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THE GREAT DEPRESSION was a defining event of the 20th century, coming as the
culmination of contradictions building within a maturing capitalist world economy,
and serving as the conduit to a post-war order characterized by the prominence of
a national welfare state, a commitment to full employment, the ascendancy of
Keynesian fiscal policy, demand management, and the establishment and expansion of trade union rights. Economic and political thought was profoundly disrupted as old economic theories failed to explain or remedy the crisis, contributing
to a new consensus that "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." 2 The crisis of the 1930s prompted a
Although John Kenneth Galbraith proclaimed that Canada was perhaps the first country to
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reorganization of capitalism which took "a variety of political forms from the New
Deal to Fascism."3
In Canada, Prime Minister R.B. Bennett's New Deal legislation failed judicial
scrutiny and the federal state withdrew from the field of reform. The struggle to
reconstitute capitalism thus shifted to the provincial and municipal levels of the
state where much innovative legislative and policy development occurred. Reform
in Depression Ontario was shaped by the "sweatshop crisis" which dominated
political and social discourse after 1934. The ubiquitous practice of extending hours
and cutting wages to the point where workers were compelled to both work and
draw municipal relief was credited with causing a spiral of wage cutting through
industry, and destabilized the market by distorting competition among businesses.
The most obvious solution to the sweatshop crisis 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 industrial codes, the Ontario state aimed to mobilize
organized capital and organized labour to combat unfair competition, stop the
spread of relief-subsidized labour, and halt the prédations of sweatshop capitalism.
The idea of market competition, long the ideological 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 business and
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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, such 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 labour to ensure compliance. As
business had already proven itself unable to regulate competition, the only feasible
alternative was for unions to enforce the standards. For some unions, including
those which were newly organized as well as those which were long established,
the ISA 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.
The ISA, the subject of numerous historiographie interpretations, was described
by the Minister of Labour as "the most controversial piece of legislation now on
the Statute Books of the Province"; he woefully acknowledged that it "has been
subject to violent attack and equally violent championship." Nonetheless, the Act
stands as an important milestone in the development of class relations in the 1930s
and offers insight into the shaping of class relations in the post-World War H period.
The 1930s occupies a special place within both the history, and popular
historical consciousness, of the 20th century. The rise of what Colin Gordon has
called "regulatory unionism" in the 1930s, led ta what Kim Moody describes as the
"open embrace of the enemy in the daily relationship of labour bureaucracy to
corporate bureaucracy." Nelson Lichtenstein's suggestion that every large strike
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is a potential signal that "the dusty, antique world of big time industrial relations,
with its emphasis on worker solidarity, collective bargaining, company-wide
strikes, and corporate labour strategy" is once again ascendant, conjures up an
image of labour relations that draws its inspiration, in part, from 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 labour 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 also acted in setting prices
and production quotas for industrial sectors during and immediately after World
War I.12 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.
"Nelson Lichtenstein, "Taft-Hartley: A Slave-Labour Law?" Catholic University Law
Review, A7 (1998), 763.
Tom Traves, Tlw Slate and Enterprise: Canadian Manufacturers and the Federal Government, 1917-1931 (Toronto 1979), 29-54. A classic case occurred in the final years of
World War 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 stale
to set prices and quotas for newsprint sales in Canada.
Michael Bliss, Northern Enterprise: Five Centuries ofCanadian Business (Toronto 1987),
425.
'"Richard Wilbur, H.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. 1 n 1902 he worked as a miner near Nelson BC, where
he joined the IcfMeaning Western Federation of Miners, quickly becoming secretary of his
union local. Heentered federal politics in 1911 and in 1919he vice-chaired an investigation
into the rising cost of living after the war, earning a reputation for his tough questioning of
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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 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. Infuriated, 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 labour, 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 ranging from $32,000 to $61,000) while large retailers, such
as Eaton's and Simpson's, were forcing manufacturers 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
labour, Stevens' main focus was upon the small businessman hurt by "unfair"
competition. Although cast as a populist Figure with broad appeal, Stevens 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. 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.16 Unfortunately for Stevens and his plans,
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, which 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."
''Wilbur, //./•/. Stevens, 108-115, 119-121. R.A. Staples, the head of the Minimum Wage
Board, was unhelpful (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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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
labour, the abolition of child labour, 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 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."18
Bennett's conversion was opportunistic, insincere and hypocritical (he was an
"overly-rich" capitalist himself, owning among other things 51 per cent of the Eddy
Company which maintained a total monopoly on matches), and the string of
legislation he passed before the election was ill-conceived, poorly drafted, 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 centerpiece, 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 to prevent excessive prices and the proliferation of inefficient retail
outlets. Alberta and Saskatchewan regulated the coal industry (including die setting
of prices and wages), while most provinces implemented various agricultural
Merchant's Association, who urged the establishment of a system similar to the American
NRA codes. See also Bliss, Northern Enterprise, 425.
