
place of origin and place of destination to explain variations in the quantity of 
net migration and the "quality" of migrants. This, they suggested, would help in 
understanding the differential impact of migration on regional economic 
growth. They categorized regions according to an income level — high or low — 
and the direction of economic change — growing or stagnating — thereby iden­
tifying four types of regions: low stagnant regions; high growing regions; low 
growing regions; high stagnant regions. 

Low stagnant regions (perhaps such as Newfoundland) specializing in pri­
mary, normally labour-intensive production, where the marginal productivity of 
labour is low and the opportunity costs nil, are likely to be places of origin only 
for migrants. Net migration of unskilled families in both short and long runs is 
likely to be beneficial because it raises per capita incomes and encourages cap­
italization. Equally straightforward, high growing regions (such as New 
England in the second half of the 19th century and Ontario between 1900 and 
the 1920s) will predominate as a destination for migrants, and in the long run 
will experience beneficial cumulative economic growth from continued net 
immigration. 

Much more complex are the cases of the two other types of regions. Low 
growing regions (such as some parts of the Maritimes in the 1870s and 1880s) 
will be net exporters of population in industrial countries. While they might ex­
perience short-term benefits from out-migration (except where they are sparsely 
settled) in the long run and especially in the context of a shift from primary to 
manufacturing sectors such regions are likley to experience severe shortages of 
labour which will deter the rate of economic growth. This will be especially true 

20 See especially Oliver's classic study, in which he found that levels of relative employment, ex­
pressed in terms of the difference between the regional and national unemployment rate, were 
more important than absolute levels of unemployment in determining migration. Nevertheless, it 
should be added that Oliver found only contradictory support for his model: "There is a large 
measure of disparity in response to changes in unemployment condition in the various regions": 
F.R. Oliver, "Inter-regional Migration and Unemployment, 1951-1961", Journal of the Royal 
Statistical Society, 127A (1964), pp. 42-75. 

21 This has been developed by behaviouralists into the notion of "place-utility": see J. Wolpert's 
seminal paper on this topic "Behavioural Aspects of the Decision to Migrate", Papers and 
Proceedings, Regional Science Association, 15 (1965), pp. 159-69. 

22 B. Okun and R.W. Richardson, "Regional Income Inequality and Internal Population Migra­
tion", in J. Friedmann and W. Alonso, eds., Regional Development and Planning (Cambridge, 
1964), pp. 303-18. 
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where industrialization is also associated with a secular decline in the birth rate 
as occurred in the late 19th century. High stagnant regions associated with the 
presence of industries which enjoyed their peak at an earlier stage (such as the 
"wood, wind and sail" economy of the Maritimes) and have subsequently failed 
to attract sufficient new and rapidly growing industry are also likely to be net ex­
porters of migrants. The channels of information are available, access to them is 
well-developed and high incomes allow people to move more readily, while since 
they are skilled and educated there is considerable demand for their labour. On 
the other hand such regions will not tend to receive many immigrants because 
their economy is stagnating, though migrants may come from low stagnant 
regions because of the relatively better opportunities for education, welfare, and 
domestic service resulting from higher incomes and levels of urbanization. At 
the same time net out-migration is likely to be detrimental in both the short and 
the long run. The drain of population combined with the "quality exchange" of 
migrants — poor, uneducated immigrants replacing skilled, educated and weal­
thier out-migrants — works severely against the region's ability to develop eco­
nomically and attract growth industries and will in turn ultimately bring down 
per capita incomes. (Okun and Richardson believe that out-migration "will con­
tribute to, but is not initially responsible for the impairment of the region's 
economy").23 

If the Maritimes is typical of such "low growing" or "high stagnant" indus­
trial regions then we might expect out-migration to be high, highly selective of 
the young active population and also of skilled craftsmen from industrial and 
urban areas as well as rural areas. If such migration also preceded to some ex­
tent economic stagnation, its extent and selectivity could be expected to have 
seriously jeopardized the capacity of the region to industrialize fully. On the 
other hand, if Newfoundland is characteristic of economically backward "low 
stagnant" primary producing regions, "push" factors would predominate, mak­
ing for relatively less demographic and economic selectivity among migrants. 
Furthermore, if out-migration from Newfoundland was on a relatively small 
scale, and not from the most over-populated but the most "open" regions, it 
might be expected to do little to relieve population pressure. At the same time 
the proximity of the Maritimes, its openness to information, and the availability 
of transportation channels to New England could also have heightened the feel­
ing of relative deprivation among Maritimers. On the other hand, in Newfound­
land, which was relatively more isolated, feelings of relative deprivation would 
not be as great, despite the more dire economic conditions. 

A serious examination of the relationship between migration and economic 
development in Atlantic Canada must not only be based upon sound theoretical 
premises but must also involve a systematic quantitative assessment, at the sub-
provincial level, for Newfoundland as well as the Maritimes, of how many 
people left, from where, and, most importantly, when. What follows, therefore, 
is an attempt to estimate net migration levels and rates by age and sex at the 
23 Ibid., p. 315. 
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county level for all four Atlantic Provinces and place them within the theoretical 
framework outlined above. Such an analysis of the extent, timing and geo­
graphic and demographic characteristics of the migration process with its 
implications for regional economic growth is designed to provide a statistical 
and theoretical basis for future micro-scale studies. For only at this scale will it 
be possible to demonstrate conclusively the nature of the impact of out-migra­
tion on the economic development of the region. 

Since no data exist on migration per se except those gleaned indirectly from 
the United States census,24 we can calculate only the extent of net migration: 
that is, the population increase between censuses less natural increase (or 
decrease). In the absence of vital statistics of births and deaths prior to 1921,25 

we are forced to find some other way to calculate natural increase. Fortunately, 
from 1871 to 1901 in the Maritimes and from 1874 to 1884 and 1891 to 1921 in 

24 While immigrants are, at least officially, recorded, no record is kept of out-migrants. One 
method used extensively by researchers on this topic has been to use the records of recipient 
countries — in this case the United States. Perhaps the most widely used U.S. source has been 
the Census (both published and unpublished manuscript) which contains information on Can­
adian-born residents. See for example Hansen and Brebner The Mingling of the Canadian and 
American Peoples, Truesdell, The Canadian Born, and Brookes "Out-Migration from the Mari­
time Provinces". These sources, it is widely agreed, grossly understate actual levels of immigra­
tion of Canadians: see Keyfitz, "The Growth of the Canadian Population", p. 48. 

