“Representative-beggars of a Set of
Paupers”: The Politics of Social Welfare
and Traditional Newfoundland.

ROBERT M. LEWIS

ON THE MORNING AFTER the most recent federal election an interesting discussion
took place among the three successful Progressive Conservative candidates, all of
whom had defeated incumbent Liberals. They were in general agreement on the
nature of their support: 1) the voters were sick of cuts to government social
programs, 2) their support was on the same basis as that received by the New
Democrats, and 3) their most important mandate was that of protecting social
programs. On the face of it these were very strange remarks coming from members
of the political party of Mike Harris and Ralph Klien. These Newfoundland Tories
sounded more like moderate social democrats than “common sense” revolutionar-
ies. All three can be described as professional politicians and thus their remarks
might simply be ascribed to their ability to read the mood of the electorate.
However, they can also be ascribed to a political tradition in Newfoundland which
goes back much further than 1949.

The argument is often made that collective social welfare (as opposed to
private/familial welfare) and an acceptance of such are phenomena which are
essentially foreign to traditional Newfoundland. Collective social welfare, it is
argued, is one of the effects of Confederation or of the more general process of
modernization. Among those on the right of the political spectrum it is often argued
that such collective forms of social welfare have resulted in endemic welfare
dependency, fostered by liberal and leftist politicians starting with Joseph R.
Smallwood. Even those coming from the left of the political spectrum have argued
that, while Newfoundland — especially rural Newfoundland —benefitted from the
new social welfare policies, those policies had the hidden effect of undermining
household self-reliance and independence and that they were at least an aspect of
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the dissolution of traditional Newfoundland society, through the replacement of
kinship supports of the dependent® with impersonal collective ones. Both ends of
the political spectrum have generally agreed with the argument that these programs
have held back the development of freemarket capitalism.’

These arguments are clearly only an aspect of the more general modemization
theory which has been consistently applied to Newfoundland. While in the 1960s
the theory was usually employed to justify the modernization of the fishery and the
extension of the welfare state,* since the early eighties it has more commonly been
used to defend government cutbacks and the privatization of the public welfare
system.

My work has been on the social history of the aged in Newfoundland and
Brigus in particular.’ Social gerontology as a field has also been marked by a
consistent recourse to modernization theory. The essence of gerontological mod-
emnization theory is that, in traditional societies, the elderly were supported mate-
rially and socially by their extended families, as well as physically within the
extended family/household. According to gerontological modemization theory, a
radical change occurs with the modernization of societies. In modem societies the
elderly are isolated from their extended families via new norms of neolocal
residence on marriage. Furthermore, in modern societies the material and social
support of the aged come from the state and other collective institutions, and is at
least qualitatively inferior to those which the aged received from their families in
traditional society.

As with modernization theory applied to Newfoundland, gerontological mod-
ernization theory can have a number of ideological functions. It can serve as a
critique of capitalism or a justification for the growth of the “Welfare State.”
However, since the early eighties it also has most commonly been used by
conservative politicians as an ideological justification for dismantling the “Welfare
State,” cutting back government social support systems, and throwing the respon-
sibility for the aged onto their families.

Two questions will be addressed here: 1) are the arguments of Newfoundland
modernization theory and gerontological modemization theory correct regarding
the place of collective social welfare measures in Newfoundland’s history? and 2)
does a reexamination of that lead to a rethinking of some aspects of Newfoundland’s
historical development?

The historiography of pre-nineteenth century Newfoundland has been domi-
nated by the problem of Newfoundland’s failure to develop along the same course
from discovery to nationhood as Britain’s other North American colonies. For the
period from its rediscovery by Europeans in the late fifteenth century until the
establishment of local government in the first part of the nineteenth century the
problem has been framed in terms of Newfoundland’s slowness in establishing
permanent settlement and settled society. It has traditionally been argued that this
retarded pattern of development was due to British colonial policy driven in turn,
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and to varying degrees, by the West Country mercantile interests which controlled
the migratory fishery at Newfoundland. This once dominant historical paradigm
and still dominant political one has categorized Newfoundland’s development as a
process of “retarded colonization” or “retarded development” with Newfound-
land’s failure to follow the standard North American pattern of development from
discovery to colony to nationhood being ascribed to a conspiracy by foreign
interests.® This construction of history was first made by John Reeves in 1793,
though Reeves’ interpretations are often more nuanced than much of what followed
from his work. Reeves’ version of Newfoundland history early on became a central
theme in the writing of Newfoundland history and in tum reinformed political
debates.

