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Abstract 

Taking a telescopic view of the multifaceted struggles of the workless prior to Black Tuesday 

challenges the myopic picture of the Great Depression as the sudden, unexpected eruption of 

unemployment protest.  Out of all proportion to their size and political strength, radical 

unemployment agitators between 1875-1928 proved to be vital protagonists in forcing relief 

measures, thrusting socialist values into public discourse and inspiring working-class resistance 

during economic crises and at times when the labour movement was at its weakest.  This 

dissertation examines hundreds of unemployment protests in urban centres across Canada during 

the 1872-1896 long depression, and the economic slumps of 1907-1909, 1912-1915 and 1921-

1926.  These protests and the organizations of the workless challenged three distinct but 

overlapping stages in the evolution of the liberal-capitalist state: producer, progressive, and 

authoritarian.  Although always vulnerable and contingent, the mobilized workless responded 

with innovation to the evolution of liberal capitalism and, by gravitating towards the developing 

socialist alternative, gained greater coherence and uniformity as they moved from the local and 

spontaneous “les Misérables” (1875-1896) to an ad hoc “Organized Mob” (1907-1915) to a 

militant and sporadically nationally-organized “Unemployed Army” (1919-1935).  This study 

contends that the persistence of a moral economy, the strategies of disruption, and working-class 

anguish and indignation were key resources for the radical and socialist organizers of the 

unemployed.  Sensitive to the ways in which a culture of whiteness and masculinity often 

precluded greater solidarity amongst the workless, this dissertation also traces the ways 

unemployed diaspora socialists, socialist feminists and their allies encouraged a more diverse and 

inclusive movement.  Far from reactionary or apathetic, the mobilized unemployed were every bit 

as important to the vitality of the left as unions or political parties – their struggles were crucial 

elements in the development of Canada’s earliest socialist experiments.  Similarly, Canadian 

social policy history is unintelligible without an acknowledgment of the fundamental role that 
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unemployment movements played in wresting concessions from the liberal order and as 

disruptive agents in the shaping of the welfare state.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

From Les Misérables to an Unemployed Army: A Reconnaissance of 

Unemployment Movements in Canada, 1875-1928 

Were it not for this feeling of passionate, revolutionary indignation, there would be no 

hope for proletarian emancipation.  – Friedrich Engels
1
 

 

“We are all misérables,” yelled an unemployed protestor to Montreal’s mayor after 3,000 

workless rioted and stormed city hall in December 1875.
 2
  Marking the first modern 

unemployment protest in Canada the rallying cry was not dissimilar to that of the 2011 Occupy 

Movement, in which thousands of unemployed students, foreclosed homeowners and diverse 

anti-capitalists “occupied” Wall Street and other financial centres across North America around 

the slogan, “We are the 99%.”
3
  Like Occupy, Montreal’s misérables were horizontally 

organized, their demands inchoate, and their targets both all-encompassing and diffuse.  Inspired 

by contemporary protests including Occupy, Idle-No-More, the Arab Spring, the Quebec 

Printemps Érable, anti-globalization, anti-austerity and anti-poverty social movements, this study 

is a Foucaldian genealogy and a Gramscian reconnaissance of the unemployed and their 

                                                      

1
 Friedrich Engels, “The Ten Hours’ Question,” March 1850, Marxist Internet Archive, 

http://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1850/02/tenhours.htm, accessed 5 August 2013.  Engel’s 

adversary, Michael Bakunin made a similar pronouncement in a letter in 1867: “If such explosions of 

indignation did not take place in the world, one would despair of the human race.”  Quoted in Gerald 

Brenan, The Spanish Labyrinth: The social and political background of the Spanish Civil War (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1943), 163. 
2
 “Our Needy Workmen,” Montreal Gazette, 18 December 1875, 4.  

3
 There were earlier inklings of protests by the unemployed prior to 1875 but they were organized more 

around a single profession than the anomalous “unemployed.”  Canal workers in the 1840s protested lack 

of work.  By mid-century, the “moral economy” of the poor shifted away from the prices of goods towards 

the price, and the “right” to work.  In 1857 in Quebec City, ship carpenters led a crowd of 3,000 to City 

Hall to petition the mayor for ‘work at any price’ and insisted their lack of labour was due not to 

seasonality but a “‘crisis’ in the shipbuilding industry.”  Demands for “work or bread” pressured the 

municipality to invest in a public sewage system.  See Bryan D. Palmer, Working-Class Experience: The 

Rise and Reconstitution of Canadian Labour, 1800-1980 (Toronto: Butterworth and Co, 1983), 23.  This is 

not to suggest that those involved in the Occupy movement, who are widely noted to come from more 

privileged sectors of society, experienced the same kind of suffering as Montreal’s nineteenth century’s 

unemployed nor were their interests the same.  For a useful assessment of Occupy, see David Graeber, The 