25 Universal and standardized mandatory vital registration commenced in Canada only in 1921 — 
with Quebec joining in 1926. Nevertheless several provinces did collect vital statistics of varying 
quality prior to this period. Nova Scotia collected and published vital statistics for a brief period 
between 1864 and 1875, when the statistics were highly unreliable, and then not again until 
1908-1909: see the "Annual Report of Births, Marriages and Deaths", in appendices to the 
Journal of the House ofAssemly, Nova Scotia, 1864-1875 and Journal of the Legislative Council, 
Nova Scotia, 1878. In New Brunswick "Annual Reports of Registration of Births, Deaths and 
Marriages" exist for 1888-1894 published as appendices to the Journals of the Legislative 
Assembly of the Province of New Brunswick. These appear to under-record births by about one-
third. Reliable registration commenced in 1917-1918 under the Chief Medical Officer and can be 
found in the "Annual Report of the Chief Medical Officer with Vital Statistics", published 
annually by the Department of Health, New Brunswick. In Prince Edward Island some registra­
tion exists for the years 1906-1907 to 1928, published as the "Annual Report of the Registrar 
General of Births, Marriages and Deaths" in the appendices of the Journal of the Legislative 
Assembly, Prince Edward Island. No reports have been found for 1911-1912, 1920, 1922 and 
1923. The number of registered births was always so low, however, that a large proportion of 
births evidently escaped registration. Newfoundland began to publish its own vital statistics from 
1896, which can be found in the "Annual Report of Births, Marriages and Deaths", Department 
of Health, Newfoundland. Of course Newfoundland vital statistics were not published by the 
Dominion Bureau of Statistics until after Confederation in 1949. It should be remembered, how­
ever, that even after the commencement of universal standard registration in Canada in 1921 the 
total number of births registered from 1921 to 1945 have been considered sufficiently deficient to 
warrant a correction for under-registration. Government estimates of completeness of registra­
tion were 94 per cent for 1931 and 97 per cent for 1941. It is generally agreed that registration 
was unlikely to be much more than the minimum 90 per cent required by DBS when the national 
vital statistics system commenced in 1921. For a detailed discussion of vital registration in 
Canada especially prior to 1921 see R.R. Kuczynski, Birth Registration and Birth Statistics in 
Canada (Washington, 1930). 
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Newfoundland, censuses record population by age and sex at the county level 
and at regular intervals, thus making cohort analysis possible. Basically inter-
censal cohort analysis calculates net migration as the difference in the numbers of 
people in each age group from one census year to the next, less those who died in 
the interim. Given the age structure of a population in a census year and a com­
parable age structure for the same population ten years later, survival factors 
are used to project forward from the first census the number expected to survive 
until the next census and backwards from the terminal population to adjust for 
those who could be expected to have died during the period. The difference 
between the expected and the actual populations gives two estimates of net mi­
gration for each age group, which when averaged give a final approximation.26 

These can then be summed to give the total net migration and converted into 
rates by dividing them by the average of the base populations for the two census 
years. 

The problems associated with this technique have been extensively discussed 
elsewhere,27 and it is necessary only to itemize those points which affect the in­
terpretation of the results. 1) Five-year age groups after 1881 in the Maritimes 
and 1891 in Newfoundland allow the most detailed breakdown of migration by 
age. For the intercensal period 1871-1881 only ten-year age groups can be used 
in Nova Scotia and New Brunswick. This does not affect the comparability of 
overall estimates of net migration, although it does affect estimates of age-
specific net migration rates. In Prince Edward Island and Newfoundland, how­
ever, incomplete age breakdowns and age group breakdowns which are larger 
than ten years mean that these figures have to be adjusted to make their total 
estimates comparable over time and space.28 2) For reasons of reliability only 
those born before the first census, or who were younger than 60 by the first 
census are used to calculate net migration. Nevertheless the total base popula-

26 In the first case all the expected deaths are assumed to occur within the area prior to out-migra­
tion. In the latter case they are assumed to occur only to the population remaining after migra­
tion. Thus the forward method gives higher estimates of deaths than the number taking place and 
hence understates the net outflow, while the reverse projection has the opposite effect. Hence the 
consistently lower estimates of net out-migration given by the forward projection relative to the 
reverse projection. By taking the average of these two estimates we assume that there was an 
even flow of migrants during the decade and that half of the deaths among migrating cohorts 
occurs after migration. In the older cohorts, where the difference between the two estimates is 
greatest, this assumption is less likely to be true, as the proportion of deaths occurring at the 
beginning of the decade is likely to be greatest and this may account for the tendency for the 
oldest cohorts to show positive net migration, while all other cohorts were experiencing net 
losses. 

27 See P.A. Thornton, "The Extent and Consequence of Out-Migration from Atlantic Canada, 
1871-1921", paper presented to the Annual Meeting of the Association of American Geog­
raphers, Washington, April 1984. 

28 The 1871-1881 estimates for Prince Edward Island had to be adjusted by a factor of 1.016, and 
for Newfoundland by as much as 1.113. These adjustment factors were based upon the difference 
in the 1880s estimates of net migration using the 1870s cohort breakdown rather than the com­
plete quinary age cohorts. 
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tions are used to calcuate the rates as if net migration among the very young and 
the very old was negligible. By and large, therefore, these figures represent con­
servative estimates. 3) Swedish life tables have been used to calculate survival 
factors.29 Canadian and Massachusetts life tables were discarded on the grounds 
of unreliability and temporal incompleteness.30 The English and United States 
ones were discarded on the grounds that they do not reflect the economic and 
social conditions prevailing in Atlantic Canada at the time as accurately as the 
equally reliable Swedish data do.31 In particular, in the late 19th century both 
Sweden and Atlantic Canada had approximately similar levels of urbanization, 
were similarly affected by heavy out-migration and were relatively less indus­
trialized than the adjacent United Kingdom and United States respectively. All 
these factors are important in determining survival chances.32 Moreover the mi­
gration estimates based upon Swedish life tables render both consistent results 
and estimates which are intermediate between those derived using English and 
New World life tables. 