It has been convincingly and repeatedly pointed out, that the evidence for
anything like a systematic and consistent plot by the West Country merchants to
stop year-round settlement is extremely difficult to find.” Reeve’s description of
eighteenth century Newfoundland leaves us with the problem of the striking
contradiction between the West Country merchant’s outspoken opposition to
settlement and their actions, which clearly encouraged it. As Reeves put it “the
Merchants which pretend so much Zeal against Residents have been and still are
the principal Encouragers of Residency.”

Reeves, in the same passage goes on to give the basic reason for the merchants’
opposition to settlement, at least at the end of the eighteenth century:

.. the Resident Boatkeepers are the Hens that lay them their Golden Eggs; so long as
they are successful, and are able to pay their Way, no Merchant (with all his supposed
Zeal for a Fishery carried on from Great Britain) ever wishes to remove them; but as
soon as they run not only repeatedly in Debt (for the most thriving are so, and the
Merchant takes pretty good Care to keep them so) but so much behind, Year after
year, as not to afford a Prospect of the Merchant being any longer a Gainer by them,
then no Body is so anxious as he is to send them out of the Country to prevent their
being burthensome to himself, and some of these are the Instances the Merchants cite,
when they say they have brought many Home without taking any Thing for thelr
Passage. The other Instances are of Servants who are grown lazy and unprofitable....

This passage makes it clear that it was not year-round residents as such which the
merchants were objecting to. As Reeves points out, the merchants were the
“principal Encouragers” of year-round residence at Newfoundland. Residents who,
in the balance books of the merchants, could support themselves had become not
only acceptable but necessary for the fishery. Rather the Merchants objected only
to those residents who could not support themselves, those who could not “afford
a Prospect of the Merchant being any longer a Gainer by them” and “Servants who
are grown lazy and unprofitable,” i.e., those persons who in England would have
looked to the community — embodied in the Poor Laws — for their support and
who in Newfoundland did the same and in the same place.
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Another eighteenth century observer made the connection between institutions
of collective security and truly permanent settlement even clearer:

I must say that in Newfoundland a Work House does not exist and Poor Rates are as
great strangers as fertile fields and Cinnamon Groves. The Motto which is riveted on
the minds of all Housekeepers here is that He who will not work shall not eat. ... In
Newfoundland a lazy man is consider’d by Inhabitants in the same light as Bees do
a Drone, where everyone assists in expelling him from the Hive. In this Land there
is no Public Charity for the Sick and the Lame; even the Blind and Aged can have no
assistance but what comes from the hands of Private Individuals. The Fisherman
which Chance has left behind must be supported all Winter at the expense of the
Master whom he serv’d during the Summer. It was his province to see that the
Fisherman was sent Home at the close of the Fishing Season. '

The merchant adventurers from the West Country did not consider Newfoundland
to be a settled society, any more than did the fishermen “chance has left behind.”
They did not because Newfoundland lacked the social institutions of a settled
society. In particular it lacked those institutions, such as the Poor Laws, which were
closely linked to landed, agricultural property,'' “fertile fields,” and which the
merchant adventurers believed supported and even encouraged the “Drone,” along
with the “Sick and the Lame ... the Blind and Aged.” Neither did the West Country
merchants want Newfoundland to become such a settled society because the costs
of the institutions of what they understood as settled society, that is of eighteenth
century English society with its established social institutions and in particular the
Poor Laws (and the institutions of local government which organized and manipu-
lated it), would have had to be supported by the seasonal fishing industry. It was
settled society and not settlement in the sense of year-round habitation or residency
which the merchants objected to.