Democracy Project: A History, A Crisis, A Movement (New York: Spiegel & Grau, 2013). 

http://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1850/02/tenhours.htm
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relationship with liberal capitalism and socialist organizations in Canada from the 1870s until the 

onset of the Great Depression.
4
  To understand how, after almost two centuries of a liberal 

capitalist project in North America, the mission remains incomplete, it is revealing to lay bare 

how the resistance of a mobilized unemployed has thwarted “the end of history.”
5
  

“Working-Class Anguish and Revolutionary Indignation: The Making of Radical and 

Socialist Unemployment Movements in Canada, 1875-1928” is meant as a challenge to the 

existing left historiography.  By focusing primarily on labour unions, parliamentary action and/or 

socialist theoreticians, historians of the left have tended to underreport and disparage an important 

area of socialist struggle: the movements of the unemployed.
6
  This dissertation contends that 

unemployed mobilizations became an essential weapon in the socialists’ critical arsenal.  Long 

before the Great Depression, the unemployed created radical possibilities for socialists.  In fact, 

the Socialist Party of Canada, the Industrial Workers of the World, the Social Democratic Party 

of Canada, the One Big Union and the Communist Party of Canada were, during depression 

periods, as much organizations of the unemployed as they were of the employed.  Socialists were 

in the minority in most labour circles, even in the radical coalmines in British Columbia and Cape 

Breton and the hard rock mines and logging camps of Northern Ontario.  Barring a few 

                                                      

4
 By genealogy I mean tracing the discovery of the liberal capitalist problem of “unemployment” and the 

specific impacts that this knowledge/power nexus played and continues to play in constituting the subject 

of the unemployed.  The arrival of these liberal discourses and practices on unemployment has hidden the 

agency of the unemployed themselves, or those whom “we tend to feel [are] without history.”  It is the 

genealogy of the constitution of the subject “unemployed” in relation to liberal and socialist values that this 

dissertation maps.  On Michel Foucault’s genealogical method see Michel Foucault, “Nietzsche, 

Genealogy, History,” in The Foucault Reader, ed. Paul Rabinow (New York: Pantheon Books, 1984): 76-

100.  I am indebted to Ian McKay’s elucidation of a “reconnaissance.”  This reconnaissance is both a 

“preliminary examination or survey” of the politics of the unemployed in Canada and a militant assessment 

of a) the power and vulnerability of liberal capitalism in relation to the unemployed and unemployment and 

b) the strength and possibilities inherent in mobilizing the unemployed as part of the left’s Gramscian “war 

of position” against the ruling order.  See Ian McKay, Reasoning Otherwise; Leftists and the People’s 

Enlightenment in Canada, 1890-1920 (Toronto: Between the Lines, 2008), 1. 
5
 On the so-called “end of history” and the permanent ascendance of liberal capitalism, see Francis 

Fukuyama, The End of History and the Last Man (New York: Free Press, 1992). 
6
 A note on terminology: Canadians used both “labour” and “labor” during the period of this study.  While 

maintaining the spelling of the original source, I have opted to be consistent in my use of “labour.” 
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outstanding politicians, they were virtually absent from Canadian governments.  Amongst the 

unemployed socialists were, by the 1890s, the undisputed leaders.  

Critics might object that the unemployed did not threaten the capitalist system, or if they 

did, their challenges were easily contained.  If you seek the activists and intellectuals who 

powerfully critiqued capitalism, they might well argue, they were to be found in labour temples 

and socialist halls.  The battles of the unemployed, the common narrative insists, were minor 

affairs and ineffectual, frustrating and even psychologically costly endeavours, save for during 

the Great Depression when as much as thirty percent of the population were jobless.  Such 

pessimism misses the upshots of these prolific demonstrations of the unemployed and the 

challenges they actually pose(d), not only to the limits of liberal capitalism but to union leaders 

and activists, socialist, social democrat and labour politicians, intellectuals and historians.  The 

displays of horizontal, inclusive, dialogic, even anarchist-style organization and leadership 

amongst the unemployed have few equals amongst the often bureaucratic structures of the union 

and party.  Far from investing faith solely in a handful of leftist politicians to effect change, 

unemployment movements valued the cacophony of voices from below.  Finally, the knowledge 

developed and shared amongst the mobilized unemployed, not through articles, books and 

conferences, but in the streets and in confrontation could forge a revolutionary consciousness 

every bit as impressive as that found among socialists with their well-thumbed copies of Das 

Kapital. 