Two caveats are in order. Local mortality differences were very pronounced 
in the late 19th century, especially between rural and urban areas.33 By applying 

29 The Swedish mid-decade survival factors were calculated from life tables published by N. Keyfitz 
and W. Flieger, World Population: An Analysis of Vital Data (Chicago, 1968) for 1873-7 (p. 
485), 1883-7 (p. 488), 1893-7 (p. 490). Three other potential sets of life tables exist and have been 
used in other studies to calculate net migration in Canada. 

30 Canadian life tables do exist: Canada, DBS, Social Analysis Branch, Canadian Abridged Life 
Tables 1871, 1881, 1921, 1931 (Ottawa, 1939) based upon Canadian census estimates of age-
specific mortality rates and were used by me in an earlier report on this study: P.A. Thornton, 
"The Extent and Consequences of Out-Migration from Atlantic Canada, 1870-1920", in L.R. 
Fischer and E.W. Sager, eds., Merchant Shipping and Economic Development in Atlantic 
Canada (St John's, 1982), pp. 187-218. These life tables are widely agreed to be grossly 
inaccurate: see Keyfitz, "The Growth of the Canadian Population", p. 57 and D.M. McDougall, 
"Immigration into Canada, 1851-1920", Canadian Journal of Economics and Political Science, 
27 (1961), pp. 162-75. The early Dominion Bureau of Statistics studies of out-migration from the 
Maritimes all used Massachusetts and later United States life tables. See P.R. Uhlenberg, "A 
Study of Cohort Life Tables: Cohorts of Native born Massachusetts Women, 1830-1920", in 
The Demographic History of Massachusetts (New York, 1976), p. 419 and United States, 
Bureau of the Census, United States Life Tables, 1890, 1901, 1910, and 1901-1910 (New 
York, 1976), pp. 102-33. A comparison of results based upon these three and the Swedish life 
tables for the time confirm that both the Canadian and Massachusetts data are unreliable. 

31 Keyfitz, "The Growth of the Canadian Population" and McDougall, "Immigration into 
Canada" both used English life tables modified in various ways to better fit Canadian conditions. 
The English and United States data though reliable do not reflect the economic and social condi­
tions prevailing in the Maritimes at the time as well as the Swedish data do. 

32 For example, between 1871 and 1891 both the Maritimes and Sweden exhibited similar levels of 
urbanization, which increased from approximately 12 per cent in the Maritimes and 13 per cent 
in Sweden in 1871 to 18.8 per cent in both places in 1891. At the same time Massachusetts and 
England were between 60 and 80 per cent urban, the United States as a whole 25 to 40 per cent. 

33 See R. Woods, "The Structure of Mortality in mid-nineteenth century England and Wales", 
Journal of Historical Geography, Vol. 8, No. 4 (1982), pp. 373-94. For example Woods found 
variations in life expectancy at birth among the 631 registration districts of England and Wales in 
1861 ranging from a low in Liverpool of 26 years for males and 27 years for females to a high of 



16 Acadiensis 

"national" survival factors at the county level, differences in mortality will 
appear as differences in net migration. Generally speaking, therefore, in urban 
and to a lesser extent in industrial counties, mortality is likely to be underes­
timated and net out-migration overestimated. Nevertheless the margin of error 
is not sufficiently large to negate the estimates of the extent and degree of local 
variations in net migration in the Atlantic Region. A more serious problem 
stems from the way in which net migration techniques disguise actual flows of 
migrants and especially hide internal rural-urban migration. Hence migrants 
who perhaps moved from rural Queens County, Nova Scotia to Halifax, to fill 
positions vacated by Haligonians who moved to the "Boston States", would in 
effect appear to have migrated directly from Queens to New England, disguising 
both the extent of out-migration from Halifax County and the "quality ex­
change" of migrants. These problems aside, however, intercensal cohort analysis 
does provide us with reasonably accurate estimates of net migration at the 
county level broken down by age and sex.34 

A provincial summary of the extent of net out-migration from the Atlantic 
Region is contained in Table Three.35 By the 1870s the region was already losing 
through migration more people than it was gaining: the net loss amounted to 
46,000 people or a little more than four per cent of the total population of the 
region. By the 1880s, however, out-migration had reached epidemic proportions: 
the net loss represented some 112,000 people or 12.5 per cent of the population 
of the Maritimes alone. This exodus slackened off only slightly in the 1890s, 
when the net loss was 101,000 people from the Maritimes and 123,000 people 
from the whole of the Atlantic Region, representing some 11 per cent of the pop­
ulation.36 Unfortunately, in the absence of age-sex breakdowns at the county 
level after 1901 we do not know what happened in the Maritimes after the turn 
of the century. We do have data for Newfoundland until 1921, but not for the 
crucial decade of the 1880s when out-migration was supposed to have been very 
high.37 It would seem that out-migration waned somewhat in the 1900s but rose 

55 years for males and 57 years for females in Oakhampton, Devon. 

34 The variation in estimates of net migration resulting from the use of the wide range of survival 
estimates is amazingly small both absolutely and from one county to the next and renders the 
results reliable within a maximum range of + / —10 per cent, except in Newfoundland and Prince 
Edward Island in the 1870s. 

35 These results have been revised from the earlier estimates printed in Thornton, "The Extent and 
Consequences of Out-Migration". The present results are based upon mid-decade estimates of 
mortality using Swedish life tables while the originals used beginning-of-decade Canadian 
estimates. 

36 These estimates are between 10 and 15 per cent above Keyfitz and DBS estimates and the same 
below Lavoie's if beginning-of-decade estimates are used in all cases. See Keyfitz, "The Growth 
of the Canadian Population", pp. 52-3, DBS, The Maritime Provinces (1927), p. 20, and Lavoie, 
L'Emigration de Canadiens, p. 39. 