To a great extent the policies of the British government, the stated desires of
the West Country Adventurers, and the choices of the fishing servants were directed
towards ensuring that society’s dependent and those institutions of “settled” society
which supported the dependent remained features of the home societies in England
and Ireland and not of Newfoundland. The low number of aged persons found in
Newfoundland at the end of the eighteenth century, after almost 200 years of
“settlement,” was almost certainly one result of this.

The best evidence we have, though it is limited, suggests that before the
nineteenth century the majority of the “dependent,” including the elderly, and
including those born at Newfoundland, looked to their “homes” in Britain for
support in times of need. Newfoundland residents came from a cultural background
within which support of the dependent (including the aged) portion of the popula-
tion came from the collectivity, the sort of collectivity which did not exist at
Newfoundland. The society the aged and others in need returned to was that of the
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England of the Old Poor Law, within which community responsibility for the
elderly was the norm and had been so for, at least, several centuries. "

As Ryan" has convincingly argued, it was the seal fishery that was probably
the real economic foundation of a truly settled society in Brigus and Newfoundland
as a whole. The seal fishery necessitated year-round residence by all classes of
society and so required some form of local government. With this the year-round
population became a more or less permanent population and the demand for some
form of local government increased.

In 1825 Sir Thomas Cochrane became the first civil governor and one of the
first problems he addressed was that of government assistance to the poor. Pre-
viously, relief had been given on an ad-hoc basis and without condition and
Cochrane attempted to put pauper labour to work on road construction around St.
John's."* However, he found that he had no legal ability to establish poor rates or
other forms of taxation to fund that work. In fact, as early as 1730 the Attoney-
General had determined that the governor of Newfoundland had no power to levy
poor rates or impose taxes without the consent of some sort of assembly of the
people and the decision had been reaffirmed in 1803, specifically in relation to poor
relief.”

Faced with the inability to fund poor relief and with widespread pressure in
Newfoundland for self-government, the British Parliament passed legislation grant-
ing the island full colonial status and an elected legislature, in 1832. Colonial
government allowed for the establishment of those institutions of settled society
which eighteenth century Newfoundland had lacked. However, the constitution
which Newfoundland received from the Colonial Office resulted in a government
quite unlike that of England and Ireland. To a great degree by mistake, the British
government provided for an assembly elected through virtually universal male
suffrage. The other feature of the Newfoundland colonial government was the lack
of any local — county or municipal — government structures. With nearly
universal male suffrage and with no mediating political structures the politically
active working class, especially around Conception Bay and St. John’s, took a direct
role in the political process, both at the ballot box and on the streets.

The type of government this produced was to distress patrician observers from
Lord Durham in 1839 to Lord Amulree in 1933." For them the Newfoundland
political system was far too direct a democracy and was marked by what they saw
as the antithesis of “enlightened government.” As the Amulree Commission saw it
in 1933:

The simple-minded electorate were visited every few years by rival politicians, who,
in the desire to secure election, were accustomed to make the wildest promises
involving increased public expenditure in the constituency and the satisfaction of all
the cherished desires of the inhabitants. ... There is no leisured class, and the great
majority of the people are quite unfitted to play a part in public life."”
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While the Roman Catholic Bishop of Newfoundland in 1861, in denouncing his
former Liberal allies, described it even more bluntly, “... the members [of the House
of Assembly] in a great measure were chosen only as the representative-beggars of
a set of paupers, and he who could get most flour was the best member.”"®

The debates which followed the first elections in the 1830s in the Newfound-
land House of Assembly are evidence that the great majority of the people had
shared and strongly held beliefs about the relation between the state and the needy,
in particular, a belief in the responsibility of the collectivity, in the form of the
government, for society’s dependent, especially for the aged and for widows. After
the representativeness of the legislature was limited in 1842, reformers would use
“the indifference of the Executive to the cries of a starving population,”” as a central
aspect in their fight for responsible, and representative, government.