17
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Broadcasts Issued in Book Form, The First Address (Ottawa 1935), 6, 19.

FIGHTING THE SWEATSHOP 19

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 an anti-big business critic several years before the Stevens inquiry. Hepburn's
self-proclaimed "swing to the left" in 1932 was followed by attacks upon the
excessive profits of oil companies sheltered 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 wily politician,
capable of reading shifts in public sentiment and delivering a convincing performance. Consequently, Hepburn's provincial Liberal Party was abie to exploit the
publicity of the Stevens Commission, the crisis of relief labour and plunging living
and working standards, to craft a winning election platform in 1934.2i 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 existence for himself and his family." In
response to these demands for action, labour lawyer and Liberal candidate Arthur
Roebuck promised that
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(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
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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.
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 Scoria) similar schemes were already operating in Québec, 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 labour
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, die 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.25 The last explanation is the least tenable,
although there were isolated moments when the ISA could take on a distinctly
anti-union purpose. The only explicit evidence of this was in 1938 when Morrison
23
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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 1 was afraid of its domination.
While I have sincerely supported the Industrial Standards Act, the main motivating idea was
to defeat any union organization among bakery workers in this city, as, when they were not
organized, I was always in the drivers seat.
Most employers were concerned that the Act would empower unions, and some
initially resisted the idea of negotiating with labour. 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 banned in practice. 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:
1 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 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.
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
2fi
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legislation in Ontario and Québec (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 labour policies with
existing unions," but he notes that "little effective bargaining developed."2 His
negative assessment is based largely on a comparison with the American Wagner
Act. Desmond Morton also unfavorably compares Ontario's industrial standards
legislation to Roosevelt's New Deal. In a few short sentences (divided between the
Québec and Ontario acts), Morton describes Ontario's ISA as an effort to "help
industries establish codes of wages and conditions so that generous or humanitarian
employers would not be victimized by ruthless competitors."30 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 natural basis of
comparison) was never implemented. While it is true that formal state recognition
of union rights did not accompany the passage of industrial standards legislation
(except in Nova Scotia), the New Deal provides a better foil to Ontario's provincial
legislation than is initially apparent.
Yet anouier 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 ISA applied only
to the building trades in Halifax and Dartmouth. ' He draws upon Ian McKay's
argument (in his work on the carpenters' union in Halifax) to suggest 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.32
29
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Ontario's ISA can be similarly viewed as an attempt to introduce industrial
legality (on an industry-by-industry basis) and to more explicitly govern the
relations of capital and labour. In a letter to J.M. Buckley, Secretary of the Toronto
District Labour Council, David Croll, then Minister of Labour, argued that the ISA
was "the most potent factor in preserving for the Unions the right of collective
bargaining." The entire structure of the ISA encouraged formal legal contracts
between unions and capital, and drew labour deeper into protracted and detailed
negotiations with employers. At the same tune, state recognition of collective
bargaining rights (albeit informally) tamed the labour movement, an argument
made forcibly by Hal Draper:
It is a pattern in all countries that, as soon as the bourgeoisie reconciles itself to the fact that
trade unionism is here to stay, it ceases to denounce the institutions as a subversive evil that
has to be rooted out with fire and sword in order to defend God, country, and motherhood,
and it turns instead to the next line of defense: domesticating the unions, housebreaking
them, and fitting them into the national family as one of the tame cats.
The establishment of a second line of defense, in the form of state regulation and
recognition of the more "responsible" section of the labour movement, was clearly
evident in the government's implementation of the ISA. The international unions
were often given preferential recognition as "proper and sufficient representation"
for labour. The Minister of Labour, by determining "in a very loose way" which
unions represented which workers in which industries, could take the wind from
the sails of the troublesome communist-led Workers Unity League.
Formulated between the cusp of the two great labour upsurges of 1934 and
1937, the ISA also attempted to sever the material root of industrial unrest. Roebuck,
a labour solicitor for many years who felt that "strikes [we]re like war, costly
memods of determining questions," saw the ISA as a means to reduce the volume
and intensity of class struggle. Even after Roebuck's departure, the ISA was
the Canadian Industrial Relations System During World War Two," Labour/Le Travail, 3
(1978), 175-96.
AO, Labour, RG 7-1-0-126, David Croll to J.M. Buckley, Secretary of the Toronto District
Labour Council, 22 March 1937. Croll felt that "collective bargaining is a fundamental right
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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" labour and maintain capital's dominant position.