37 See Michael Staveley, "Aspects of Migration in Newfoundland and Labrador", Ph.D. thesis, 
University of Alberta, 1973, and P.A. Thornton, "Dynamic Equilibrium: Population Ecology 
and Settlement in the Strait of Belle Isle", Ph.D. thesis, University of Aberdeen, 1980, Chapter 
8. 
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to its highest levels in the 1910s. It is frustrating that we do not know more of 
what happened in the 1920s, when out-migration was once again a topic of 
national concern.38 

In the 1870s out-migration was greatest from New Brunswick and least from 
Prince Edward Island, with Nova Scotia, the most urbanized and industrialized 
province, nevertheless not exempt from the exodus. By the 1880s Prince Edward 
Island was experiencing levels of out-migration as high as New Brunswick, with 
Nova Scotia managing to retain a significantly larger proportion of its popula­
tion. By the 1890s out-migration from Prince Edward Island had reached an all-
time high of 17 per cent of the total population at mid-decade, significantly 
above that for the remaining provinces who otherwise showed little variation 
(10.5 per cent). Out-migration from Newfoundland appears to have been on a 
par with the lowest levels achieved by any Maritime Province. 

One of the major advantages of the cohort method of estimating net out-
migration is that it reveals the age and sex characteristics of the net migrating 
population. The diagnostic features of the demography of out-migration are evi­
dent from Table Four. Females appear to have had a greater propensity to leave 
the region than men, although this may in part be a spurious by-product of the 
fact that males predominated among immigrants.39 Migration was heavily con­
centrated among the young active age groups who lost between 20 and 50 per 
cent of their numbers in any decade, or three to four times the rate from the pop­
ulation at large. Out-migration was considerably less age-selective in New­
foundland than the Maritimes, and there is some tendency for age-selectivity to 
decrease over time. 

What does this mean? The female-led nature of migration tends to support the 
contention that migration in the Atlantic Region was primarily to cities, and 
cities moreover that were not perceived as being geographically or culturally 
distant, since it is held that it was primarily over short distances and to the cities 
that women predominated among migrants.40 Although this runs contrary to evi­
dence derived from local studies, such as Alan Brookes' study of Canning, Nova 
Scotia, it should be mentioned that studies based upon nominative sources often 
do disguise female involvement since they depend upon household data and 
family names. Indeed Brookes' study also documents the significant participa-

38 In his report on the Newfoundland census of 1921, the Newfoundland Colonial Secretary 
deplored the loss by emigration of the younger people and showed how this had resulted in a 
declining birth rate in rural districts, with districts showing a constant diminution of population 
since 1884: Census of Newfoundland, 1921, Introduction. 

39 It is not surprising, therefore, that the greatest differential between male and female levels of net 
migration were found in the 1870s when immigration was still significant. In the 1870s out-
migration was only 3.6 times in-migration, while in the 1880s it was 11.6 times and in the 1890s 
6.5 times. See DBS, The Maritime Provinces (1927), p. 20. 

40 Ravenstein was the first to demonstrate that rural-urban migration in the 19th century was 
predominantly female-led: see D. Grigg, "E. G. Ravenstein on the Laws of Migration", Journal 
of Historical Geography, 3 (1977), pp. 41-54. On the other hand overseas immigrants were 
predominantly male. 
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tion of women in the industrial economy of Nova Scotia and a growing tendency 
for women to seek employment in the factories of Canada and the United 
States.41 Moreover it is now widely agreed that the Industrial Revolution was 
built on the backs of the cheap labour of women.42 If the degree of age-selec-
tiveness indicates the importance of "pull" forces at destination relative to 
"push" forces at home, then these data would corroborate that "pull" forces in 
New England were more significant than "push" forces at home throughout the 
period. Moreover, "pull" forces were more significant in Nova Scotia than New 
Brunswick and surprisingly crucial for Prince Edward Island emigrants in the 
1870s and 1880s.43 "Push" forces at home were apparently more significant 
among Newfoundland emigrants, although it should be noted that the more 
inclusive age categories for Newfoundland in the 1870s would significantly 
deflate the index of age-selectivity for that decade. 

These provincial statistics, however, disguise considerable variation among 
counties in both the level and age-selectivity of migrants. Figures One to Five 
show for each decade the levels of out-migration by county. In the 1870s out-
migration was already widespread — only eight out of the 53 counties experienc­
ing net in-migration. These can be described as either sparsely settled counties in 
New Brunswick and Newfoundland which were still experiencing some initial 
settlement, or the cities of Halifax and St. John's. As we might expect, the im­
migration to the frontier was predominantly male-led and relatively less age-
selective, while cityward immigration was heavily female-led and highly con­
centrated among the young single age-groups. Saint John, New Brunswick, on 
the other hand, experienced the highest out-migration of any county — losing 
close to 29 per cent of its total population, 40 to 50 per cent of its young active 
population. The major fire which struck Saint John in 1877 may help explain the 
extent of out-migration from Saint John, but the age and sex selectivenes ofthat 
migration suggests that the out-migration was real and not simply a temporary 
displacement of people from the city to surrounding areas. This is supported by 
the fact that although out-migration was much less from the surrounding rural 
part of the county the countryside did not appear to have received the large 
numbers of displaced urbanités. Moreover, out-migration from the surrounding 
counties was among the highest in New Brunswick. Overall out-migration was 
considerably more severe from New Brunswick than elsewhere, and was most 
heavily concentrated in the counties closest to and best connected with the 
United States. In Newfoundland, both the older-settled Conception Bay coun­
ties, known for over-population,44 and the more open communities along the 

41 Brookes, "The Golden Age and The Exodus", pp. 67-9. 

42 See for example S.M. Trofimenkoff, "One Hundred and Two Muffled Voices: Canada's In­
dustrial Women in the 1880s", Atlantis, Vol. 3, No. 1 (Fall 1977), pp. 66-82. 

43 It could be that these "pull" forces for Prince Edward Island out-migrants were more social or 
cultural than economic relative to Nova Scotia: see Brookes, "Out-Migration from the Maritime 
Provinces", p. 37. 