The system of poor relief established in the 1830s, 40s, and 50s in Newfound-
land mirrored and yet was fundamentally different from the English Old Poor Laws
on which it was based. The Old Poor Law tended to rise out of local practice and
traditions rather than shape it.” The same applied in Newfoundland but, because
relief was provided by the Legislature which was popularly elected and sensitive
to local popular pressure, it was never given the definitive form of general
legislation but rather continued to be provided on an ad hoc basis by the House of
Assembly until the 1930s. While the members of the Legislature periodically
bemoaned the problem of relief they never seriously attempted to reform it.”'

Striking similarities between the Old Poor Law of the 1820s in England and
the practice of poor relief in Newfoundland in the 1920s can be found. For example,
what was known as the “Widows’ Pension” was virtually identical in Old Poor Law
England and in Newfoundland prior to the Commission of Government:

Relief is professed to be afforded on the ground of want of employment, or of
insufficient wages; but a class of persons have, in many places, established a right to
public support, independently of either of these claims. These are widows, who, in
many places, receive what are called pensions, of from Is. to 3s. a week on their own
account, without any reference to their age or strength, or powers of obtaining an
independent subsistence, but simply as widows.”

Apparently, the belief has grown up that Widows, by the very reason of their
Widowhood, are entitled to what is sometimes called the “Widow’s Pay,” or
“Widow’s Pension.” Destitution is, of course, the only real cause for giving relief,
and such destitution as will result in suffering or hardship, if the relief is not given

“Deficiencies” in filial support (in the view of Benthamite reformers) or the belief
that support of the aged should fall on the state and not on the married children of
the elderly (in the view of those receiving such support), was also decried in both
as both a symptom and source of moral decay:
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If the deficiencies of parental and filial affection are to be supplied by the parish, and
the natural motives to the exercise of those virtues are thus to be withdrawn, it may
be proper to endeavour to replace them, however imperfectly, by artificial stimulants,
and to make fines, distress warrants, or imprisonment act as substitutes for gratitude
and love. The attempt, however, is scarcely ever made. Moral debasement ... is the
offspring of the present system.24

The disgraceful, almost inhuman practice by some children of shouldering on the
Government the maintenance of parents ... is demeaning and immoral. Its permission
by the authorities demoralises those concerned. It is not a far step from avoidance of
filial responsibility to neglect of other duties of CltlZCﬂShIp

The most important difference between nineteenth century Newfoundland and
the Old Poor Law England was political. While the English Poor Laws may have
had wide scale popular support (at least relative to the alternatives to them), the
reason they existed was that they served the interests of the landowners and their
tenants.” Those receiving relief had little if any say in whether or how the Poor
Laws were reformed, as they were in 1835. The wide scale franchise in Newfound-
land meant that the system of public relief in Newfoundland could not be ‘re-
formed” as the English Poor Laws were in 1834 and in the 1870s and 1880s.” Any
Newfoundland government which attempted to tighten and limit relief in the
fashion actually accomplished in Great Britain would have lost the popular support
required to stay in power. While Newfoundland governments might recommend
limits on relief, they seem never to have been able to actually implement such limits.
The sort of “reform” which took place in England between 1830 and 1900, and
which saw the value of public support of the aged slashed, both in absolute and in
relative terms, and the conditions under which support could be obtained, tightened,
and made more unpleasant,z8 could not be implemented in Newfoundland until the
suspension of representative government in 1935.

Up until 1911 there were no measures for the support specifically of the aged.
Instead, the aged were covered either as widows or as “Crippled, aged, and disabled
paupers” under provision for the permanent poor. The Newfoundland Old Age
Pension was passed in 1911, almost twenty years before Canada was to do the same,
as a form of social support to complement the “Widows’ Pension,” providing
snmxlar support to the latter for married couples and men aged 75 year of age and
older.” Despite being promoted as a modern welfare measure,* the Newfoundland
Old Age Pension was in many respects very similar to the old “Widows’ Pension,”
both having no explicit needs criteria and being assigned to electoral districts on
the basis of population rather than assessed needs. Clearly one of the driving forces
for the pension was pension reform in Europe and in some of parts of the Empire,
New Zealand in particular. Interestingly, the Newfoundland Old Age Pension was
seen by McGrath as closely linked to the other great project of the modemization
of Newfoundland, the railway, “This [building of the branch lines] was the largest



Politics of Social Welfare 149

item in the Government’s programme, and the most costly, but it was so successful
that a scheme of Old Age Pensions was inaugurated.”"'