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credited by the Department of Labour with reducing industrial conflict. Minister
of Labour M.M. MacBride argued in 1937, that
In the furniture industry for instance, in which approximately 4,500 workers are employed
in the province, the [ISA] schedule has wiped out dissatisfaction of long standing among
workers and prevented any further interruption of production and toss of wages due to
strikes.36
The ISA was a decisive step beyond informal intervention and an attempt, in the
words of J.F. Marsh, to "keep our streets clear of strikers and sandwich men
advertising places of employment as being unfair" and helped to ensure that "labour
troubles may not be increased."37
Combating labour unrest by this forti fying of responsible unions was prompted
by a dramatic shift in the balance of class forces during the 1930s and early 1940s;
yet capital, Mitch Hepburn and much of his Cabinet, ultimately decided that the
time had not come to rum organized labour into a "tame cat." Hepburn's turn against
his progressive Ministers, and his determination to drive the CIO and industrial
unionism from the province, ended any immediate moves to extend formal recognition to trade unions and enshrine the principles of the ISA in new statutes
protecting labor organizations. Instead the ISA stands as a half step towards
industrial legality. It was an important piece of legislation, and certainly deserving
of more attention, yet its significance to the development of a formal regime of
industrial legality should not be overstated.
The various interpretations of the ISA that have been presented are to some
degree accurate descriptions of the significance of industrial standards legislation
to organized labour. However further consideration of the operation of the ISA in
Ontario reveals a much more complicated relationship between capital, labour and
the state — a relationship that forms the basis for a new interpretation of the
meaning of industrial regulation. Otfier factors, particularly the crisis of working
conditions created by the welfare state, are much more important in understanding
the roots of the Act and the nature of its implementation. Before developing the
argument that the ISA was something of a northern New Deal, it is crucial to examine
the material roots of the crisis which the Act attempted to correct. I refer not to the
way of knowing that the Comintern was on the verge of ordering the WUL to disband in a
drastic and foolhardy maneuver. See Irving Abella, Nationalism, Communism, and Canadian Labour Hie CIO, the Communist Part and the Canadian Congress of Labour (Toronto
1973),esp. Ch. 1-2.
36
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vicious competition among capitalists that prompted calls for industrial regulation,
but to the nascent welfare state which disrupted the labour market, structured the
re-emergencc of sweatshops, and fueled political, economic and industrial turmoil.
Relief Capitalism: 'we boast that slavery does not exist '
I am working 72 hours per week and my wages arc S 15.00.1 can not live on these wages
and support my family ... i am going in the hole ... 1 am not receiving any assistance
whatsoever and 1 cannot get any assistance, cannot buy the medicine my wife requires and
I cannot buy for her the diet she is supposed to have... Is there any sense of me working and
going into debt for the necessities of life ...My family needsclothing and shoes ...my children
do not get enough to eat... My shoes fall off my feet... the Welfare told me if I quit my job
they would not give mc relief... 1 would not want relief if I could get a living wage ... there
must be justice somewhere ... wc are all human and like to enjoy life a little. I do not drink
liquor or beer and I do not have a car, just a hard working chap trying to get along.
In 1897, William Lyon Mackenzie King defined sweating as "a condition of labour
in which a maximum amount of work in a given time is performed for a minimum
wage, and in which the ordinary rules of health and comfort are disregarded."
Mackenzie King offered this definition in a published investigation of conditions
in Toronto's needle trades, an industrial sector where the practice had originated
and flourished.39 Although some of the most extreme examples of sweated labour
could be found in the garment industry, the term did not apply solely to that trade.
The 1889 Royal Commission on the Relation of Labor and Capital noted that the
"sweating process" could be found among a wide variety of workers, including
Quebec's boat-men, female shoe sole workers, tobacco factory workers, and
saleswomen in shops.40 While the Commission believed that starvation wages and
long hours were the exception in Canadian industry, the state introduced a series
of remedial measures in the form of factory and other legislation that regulated the
hours, working conditions, and wages of female and child workers. As a result of
such legislation, structural changes in certain industries that brought workers into
iarge factories from small scattered shops, and the migration of "welfare capital38
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ism" from American to Canadian factories, conditions improved somewhat in the
first two decades of the 20th century, although the wages of many workers
continued to fall below the amount necessary to support a family.41
With the onset of the Great Depression, many of the modest gains of the
previous two decades were rolled back. Wages plummeted, hours grew longer, and
sweated labour spread through almost all sectors of Toronto's economy. The
sweatshops of the 1930s were not, for the most part, a reincarnation of the
conditions of the 1890s, but rather a new strain of exploitation that hinged on the
availability ofmunicipal welfare to subsidize extremely low wages. This phenomenon was particularly evident in Toronto, which led the province in establishing a
fairly comprehensive system of relief — providing health care, maternity care,
dental care, eye glasses, and free school books for children — that was simultaneously crafted to economically compel recipients to seek work.42 During the first
four years of the Depression Toronto limited rental assistance to a maximum of
every second month, clothing (particularly warm winter clothing and children's
shoes) was in short supply from the charities, and food rations were never adequate
to properly feed a family. It was relatively easy to get relief, particularly if you were
a male family head, but it was difficult to live on what was provided.