44 See P.A. Thornton, "The Demographic and Mercantile Bases of Initial Permanent Settlement in 
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FIGURE 1 

South Coast, experienced rates of out-migration on a par with the Maritimes, 
and considerably above the rest of the Island. 

By the 1880s all of the Maritimes but the industrial Cumberland County was 
experiencing net out-migration of epidemic proportions, although it was still 
lower in the most remote counties as well as on the Atlantic seaboard (shipping 

the Strait of Belle Isle", in J. Mannion, ed., The Peopling of Newfoundland: Essays in Historical 
Geography (St. John's, 1977), pp. 152-83. 
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FIGURE 3 
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counties) and in the industrial counties of Nova Scotia. The highest levels of net 
out-migration — where more than 20 per cent of the total population and close 
to 60 per cent of the young active age groups left — were experienced in four 
counties in the St. John River Valley area. Nevertheless levels of between 15 and 
20 per cent were widespread throughout the region. Even counties containing 
cities such as Charlottetown, P.E.I, and Saint John, N.B. along with counties in 
which the shipping industry was important, such as Hants and Northumberland, 
were not exempt from high rates of out-migration. 

Heavy out-migration persisted through the 1890s, although the centres of 
greatest net out-migration had shifted somewhat. Only industrializing Cape 
Breton County showed immigration and that was on a large scale and domin­
ated by young men. Many probably came from the adjacent rural counties of 
Victoria, Inverness, Richmond and Antigonish, all of which experienced very 
high levels of out-migration. A large number also came from Newfoundland 
(see Table Five). Prince Edward Island experienced massive out-migration and 
even counties which had previously managed to retain relatively more of their 
population were now no longer able to, although more remote frontiers and city 
counties still remained relatively less affected. Out-migration from Newfound-

Table Five 

Newfoundland Immigrants Resident in the Maritimes, 1901 

County 

Cape Breton, N.S. 
Victoria, N.S. 
Halifax, N.S. 
Lunenburg, N.S. 
Guysborough, N.S. 
Pictou, N.S. 
Cumberland, N.S. 
Shelburne and Queens, N.S. 
Albert, N.B. 

Number of Immigrant 
Newfoundlanders 

1851-1901 

6246 
735 

7014 
264 
386 

1725 
1570 
468 
324 

Newfoundlanders as 
Percentage of 
Immigrants 

54 
33 
27 
24 
17 
16 
14 
10 
15 

Note: only places in which Newfoundlanders made up more than 10 per cent of immigrants are in­
cluded. Data for Shelburne and Queens were aggregated in census reports for 1891 and are ag­
gregated here for consistency. 
Source: Census of Canada, 1901. 
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land was smaller than might be expected from the literature,45 although it was 
most concentrated in the older-settled overpopulated regions of Conception Bay 
and the Southern Shore. By the 1910s, when emigration was at its highest in 
Newfoundland, the West Coast joined these longstanding areas of out-migra­
tion, but the traditional inshore fishing areas of the East and North-East coast 
still showed lower levels of out-migration. 

In general, then, out-migration peaked earlier in New Brunswick and Prince 
Edward Island than in Nova Scotia, but only in Saint John, New Brunswick did 
out-migration peak in the 1870s. Moreover it would seem that it was in the 
urban, shipping, fishing and industrial counties that migration peaked later, sug­
gesting that these more "industrialized" or "modernized" counties were rela­
tively speaking better able to hold onto their populations or at least replace them 
for a longer time. In Newfoundland both the overpopulated Conception Bay and 
the "open" South and later West coasts, with strong mercantile connections 
with the mainland, were consistently more prone to out-migration than the more 
inward-looking traditional inshore fishing communities of the East and 
North-East coasts. 

The individual county age-sex profiles of net migrants fallinto five distinct 
categories, although the large majority — 70 per cent of all pyramids in the 
Maritimes over three decades — fall into the classic profile category, the first 
profile shown in Figure Six, represented by Kings County, New Brunswick, 
1881-1891. Its essential characteristics are the pronounced "V" shape, showing 
out-migration strongly concentrated among the young active age groups. These 
areas often lost as much as 40 to 60 per cent of their population in any decade, 
and young children and families are poorly represented. Females show a slightly 
greater propensity to migrate than men. This profile is typical of "short-dis­
tance" migration which is generally a response to "pull" forces. Two other 
factors displayed by this profile also seem typical: the disproportionately low 
rate of out-migration among people 45-49 at the opening of the decade and 
55-59 by the close of it, and the tendency for migration to show a net gain among 
males 50-60. These may reflect inadequacies of either age-reporting or survival 
estimates or both. 

The second profile, Harbour Grace, Newfoundland, 1891-1901, represents, by 
contrast, the classic Newfoundland profile in which out-migration predomin­
ates. This differs significantly from the one above in that there is a much less 
pronounced "V" shape, showing less age-selectivity and a high proportion of 
children and families represented. This profile is more characteristic of a popu­
lation among whom out-migration is largely a response to "push" forces at 
home. 

The remaining profiles represent only a relatively few cases. The third profile, 
Saint John, N.B., 1881-91, is both a good and a bad example of a city profile. It 
is typical in that all cities experienced in-migration among young females, 
especially among the 10-14/20-24 range, even, as is especially apparent in this 
45 See footnotes 37 and 38. 
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FIGURE 6 
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FIGURE 7 
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case, when the overall tendency was wholesale out-migration. This net gain of 
young girls, who were perhaps attracted by the greater opportunity in the city 
for entering service, was usually counterbalanced by a net outflow of women in 
the 15-24/25-29 age group, who were probably returning home to marry. This 
reciprocal relationship is best exemplified by the net-migration age-sex profile of 
Ferryland relative to St. John's (Figure Seven). What is atypical of the Saint 
John, N.B. profile is the extent of net out-migration — as much as 40-50 per 
cent of all males between the ages of 15-19 at the beginning of the decade and 
25-29 by the end — and the excess of male migrants over female migrants. 