The “unemployed” as a category of analysis does not always refer to a self-aware, 

consistent group with a clear identity.  It is conceded that there are substantial differences 

between a collective of people who are laid-off en masse from a coalmine or factory, or 

individuals who find themselves temporarily out of work, or who have arrived in Canada without 

any secure job, or those who, for a variety of reasons, both personal and societal, are unemployed 

year after year.  Certainly a shared former or future occupation, religion, country of origin or 
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some other basis of unity other than that of joblessness frequently underscored the rise and 

efficacy of unemployed mobilizations.  Yet, for reasons of short-hand and convenience, and 

because the activists chronicled were determined to organize a disparate workless into a 

collective whole, I have opted to speak of the “unemployed” well aware of the fragmented and 

provisional characteristics of such a category.  Other scholars have opted for the more 

comprehensive designations of “anti-poverty” or “poor people’s movements.”  While both these 

classifications avoid the problem of ascribing a stable or singular identity, and more inclusively 

exemplify the struggles of lower strata populations around housing, food, social and political 

exclusion and precarious labour, they seem faintly anachronistic in describing the mobilizations 

of the workless prior to the 1960s.  The “unemployed” and their supporters did not describe 

themselves as poor people or anti-poverty crusaders and this dissertation, after all, is an 

exploration of the difficulties and possibilities of forging an identity around such an amorphous, 

yet keenly, and sometimes collectively, felt experience of being without work. 

Between 1875 and 1928, the workless attained greater and greater coherence and 

uniformity, moving from strictly local to cross-Canada struggles, and from specifically-defined 

occupational groups to much wider assemblages of peoples.  While this process was far from 

complete by 1928, and it was always vulnerable and contingent, the radical politicization of the 

unemployed was a leading factor in relief concessions, the growth of the welfare state, and the 

strength and vitality of the left.  As the anti-poverty scholars Frances Fox Piven and Richard A. 

Cloward famously posited, “indignation, anger, resistance and insurgency among the 

unemployed” has played a “crucial role in social welfare history” and the viability of a leftist 

counterculture.
7
  Unemployment movements punctuated the long depression over the last thirty 

                                                      

7
 Frances Fox Piven and Richard A. Cloward, “Humanitarianism in History: A Response to the Critics,” in 

Social Welfare or Social Control?: Some Historical Reflections on Regulating the Poor, ed. Walter I. 

Trattner (Knoxville: The University of Tennessee Press, 1983), 122.  See also Frances Fox Piven and 

Richard A. Cloward, Poor People’s Movements: Why they succeed, how they fail (Toronto: Random House 

of Canada, 1979).  Despite the profound repercussions Poor People’s Movements has had on social 
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years of the nineteenth century, as well as the economic slumps of 1907-1909, 1912-1915 and 

1921-1926.  To understand the intermittent yet profound role that the unemployed have 

collectively played in challenging the social order this introduction provides a theoretical 

overview of liberal capitalism’s initial impact on the unemployed in Canada.  Such a 

reconnaissance will help prepare for an assessment of the structural weaknesses and strengths of 

the ruling hegemony.  Secondly, by mapping the internal dynamics of the “contentious politics” 

of the unemployed and highlighting how early socialists understood their historic role, I hope to 

expose the soil upon which the unemployed’s radical identity, ideology, mobilizing structure and 

repertoires of action took root.  Finally, this introduction will provide a brief précis of each 

chapter, and a reflection on the sources, protest events, and the cities and places that have 

nourished this study.  

1.1 A Product of Liberal Capitalism: The Unemployed and the State 

Unemployment, a particular process of immiseration contributing to the poverty of the 

Canadian working class, arrived with colonization and became more prominent with the rise of 

industrialization, state regulation and the institutionalization of the labour market in the 

nineteenth century.
8
  At first unemployment was concealed by its seasonal appearance, a casual 

labour market, the preindustrial and pre-liberal paternalism of benevolent employers, and, later, a 

classless producers’ ideology.  Les misérables were defined by their wretchedness and not their 

non-relationship to capital.  Although wage dependence with the advent of industrialization and 

                                                                                                                                                              

movement scholarship in the United States and globally since it was first published in 1977, to my 

knowledge only one Canadian scholar has grappled with its import for assessing unemployment struggles 

north of the 49
th

 parallel.  Unfortunately James Overton reduces Piven and Cloward’s work to a crude and 

overly structuralist theory of social control, misinterprets their critique of bureaucratic organization, and 

glosses over their nuanced understanding of the agency, motivations and limitations of both the state and 

the unemployed.  Even so, Overton finds much in their work illuminates the unprecedented overthrowing 

of the colonial government by the unemployed in Newfoundland during the Great Depression.  See James 

Overton, “Public Relief and Social Unrest in Newfoundland in the 1930s: An Evaluation of the Ideas of 