In the debates in the Newfoundland House of Assembly around the estab-
lishment of the pension, and later around changes to it, the logic of social welfare
in pre-Confederation Newfoundland is made explicit. While there were disagree-
ments about some aspects of the implementation of the legislation, there seems to
have been general agreement that, ... where anyone, man or woman, having
reached an advanced age ... where they have become dependent on charity, that it
is the duty of the State to come forward to their support.™

Clearly the Newfoundland Old Age Pension was not like the modern Canadian
Old Age Security, representative of the “modern welfare state,” where support is
paid to essentially all those over 64 years of age by virtue of age alone. By the same
token its application by the Newfoundland government stands in stark contrast to
that of the Ontario provincial government which only reluctantly joined in such a
scheme in 1929 (despite only having to shoulder 25% of the costs) and which
showed extreme parsimony, granting public pensions only to those who could
demonstrate absolute poverty.”

During different periods when the Newfoundland government was facing
financial crises there were rumblings about strengthening the financial responsibil-
ity of children to support their aged parents, however, this seems to have been, at
most, only rarely enforced. For example, under the Commission of Government
there were repeated calls from certain sectors of the administration (in particular
the Comptroller and Auditor General’s Department) to enforce the existing filial
support laws; however, local relieving officers seem to have ignored this (as
indicated by the total lack of any enforcement orders through the courts**) and other
sectors of the administration (in particular the Department of Public Health and
Welfare) actively fought against it.** Again this stands in contrast to the attitude
and actions of the Ontario provincial government which used existing filial respon-
sibility laws to severely limit their old age pension responsibilities.*

Public support of the aged, widows, the infirm, &c. was a “traditional”
institution which arose in Newfoundland out of Newfoundland society’s origins in
those areas of Europe where the collectivity, rather than the extended fammly, was
the ultimate guarantor of individual support of the needy. Public support of the aged
was reinforced in Newfoundland because most Newfoundlanders, especially in
communities such as Brigus, Conception Bay and St. John’s, were not the “self-
sufficient” agriculturalists of much of the rest of North America but rather were
workers employed producing a commodity within an essentially capitalistic North
Atlantic economy and they continued as such up through Confederation. While
many, probably most, households supplemented their incomes with subsistence
production the vast majority were absolutely dependent on the production of one
(dried cod) or more (seal oil) maritime commodities, the success of which were
generally uncertain.
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An examination of the historical evidence as found in government records, and
a careful reconstruction of households over the period 1921-1945 through the use
of the nominal censuses and confirmed through oral history is the basis of a portrait
of the elderly in Brigus in the period from 1920 to 1949. The portrait drawn is quite
different from the traditional Newfoundland society said to have been in existence
for “nearly a half-millennium,” to have been “shaped by centuries of isolated
community life,” and to be centred on the “patrilocal and patricentric extended
family.™’ Instead is a community much closer to the society from which it
originated historically, i.e., the north west European societies, England in particu-
lar, founded on the predominance of the nuclear family as the basic domestic group
and with collective institutions a central part of the system of social security for the
individual.

The amounts provided by relief in pre-confederation Newfoundland were
small by modemn standards, whether paid in cash — Old Age Pension and the
“Widows Pension” — or kind — “dole.” But so, too, were the incomes of working
people not receiving relief. While government relief and Old Age pensions could
not provide individuals with a comfortable living, neither could the work much of
the population depended on. Government support was absolutely necessary for
large sections of the population, especially of the aged population, and it seems to
have been considered a normal and necessary aspect of society.
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