The next profile, of Restigouche, N.B., 1891-1901, is typical of a small num­
ber of rural counties in New Brunswick and Newfoundland — namely Victoria, 
Westmorland, Northumberland and Gloucester in New Brunswick and Fogo, 
Twillingate, St. Barbe and St. Georges in Newfoundland — which experienced 
periods of in-migration as well as out-migration. There are a variety of reasons 
why such rural areas should experience in-migration, but for the most part these 
were responses to specific local conditions rather than more general ones. In all 
cases, however, they created new opportunities for rural settlement. In this case 
in-migration exceeds out-migration, although both were clearly operating. Such 
pyramids are characterized by a "ragged" shape, with little age-selectivity 
among migrants, and male migrants outnumbering females. 

Finally, the last profile, Cape Breton, Nova Scotia, 1891-1901, is unique in 
this study. It is a pyramid, characteristic of a vibrant industrializing county. 
Similar features are found only in Cumberland County a decade earlier, where 
they are much less pronounced. In both net immigration predominates, 
although it rarely lasts more than a decade, and is male-led. Cape Breton also 
shows somewhat greater age-selectivity among migrants than either Resti­
gouche or Cumberland County, where the number of young males actually 
shows a net loss. 

Figure Seven shows the age composition of migrants by district for New­
foundland from 1874 to 1884 and is instructive for two reasons. First, it shows 
that age-sex profiles of migrants can be used to distinguish regional patterns of 
migration: St. John's and its drawing area (Ferryland); the overpopulated 
English Shore with Bonavista and Trinity Bay, somewhat different from Con­
ception Bay; the expanding "frontiers" on the North and West Coasts; and the 
"open" well-connected South Coast. Secondly, it further corroborates the rela­
tionship between age-selectivity and the relative strength of "push" versus 
"pull" forces. The overpopulated English shore — where "push" forces can be 
expected to have been strongest — showed less age selectivity than the North 
and West "frontiers" and the "open" South Coast, where migrants could be ex­
pected to have been responding to "pull" forces. 

The empirical evidence on the extent, timing and geographic and demo­
graphic characteristics of out-migration presented here strongly supports the 
thesis that out-migration may have been a significant contributing factor in the 
economic decline of the region, and may have worked in different ways in New-
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foundland and the Maritimes to this same end. In the Maritimes out-migration 
occurred on a massive scale throughout the late 19th century. A steady net loss 
was already well underway by the 1870s, and was to reach epidemic proportions 
in the 1880s and 1890s. This was at a time when, as Alexander and others have 
shown, the economy of the region was well developed and still growing, and (at 
least for the 1880s) growing faster than Ontario in terms of real output and gross 
value of production in manufacturing.46 It would seem, therefore, that endemic 
out-migration from the Maritimes, such as that which occurred in the 1880s, 
largely anticipated the economic downturn in the region's economy, which did 
not really set in until the decade of the 1890s. Migration was moreover highly 
selective of the young productive age groups and probably, therefore, of the 
more educated and highly skilled. It was greatest from those counties closest to 
and most connected to New England, where the pull of the "Boston States" was 
most likely to have been strongest. Moreover, in the 1870s out-migration occur­
red disproportionately from urban parts of counties. This is especially true for 
Prince Edward Island and Nova Scotia where only 13 and 23 per cent of the 
population respectively was urban but 22 and 42 per cent of net out-migration 
was from urban areas. Nevertheless, with the exception of Saint John, New 
Brunswick, shipping and industrial counties as well as those containing cities 
appear to have been better able to hold onto population somewhat longer than 
other counties, though in the end even they were affected severely by out-migra­
tion. 

A significant qualitative exchange of migrants also seems to have been occur­
ring in the Maritimes, both through rural-urban redistribution within the region, 
and through immigration of presumably less-skilled workers from Newfound­
land replacing more highly skilled out-migrants. Between 1880 and 1900, 150 to 
200 per cent of the region's net out-migration came from rural areas. The excess 
50 to 100 per cent of regional out-migration measured at the county level, there­
fore, represented a rural to urban redistribution of the region's own population. 
This step-by-step migration up the rural-urban hierarchy must have had a 
detrimental effect on economic growth, inevitably involving a qualitative ex­
change of migrants: young, unskilled, rural workers moving to the city to re­
place skilled, urban out-migrants, and in turn themselves acquiring skills only to 
become the next wave of skilled out-migrants. This process is empirically docu­
mented by local studies such as those of Alan Brookes and T.W. Acheson, who 
moreover suggest that migration was also occupationally selective of craftsmen 
and traders, rather than farmers, lumbermen and unskilled labourers, although 
these latter did make up a large proportion of out-migrants, especially in later 
decades.47 At the same time a large number of presumably less skilled New-

46 See Alexander, "Economic Growth in the Atlantic Region", pp. 58, 60. In the 1880s the decadal 
increase in gross value of production in mining and manufacturing were both above the Canadian 
levels. By the 1890s, however, the rates were significantly below those for Canada as a whole. But 
this was only after 20 years of sustained out-migration. 

47 In Brookes' sample of 1524 Nova Scotians (of whom 450 were adult males) entering the United 
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foundlanders immigrated to the Maritimes during the last half of the 19th cen­
tury, concentrating especially in the urban counties, such as Halifax, and certain 
industrial counties, such as Cape Breton (See Table Five). The end result was a 
constant drain of the Atlantic Region's young active population which certainly 
reduced the size of the region's labour force: the proportion of the total popula­
tion who were of working age slipped from about one per cent less than the Can­
adian average in 1881 to close to five per cent less than Ontario by 1901. Thus, 
out-migration was a significant and incremental drain on the region's productive 
population compared to Central Canada.48 

In Newfoundland by contrast, out-migration occurred on a slightly smaller 
scale, may not have peaked until this century, and was less age-selective. 
Although it did occur from the most "overpopulated" districts in Conception 
Bay, the quality of the links with the Maritimes and New England also seemed 
to have played a role in determining the level of out-migration. Out-migration 
was also high from the "open" and well-connected districts with traditional mer­
cantile links with the Maritimes and New England. It was much less pronounced 
in the most distant, traditional, inward-looking inshore fishing communities, 
where population density was ultimately greatest, but where fishermen may 
have been trapped by merchant indebtedness resulting from the operation of a 
closed truck system. Moreover, population pressure on the traditional inshore 
fishery of Newfoundland was particularly acute in the 1880s.49 This would seem 
to coincide with and even anticipate the period of massive out-migration from 
Newfoundland. 