Piven and Cloward,” Canadian Journal of Sociology 13:1-2 (Winter-Spring 1988), 143-169. 
8
 Matthias Reiss and Matt Perry, “Beyond Marienthal: Understanding Movements of the Unemployed,” in 

Unemployment and Protest: New Perspectives on Two Centuries of Contention, ed. Matthias Reiss and 

Matt Perry (London: Oxford University Press, 2011), 10. 
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the liberal state created the historical conditions for unemployment, the unemployed ‘surplus’ 

was woven into the Canadian fabric long before industrialization.
9
  When “unemployed” was 

recorded in the New Oxford English Dictionary in 1882 and “unemployment” in 1888, language 

finally caught up with an experience long felt by the working classes.
10

  “Refer[ing] to the 

enforced idleness of those who want remunerative work but cannot find it,” the late appearance of 

“unemployed/unemployment” is indicative of the vested interests and authority underpinning 

social discourse.
11

  It is no surprise that the adjective – which individualized the problem without 

acknowledging its societal dimensions – came before the noun.  In the liberal imagination, the 

“unemployed” were not a collective but a random assortment of individuals who, due to either 

seasonality or improvidence, found themselves to be out of work.  “Unemployment” at least 

hinted at a structural problem within capitalist society.
12

 

The problem of unemployment arose in the context of the ascendency of a liberal politics.  

The nineteenth and early twentieth century saw a “multitude of liberalisms” that “share a 

                                                      

9
 Peter Baskerville and Eric W. Sager, Unwilling Idlers: The Urban Unemployed and their Families in Late 

Victorian Canada (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1998), 4.  
10

 John A. Garraty, Unemployment in History: Economic Thought and Public Policy (New York: Harper 

and Row Publishers, 1978), 4; John Burnett, Idle Hands: The Experience of Unemployment 1790-1990 

(London: Routledge, 1994), 149; Reiss and Perry, “Beyond Marienthal,” 14.  E.P. Thompson claimed that 

“unemployed” and “unemployment” could be found in Radical, Owenite and trade union writings between 

the 1820 -1830s.  See E.P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class (London: Penguin Books, 

1991), 853-854.  Friedrich Engels used the German equivalents, “arbeitslosen” and “die arbeitslosigkeit” in 

the 1844 masterpiece, The Condition of the Working Class in England. 
11

 Baskerville and Sager, Unwilling Idlers, 21. 
12

 That said, the liberal order also invented unemployment.  Michel Foucault has argued that liberal society 

created a “regime of truth” around madness, disease and sexuality – so too did it fabricate the problem of 

unemployment, the deserving/undeserving, moral decay, etc., so as to justify practices and interventions 

into the economic and social spheres.  See Michel Foucault, The Birth of Biopolitics: Lectures at the 

College de France, 1978-1979, ed. Michel Senellart, trans. Graham Burchell (New York: Palgrave 

Macmillan, 2008), 3, 19-20.  It was not that the welfare state was created as a response to unemployment 

but that “the emerging social state . . . invented unemployment in the process of normalizing and regulating 

the market in labour.”  Unemployment became a necessary social category for liberal capitalism in order to 

promote employment as the “natural” position.  See Michael Denning, “Wageless Life,” New Left Review 

66 (November-December 2010), 82.  Anthropologist Marshall Sahlins went even further when he argued 

that even poverty itself was a social construct: “poverty is not a certain small amount of goods, nor is it just 

a relation between means and ends; above all, it is a relation between people.  Poverty is a social status.  As 

such, it is the invention of civilization.”  See Marshall Sahlins, “The Original Affluent Society (1972)” in 

Culture in Practice: Selected Essays (New York: Zone Books, 2000), 133. 
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definitional family resemblance, but not an essential identity.”
13

  The common characteristics in a 

family of “liberal languages” were born from a set of practices and ideals that privileged the 

individual over the collective by placing the right of individuals to hold and accrue property at the 

heart of liberal society.
14

  The “tenets of liberalism” (the sanctity of property, individual freedom 

and formal equality) were “ideal standards” which were circulated as “rationally necessary” for 

the accumulation of capital and “translated into ‘operative ideals.’”
15

  Inequalities of wealth and 

power were permissible if they were the “natural” outcomes of individual efforts.  The primary 

aim of liberal reformers was not poverty eradication but individual self-sufficiency.
16

  Liberal 

egalitarianism was always individualized, linked to the “dogma that success could be obtained by 

all who lived respectably and worked hard.”
17

 

In order for the liberal order to preserve its hegemony, it must strive for an inclusionary, 

all-encompassing socio-political-juridical programme that contains all under its umbrella (at the 

same time that it excludes certain actors from full participation).  As the liberal order evolved in 

the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth century it increasingly relied upon what Foucault has 

called “governmentality” to maintain its predominance.  Governmentality refers to the 