This system tended to drive workers back into the labour market at whatever
wages they were offered. Businesses, and even quasi-government agencies, seized
upon this economic vulnerability, pushed wages below subsistence levels and
encouraged their workers to go on relief to sustain themselves and their families.
As a result, many both worked and drew relief, or alternated between the two, as
this informal system of workfare became an accepted means of survival for many
working-class families. The result was a cycle of dependency in which an increasing number of occupations offered wages which required a supplement of relief,
and workers began to figure out that by being on relief and working, they were able
"to increase their budget to an amount greater that they could possibly earn if they
were working full time."Ai Prime Minister Bennett's accusations that relief had
41
For a brief overview see Legislative Branch, Department of Labour of Canada, Labour
Legislation in Canada: An Historical Outline of the Principal Dominion and Provincial
Labour Laws (August 1945J, 13-22. For a discussion of the application and effectiveness of
legislation see Pi va, Tlie Condition oft he Working Class, 97-111. See alsoFrager, Sweatshop
Strife, 21. For a discussion of welfare capitalism see Craig Heron, Working in Steel: The
Early Years in Canada, 1883-1935 (Toronto 1988), 99-110; Joy Parr, The Gender of
Breadwinners: Women, Men, and Change in Two Industrial Towns. 1880-1950 (Toronto
1990), 39-49; Robert Storey, "Unionization Versus Corporate Welfare: The 'Dofasco
Way\"Labour/Le Travailleur, 12 (Fall 1983), 7-42.
42
James Struthcrs, The Limits ofAffluence: Welfare in Ontario, 1920-1970 (Toronto 1994),
94, J 05.
43
AO, Labour, RG 7-1-0-145, Miss [L] Wark, Assistant Deputy Minister, to David Croll,
Minister of Public Welfare, 26 February 1937, emphasis added. For an interesting commentary on the proximity in living standards between the employed and unemployed in America

FIGHTING THE SWEATSHOP 27

become a "racket" for "relief conscious" municipalities who used 20 per cent of all
federal funds to "subsidize" low wages, was not without its basis in fact.
The provincial and municipal governments were also aware that employers
were abusing the welfare system by lowering wages in anticipation of employing
workers on partial relief. Complaints had reached Toronto's powerful Department
of Public Welfare in 1933 that certain employers were cutting workers' wages and
"advising them to apply for welfare."45 Although the city obviously disapproved
of this practice, Dr. Monteith, Chairman of the provincial committee handling
unemployment relief, was "firmly of the opinion that as these men were finding
some employment and assisting themselves, they were entitled to partial relief and
should not be stricken off the list."46 This attitude persisted until the election of the
provincial Liberals in 1934. Shortly after winning office the new government
instructed Warren Findlay, Senior investigator with the Department of Welfare, to
review his files and re-examine cases of families on partial relief in which the head
of the family was working. Findlay found that in almost all cases where work and
relief co-existed, extremely low wages were the culprit, and this practice was
evident in almost all industries and occupations in the province.
According to Findlay's findings, many automobile mechanics earned 18^ an
hour while barbers worked 56 hours for $7 a week. At the Union Stock Yards,
workers (predominately drawn from Toronto's African-Canadian population)
earned $7 a week at the hard and dirty job of cleaning cattle cars. The Swiss Bakery
employed men at the rate of $6 a week; Rathbone Lumber also paid $6 a week to
its male workers; and workers at Uptown Cabs made as little as S2-3 a week for
full-time hours. An electrician by trade who worked at Walsh's Garage at University and Richmond described as an intelligent and reliable man earned $7.10 for a
50 hour week (which as an electrician in 1929 he would have made in one day) to
prevent his family of five from being evicted. Another man "begged to be given...
work which a boy could do" at Legge's Drug Store for $9.50 a week to help support
his family of four. Wages in Toronto's grocery stores, including Loblaw Groceteduring the i 930s sec Gerald Markowitz and David Rosncr, cds., 'Slaves ofthe Depression ';
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