Finally the existence of traditionally strong links between the Maritimes and 

States in 1872, 102 were farmers, 109 were mariners, 127 servants, 72 carpenters, 64 labourers 
and 33 were merchants: Brookes, "Out Migration from the Maritime Provinces", p. 37. See also 
T.W. Acheson, "A Study of the Historical Demography of a Loyalist County", Histoire sociale/ 
Social History, 1 (April, 1968), pp. 63-4. Similar evidence is found in E. Kerr, Imprint of the 
Maritimes: Highlights in the Lives of100 Interesting Americans Whose Roots are in Canada's 
Atlantic Provinces (Boston, 1959). 

48 The distribution of the population of labour force age is as follows: 
Per Cent of Population of Labour Force Age 

Maritimes 
Newfoundland 
Ontario 
Canada 

Source: Census oj r Canada, 

18711 

52.0 
n.d 
50.7 
n.d 

1871, 1881, 1891, 

18812 

54.5 
n.d 
55.8 
55.6 

1901; 

189P 

54.9 
53.9 
58.4 
57.2 

19012 

55.4 
54.8 
60.3 
58.3 

Census of Newfoundland, 1891, 1901. 
1 labour force age is 20-69. 
2 1881 onwards labour force age is 15-64. 

49 This was especially true following the introduction and widespread adoption of the cod-trap 
which restricted the number of berths (sites) that could be used and hence access to the fish 
resource: see Alexander "Newfoundland's Traditional Economy", and E.W. Sager, "The Tradi­
tional Outport Economy", paper presented to the Canadian Historical Association, Halifax, 
June 1981. 
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New England in the late 19th century, meant that information on opportunities 
was both readily available, and the demand for skilled labour high, at precisely 
the time when the region itself most needed increased investment in its labour 
force and was least in a position to release surplus labour.50 Newfoundland, by 
contrast, remained initially relatively isolated from New England and as its pop­
ulation had fewer skills to offer for the market, the demand for their labour was 
less at a time when the out-migration of excess population might well have en­
couraged greater capitalization in the fishing industry. 

Existing theory, in taking a static view of migration, has largely ignored the 
crucial question of whether migration can be both a cause as well as a con­
sequence of the economic well-being of a region. This is all the more surprising 
in light of the empirical evidence put forward by economists such as Brinley 
Thomas. He argues that migration flows between Britain and West Europe to 
the New World in the 19th and early 20th centuries were the cause of the eco­
nomic swings on those two continents and also explain their inverse relationship. 
Each of the three upsurges in emigration from Europe — 1863-72, 1870-90, and 
1898-1907 — was accompanied by a boom in British capital exports, thus precip­
itating a downswing in domestic investment in the British economy and an up­
swing in the Canadian and American economies.51 It should not come as a sur­
prise that out-migration from one region (such as the Maritimes) should be 
highest when economic growth in the nation or continent (Canada and United 
States) was also most rapid, and lowest when economic growth slowed down. 
Since trends in economic activity in the region parallel (even if at a lower level) 
those in the nation as a whole, large-scale out-migration is likley to occur when 
the region is most in need of increased rather than decreased investment in its 
labour force, and when surplus skilled labour is probably in shortest supply. 

It is ironic that economic historians have consistently looked to Central Can­
ada, Confederation and the National Policy to explain the demise of the Mari­
times and to the internal social structure of Newfoundland and its colonial con­
nections to explain that nation's impoverishment. In both cases the root of the 
problem may have lain in the pull of the neighbouring "Boston States", which 
acted as a drain on the "bone and sinew" of the Maritimes population and as an 
insufficient pull on the fishing population of Newfoundland. 

Only when migration is seen as part of a system — rather than a specific or 
even repeated set of events — does it become possible to overcome the static, 
cause-effect view of migration which pervades existing migration theory. Migra-
50 McDonald argues this point passionately. He bases his argument on two criteria: (1) The timing 

of migration is usually at a point when economic growth is at its greatest and not at its lowest, 
and economic trends in the region usually parallel those of the nation as a whole; (2) The selec­
tivity of migration means that instead of losing surplus manpower the region loses the very 
people on whom self-sustained growth depends. "In essence the Maritimes are being divested of 
a dynamic element which is a precondition to self-sustained growth": McDonald, Population, 
Migration and Economic Development, pp. 22, 41. 

51 B. Thomas, Migration and Urban Development: A Reappraisal of British and American Long 
Cycles (London, 1972). 
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tion usually exists within some larger context of economic and social change 
which determines the nature of the inter-relationship between area of origin, 
area of destination, and the characteristics of migrants. This wider context both 
fuels the process of migration and is in turn affected by it. In 19th century Atlan­
tic Canada the structural context was the industrialization of North America 
with its concomitant integration of regional economies into one national or even 
continental economy, involving in turn the concentration and centralization of 
investment. Such a theoretical framework requires that we see migration as both 
a consequence and a cause of the economic well-being of the region." 

The evidence presented here should be seen as suggestive rather than proof of 
the role of out-migration in regional underdevelopment in Atlantic Canada. In 
that sense it is offered as an hypothesis which needs to be tested in micro-scale 
studies. The major weakness of this approach stems from what is termed statis­
tically "the ecological fallacy", which arises out of the problems which almost 
inevitably occur when conclusions about individuals are drawn on the basis of 
aggregate statistics. Nevertheless, the current confusion in the regional litera­
ture, the dubious theoretical assumptions on which migration studies are based 
in this respect, the failure to address the issue of the consequences of out-migra­
tion in any serious way, and the absence of studies providing a data base at the 
sub-provincial level anywhere in the region or for Newfoundland at all, all make 
such a broad survey an essential first step. Local studies are needed: of in­
dividual migrants in terms of their opportunity structures and their decisions to 
migrate, of economic sectors, such as an examination of potential shortages of 
skilled or non-skilled labour in certain Maritime industries, and of the effects of 
out-migration on the development of economies of agglomeration. Only then 
will it become possible to fully assess the role of out-migration in regional under­
development. 