“institutions, procedures, analyses, and reflections, the calculations and tactics” of the liberal 

order which allow it to “introduce . . . the correct way of managing individuals, goods, and 

wealth.”
18

  To maintain and assert its power the state embarked upon knowledge-gathering 

missions to assess the “population.”  This knowledge/power nexus broke the population down to 

                                                      

13
 Ian McKay, “The Liberal Order Framework: A Prospectus for a Reconnaissance of Canadian History,” 

Canadian Historical Review 81:4 (December 2000), 627. 
14

 Michael Freeden, Liberal Languages: Ideological Imaginations and Twentieth-Century Progressive 

Thought (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2005), 2. 
15

 Antonio Gramsci, Pre-Prison Writings, ed. Richard Bellamy, trans. Virginia Cox (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1994), 21. 
16

 We should not lose sight of other equally held but not always conducive assumptions about 

humanitarianism, individualism and the economic and social risks and responsibilities of state intervention.  
17

 Richard B. Splane, Social Welfare in Ontario 1791-1893: A Study of Public Welfare Administration 

(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1965), 15. 
18

 Michel Foucault, “Governmentality,” in Power: Essential Works of Foucault, 1954-1984, Vol. 3, ed. 

James D. Faubion (New York: The New Press, 2000), 207, 219-220. 
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bodies in what Foucault has termed “biopower” whereby particular “biological and pathological 

traits [degeneracy, pauperism, etc.]” were ascertained to evaluate and enact measures for the 

population as a whole to ensure, amongst others, a productive workforce.
 19

  The biopower 

techniques worked in tandem with disciplinary repertoires to reform the deviant and encourage 

individuals to self-regulate through their own freedom.
20

  Historicizing Foucault’s insistence that 

power is diffuse, at various points in this dissertation I contend that governmentality was not the 

exclusive purview of the state.
21

  In fact, the unemployed and their supporters frequently engaged 

in their own governmentality, collecting statistics and gathering information about their numbers, 

composition, etc., which uncomfortably exposed the bias (and the inadequacy) of official 

statistics.  The working class attempted to master the quantitative patterns of unemployment, so 

workers might themselves struggle more effectively.  Whereas state governmentality sought an 

efficient workforce, the governmentality of the unemployed harnessed knowledge as power to 

demand that the state and capital assume responsibility for unemployment.  Indeed, not only were 

they unemployed through no fault of their own, the workless were enterprising and capable 

enough to develop their own statistics and provide alternative solutions to their poverty. 

Whether attributing vagrancy to individual fault or moral degeneration brought on by 

rebellions, industrialization, immigration, urbanization or secularization, poverty in the 

nineteenth-century colonies was considered a dangerous threat to a nascent liberal order.  With 

“defects everywhere” undermining “peace, order and good government,” a liberal work ethic and 

capital accumulation, liberal intellectuals, bureaucrats, politicians and many “normal” Canadians  

engaged in what Antonio Gramsci called the ongoing hegemonic processes of exclusion, 

                                                      

19
 Michel Foucault, “Security, Territory, and Population,” in Ethics; Subjectivity and Truth: Essential 

Works of Foucault, 1954-1984, Vol. I, ed. Paul Rabinow (New York: The New Press, 1997), 71; Michel 

Foucault, “Society must be defended:” lectures at the Collège de France, 1875-76, ed. Mauro Bertani and 

Alessandro Fontana, trans. David Macey (New York: Picador, 2003), 243.  
20

 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, trans., Alan Sheridan (New York: 

Vintage Books, 1995). 
21

 I refer here to Foucault’s famous statement, “Where there is power, there is resistance and yet, or rather 

consequently, this resistance is never in a position of exteriority in relation to power.”  See Michel 

Foucault, History of Sexuality: An Introduction, Volume 1 (Toronto: Random House, 1990), 95. 
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coercion, consent, compromise and corruption in an effort to normalize capitalist exploitation, co-

opt revolutionary threats and morally reform the unemployed individual.
22

  To illustrate how 

these liberal repertoires were played out in the institutional context of the nineteenth century, the 

operation of the Kingston House of Industry (1847-1887) offers a useful point of departure.
23

 

1.1.1 Liberal Exclusion 

To impose a definition based on negation, absence or deprivation (the un-employed) is, 

intrinsically, exclusionary.
24

  Conversely, to be a worker or employed is a signifying badge that 

one is a productive element within a liberal capitalist project.  As Michael Denning insists, “under 

capitalism, the only thing worse than being exploited is not being exploited.”
25

  In other words, 

the unemployed are no less oppressed than the worker.  In fact, their exploitation is two-fold: it is 

the unemployed who bear the burden of economic downturns so that capital can maintain its 

profitability and it is the unemployed, by virtue of their own necessity, who are exploited by 

capital to drive down the price of labour.  Being denied the opportunity to be exploited for one’s 

labour power is also to be excluded from the workplace.  To be without work entails not merely 

economic hardship:  stigma, social isolation, displacement from one’s class, and crises in gender 

identification and self-worth are all possible byproducts of being without work.  