52 A.L. Mabogunge pioneered the systems approach to migration. Most specifically he highlighted 
the importance of the flow of information operating within institutional control systems and the 
role of feedback amplifying or counteracting the original stimulus and thereby reinforcing or 
dampening continued migration: A.L. Mabogunge, "A Systems Approach to a Theory of Rural-
Urban Migration", Geographical Analysis, 2 (1970), pp. 1-18. The most useful and recent 
systems framework for the study of migration is that provided by R.E. White and R.I. Woods, 
The Geographical Impact of Migration (London, 1980). 
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Appendix One 

Total Net Migration in the Maritimes by County 
1871-1901 

ounty 

OVA SCOTIA 
Inverness 
Victoria 
Cape Breton 
Richmond 
Guysborough 
Halifax City 
Halifax Rural 
(Halifax Co.) 
Lunenburg 
Queens 
Shelburne 
(Queens+Shelburne) 
Yarmouth 
Digby 
Annapolis 
Kings 
Hants 
Colchester 
Pictou 
Antigonish 
Cumberland 

EW BRUNSWICK 
Albert 
Saint John City 
Saint John Rural 
(Saint John Co.) 
Charlotte 
Kings 
Queens 
Sunbury 
(Queens+Sunbury) 
York 
Carleton 
Victoria 
Westmorland 

1871-1881 

-19088.5 
-1768.0 
-800.4 

-1178.6 
-1233.8 
-1784.1 
+ 1114.5 
-1125.1 

(-10.4) 
-581.2 

-1500.7 
-68.2 

(-1568.9) 
-1004.4 

-787.2 
-401.5 

-1565.7 
-1847.1 
-882.1 

-1585.8 
-1044.5 
-1072.2 

-16886.2 
-697.8 

-5072.6 
+93.0 

(-4982.6) 
-3211.8 
-2677.4 
-1845.5 
-1023.2 

(-2891.7) 
-1659.0 

-542.7 
+228.4 

+ 1129.7 

1881-1891 

-48900.4 
-3027.1 
-1445.3 
-1880.9 
-2643.6 
-3001.3 
-2123.2 
-3699.0 

(-6148.0) 
-2675.2 
-1082.4 
-2118.1 

(-3200.5) 
-2099.3 
-2839.9 
-3204.4 
-3360.2 
-3905.8 
-2980.1 
-4477.6 
-3218.9 
+ 1253.1 

-46926.6 
-3068.6 
-3694.5 
-4327.8 

(-8022.2) 
-4701.4 
-4992.5 
-3078.7 
-1338.5 

(-4449.1) 
-3541.3 
-3496.7 
-1454.8 
-3494.5 

1891-1901 

-46012.1 
-3938.2 
-2748.0 
+7941.2 
-2464.5 
-1489.7 

-6953.0 
-3589.7 

-3930.6 
-2560.9 
-2373.9 
-2176.3 
-2832.8 
-4141.9 
-4745.9 
-3779.3 
-3130.7 
-3957.6 

-36362.5 
-1658.6 

-2820.6 
-3926.0 
-3369.7 

-2759.4 
-3281.9 
-3284.5 
-1593.0 
-5528.1 
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Kent 
Northumberland 
Gloucester 
Restigouche 

PRINCE EDWARD ISLAND1 

Prince 
Queens 
Kings 

NEWFOUNDLAND2 

St. John's East 
St. John's West 
Harbour Main 
Port de Grave 
Harbour Grace 
Carbonear 
Bay de Verde 
Trinity Bay 
Bonavista Bay 
Fogo+Twillingate 
St. Barbe/St. George 
Burgeo/LaPoile 
Fortune 
Burin 
Placentia/St. Marys 
Ferryland 

-1139.2 
+4S.3 

-1973.4 
-37.8 

-3312.7 
-630.5 

-2046.5 
-732.6 

-6863.0 
+933.6 
+632.5 
-446.4 
-765.1 
-862.7 
-198.0 
-725.7 
-852.2 
-364.3 
+311.0 
+320.1 
-276.4 
-426.4 
-960.0 
-455.0 
-663.5 

-3425.4 
-3728.2 
-2188.4 
-364.2 

-15775.4 
-4400.3 
-819.4 

-3138.5 

-4207.5 
-1826.3 
-2664.4 
+ 192.1 

-18464.9 
-3062.3 
-7152.6 
-8247.1 

1 Adjusted by a factor of 1.016. 

2 Adjusted by a factor of 1.113. The intercensal period for Newfoundland is 1874-1884. 
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Appendix Two 

Total Net Migration in Newfoundland by County 
1891 - 1921 

(000s) 

County 

St. John's East 
St. John's West 
Harbour Main 
Port de Grave 
Harbour Grace 
Carbonear 
Bay de Verde 
Trinity Bay 
Bonavista Bay 
Fogo 
Twillingate 
St. Barbe 
St. Georges 
Burgeo/Lapoile 
Fortune 
Burin 
Placentia/St. Marys 
Ferryland 

NEWFOUNDLAND 

1891-1901 

-2465.7 
+ 170.8 

-1126.4 
-1479.0 
-3015.4 
-1323.5 
-1492.4 
-2510.0 
-1151.1 

-557.9 
-1943.5 
-586.0 

-78.1 
-936.2 
-850.0 

-1032.3 
-726.6 
-868.9 

-21920.6 

1901-1911 

-201.1 
-1031.9 
-1302.4 
-1255.6 
-2367.0 

-564.3 
-1213.8 
-2727.0 
-1598.4 
-689.0 

-1013.6 
-136.6 
-166.4 
-810.2 
-760.1 

-1095.1 
-2026.9 
-769.6 

-16686.1 

1911-1921 

-1963.1 
-1011.1 
-1810.2 
-1151.8 
-2215.4 

-921.3 
-1466.5 
-2681.7 
-2740.2 

-918.3 
-1985.7 
-1192.8 
-1816.1 
-1139.1 
-1257.1 
-1479.8 
-2611.0 
-627.0 

-32132.8 