Unemployment for most was a temporary condition so we should be careful not to equate 

the exclusion of the workless with the more permanent exclusions based on gender, ability, 

sexuality or race.  For working-class women and indigenous peoples the liberal order’s category 

                                                      

22
 Antonio Gramsci, Selections from the Prison Notebook, ed. and trans. Quintin Hoare and Geoffrey 

Nowell Smith (London: ElecBook, 1999), 145-146.  Hegemony is the relationship between leaders and led 

where the leaders rely on an economic, juridical, legislative, cultural and ideological programme in a 

constant appeal to capture and maintain their dominance.  On compromise, see Selections from the Prison 

Notebook, 373. 
23

 In doing so, I will draw heavily upon David Thompson, “On Behalf of Suffering Humanity: A 

Gramscian Reconnaissance of the Liberal Work Ethic, Resistance and the Kingston House of Industry, 

1847-1877,” unpublished paper, April 2007. 
24

 Didier Chabanet and Jean Faniel, “The Mobilization of the Unemployed; A Recurrent but Relatively 

Invisible Phenomenon,” in Unemployment and Protest, 391. 
25

 Denning, “Wageless Life,” 79. 
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of unemployed was rarely applied even though many working-class women and First Nations 

peoples relied upon remunerative work for their subsistence for all or a part of their lives.  The 

process of “othering” the unemployed was, as Peter Baskerville, Eric Sager and Alexander 

Keyssar have shown, in contradiction with reality.
26

  While the unskilled/general labourers,  

recent immigrants and the illiterate might be more likely to encounter bouts of unemployment 

than the skilled, white, educated Anglo-Canadian, the unemployed were not, as early English 

sociologists Henry Mayhew and Charles Booth suggested, an “underclass” with particular 

political, psychological and/or socio-cultural dispositions.
27

  Recent scholarship on London’s 

notorious east end also challenges the idea that the unemployed are predisposed to reactionary 

politics or that there exists such a thing as the “slum vote.”
28

  Census and other empirical data 

prove that unemployment was widely shared by many segments of the working class.  The 

unemployed were not a “visible minority” – “the unemployed resembled the employed” and it 

was from an ever-fluctuating labour market that the unemployed drew their ranks.
29

 

Despite this reality, the public perception of the unemployed within dominant culture and 

even among the working class, especially by skilled unionized labour, tended to cordon off the 

unemployed as “not us.”  Work not only signified participation in liberal capitalism, it was the 

defining element of a “working” class.  For the rising bourgeoisie, street begging and mendicancy 

                                                      

26
 Baskerville and Sager, Unwilling Idlers 41-78; Alexander Keyssar, Out of Work: The First Century of 

Unemployment in Massachusetts (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1986). 
27

 Henry Mayhew, London Labour and the London Poor, volumes I-IV [1861] (Toronto: Dover 

Publications, 1968); Charles Booth, Life and Labour of the People in London (New York: Macmillan and 

Co., 1892-1897).  Judith Fingard followed Mayhew and Booth in placing Maritime poor in three distinct 

but porous categories – the ‘permanent,’ poor, those whose infirmity, disability and destitution precluded 

them from productive labour, the ‘immigrant’ and ‘casual poor,’ and the ‘seasonally unemployed,’ “those 

perennial casualties who formed the most intractable problem for the commercial towns.”  These categories 

may continue to have some analytical use so long as the historian is careful not to pathologize and/or imbue 

psychological traits on the poor based on these divisions.  
 
See Judith Fingard, “The Relief of the 

Unemployed Poor in Saint John, Halifax, and St. John’s, 1815-1860,”Acadiensis 5 (Fall 1972), 32-54.  For 

a critique of Fingard’s use of such classifications see David Hood, Down But Not Out: Community and the 

Upper Streets in Halifax, 1890-1914 (Halifax: Fernwood Publishing, 2010).  
28

 Marc Brodie, The Politics of the Poor: The East End of London, 1885-1914 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 

2004). 
29

 Baskerville and Sager, Unwilling Idlers, 78. 
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suggested an immoral underclass that required segregation and exclusion from full public 

participation.  It was for this reason that the editor of the Kingston British Whig in 1832 made the 

first call for a local poorhouse so that the “the idle and dissolute [are] removed from our streets, 

and the rising generation relieved from the contamination of their evil example.”
30

 

1.1.2 Liberal Coercion 

Not surprisingly, the unemployed were, as one of many marginalized groups, among the 

most criminalized and surveilled within the liberal order.  The workless were targets of the social 

state’s moralizing-political agenda to create the proper worker-citizen.  Believing that 

improvidence, laziness, and other personal character flaws were the leading causes of poverty and 

unemployment, and requiring a docile and productive working class for capitalist exploitation, the 

nineteenth century liberal order developed laws, created institutions and added, beyond the threat 

of starvation, further disincentives to those who failed to sell their labour-power.  

The nineteenth century liberal state advanced several bio-political techniques to reform 

supposed character defects and inculcate a work ethic.  Although Britain’s New Poor Law (1834) 

was not formally adopted in British North America, Houses of Industry, the work test, vagrancy 

laws, the principle of less eligibility and policies delineating between the deserving/undeserving 

all found their champions amongst the colonists.  For as long as humankind has relied on shared 

labour to survive and prosper there has been the moral concern over “idleness” and the (personal) 

responsibilities of economic participation.
31

  However, by 1834, concern over dependency, state 

                                                      

30
 Daily British Whig, 20 October 1832, 2. 

31
 Graeco-Roman societies characterized idleness as avoidance of one’s civic duty – alms were disdained as 

catering to the dishonourable.  It was medieval Christianity guided by St. Augustine’s ethics of work that 

first introduced the notion of the “deserving” (those who upheld Christian values and actively sought work) 

from the “undeserving” (those deemed inherently lazy and immoral).  By the sixteenth century, 

municipalities promoted forced labour in order to reform “professional loafers and wastrels,” and by the 

end of the century, the first workhouses were erected.  In 1601, the Elizabethan Poor Law in England 

created a parish relief system through local taxation.  By the seventeenth century, social theorists, 

philosophers and the propertied classes increasingly resented the “parasitism” of the unemployed and 

lamented their “unproduced wealth.”  A century later it was difficult for any urban citizen in Europe to 

subsist without remunerative labour and when even this payment did not stave off starvation, the state 
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frugality and capitalist growth led to the conclusion that charity, unless specifically targeting 

individual self-correction, was itself a corrupting influence.  Poverty was privatized in the 

nineteenth century; the individual was responsible for keeping his/her own belly full.
32

 

In the 1830s, British rulers, faced with a deep depression, parishes overrun with the 

unemployed, the working poor, and Luddite property destruction, revised the Elizabethan Poor 

Law (1601), ended wage subsidies and introduced the New Poor Law (1834), inaugurating what 

Karl Polanyi famously argued was a “great transformation” that removed serious obstacles to the 

accumulation of capital, centralized relief administration and made the obligations of citizenship 

more onerous than the obligations of society.
33

  Capturing the moral fervor of its day, the New 

Poor Law upheld the independent male wage labourer’s responsibility to the work ethic.
34

  The 

reinforced principle of “less eligibility” would guide state initiatives to alleviate poverty.  It 

distinguished those who relied on immoral means of survival (begging, prostitution, theft) from 

the deserving poor.  Less eligibility was to make life so unbearable that relief recipients would 

join “the lot of those working poor who had sold their labour in exchange for the most miserable 

of wages; and so the cause of the work ethic would be helped and its triumph brought nearer.”
35

 

                                                                                                                                                              

occasionally topped-up a worker’s pay and subsidized capital – in England this was known as the 

Speenhamland system.  See Garraty, Unemployment in History, 14, 17-18, 33, 39. 
32

 Jean-Marie Fecteau, “Between the Old Order and Modern Times: Poverty, Criminality and Power in 

Quebec, 1791-1840,’ in Essays in the History of Canadian Law, vol. 5: Crime and Criminal Justice ed. Jim 

Phillips, Tina Loo and Susan Lewthwaite (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1994), 313. 
33

 Karl Polanyi, The Great Transformation: The Political and Economic Origins of Our Time (Boston: 

Beacon Press, 1944).  For Foucauldian Mitchell Dean, the New Poor Law was not just moral reform but an 

experiment in utilizing populations to increase “the wealth and strength of the nation.”  See Mitchell Dean, 

The Constitution of Poverty: Toward a Genealogy of Liberal Governance (New York: Routledge, 1991), 

27.  On obligations, see Lydia Morris, Dangerous Class: The Underclass and Social Citizenship (New 

York: Routledge, 1994), 4.  
34

 The New Poor Law followed on the heels of the liberal reform of Local Government Act (1832) that 

offered only marginal increases in the male franchise.  The property provision remained and for the first 

time the Act also explicitly excluded women (including propertied women) from the ballot.  Democracy in 

the liberal order remained the purview of the white, British male property owner.  
35

 Zygmunt Bauman, Work, Consumerism and the New Poor (New York: Open University Press, 2005), 

12.  As Friedrich Engels put it in 1844, the Poor Law’s aim was to “prevent the plague of poverty” and to 

make the improvident an example “to others who might be tempted to become ‘superfluous.’”  See 

Friedrich Engels, The Condition of the Working Class in England, trans. W.O. Henderson and W.H. 

Chaloner (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1958), 324.  Historian E.P. Thompson went even further 

and insisted the Poor Law “was perhaps the most sustained attempt to impose an ideological dogma, in 
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Political economists have shown how the New Poor Law was an amalgam of classical 

liberal economic theory and Christian morality.  It relied on the rhetoric of futility and perversity.  

The “futility thesis” contended, simply enough, that the “poor will always be with us.”  Society 

should accordingly acknowledge the eradication of poverty to be impossible: “The 

malfunctioning individual [was]… the unavoidable byproduct of an unalterable and proper social 

order.”
36

  The “perversity thesis” insisted that acts of charity, not poverty itself, created 

dependency, “and thus inexorably exacerbate the very social ills that they were meant to cure . . . 

if assistance is actually hurting the poor by creating dependence, then denying it is not cruel but 

compassionate.”
37

  While the application of the New Poor Law to the Canadian colonies was 

uneven, the philosophical commitment to less eligibility, undergirded by the theses of futility and 

perversity, could be found everywhere within them.
38

 

For example, the Maritime colonies did not implement the New Poor Laws but the 

trajectory of Maritime poor policy was not that different from that of Britain – laws were 

designed to goad the workless into employment.  The New Brunswick poor law threatened 

imprisonment to “any idle, or disorderly person or persons.”  Forced employment was de rigueur.  

Paupers in New Brunswick were actually offered for sale by public auction as late as 1884.
39

  By 

adopting the Elizabethan Poor Laws, the Maritime colonies enacted the English model of publicly 

funded indoor relief (poorhouses, etc.) alongside privately-funded outdoor relief (soup kitchens, 

                                                                                                                                                              

defiance of the evidence of human need, in English history.”  See E.P. Thompson, The Making of the 

English Working Class, 295. 
36

 Freeden, Liberal Languages, 62. 
37

 Margaret R. Somers and Fred Block, “From Poverty to Perversity: Ideas, Markets, and Institutions over 

200 Years of Welfare Debate,” American Sociological Review 70:2 (April 2005), 265.  See also Albert O. 

Hirschman, The Rhetoric of Reaction: Perversity, Futility, Jeopardy (Massachusetts: Cambridge University 

Press, 1991); Sanford Schram, Praxis for the Poor: Piven and Cloward and the future of social science in 

social welfare (New York: New York University Press, 2002), 23. 
38

 As James Struthers has argued, “less eligibility” was “transferred to Canada and remained virtually 

unchallenged as the key assumption underpinning the Canadian approach to poverty and unemployment 

until the beginning of World War I.”  See James Struthers, No Fault of Their Own: Unemployment and the 

Canadian Welfare State 1914-1941 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1983), 6-7. 
39

 James M. Whalen, “Social Welfare in New Brunswick, 1784-1900,” Acadiensis 2:1 (Autumn 1972), 54-

59.  The first almshouse in the province was established in Saint John in 1801. 
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bread depots, etc.).
 
  Maritime municipalities distanced themselves from indiscriminate aid and 

engaged in relief projects designed to reform as much as they were to help.
40

 

Neither Upper Canada nor Lower Canada had adopted the Elizabethan Poor Law by the 

time of the “great transformation.”  Instead, Lower Canada relied on private religious charities.  

Because of the exclusion of the Poor Law from Upper Canada, there was no institutional method 

of relief until the 1830s.  The poor had to depend on the magnanimity of magistrates, appearing 

before the courts to request relief.
41

  The Justices of the Peace acted more like the family compact 

than neutral arbiters and the use of gaols as a deterrent to pauperism began the longstanding 

tradition of treating poverty as a crime.  Legislation passed in 1810 ensured gaols were to be used 

as Houses of Correction in Upper Canada.
42

  Up until the 1820s, money or “outdoor relief” was 

still provided to the able-bodied.  Within a decade, the door was closing on such “indiscriminate 

aid” and the perversity thesis took root – the poor now had to prove their inability to support 

themselves.
43

  Finally, in 1837, Upper Canada passed the House of Industry Act and the Toronto 

House of Industry (THI) opened.  It was predicated on the principle of “less eligibility” and the 

thesis of perversity.
44
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Some historians have suggested that Sir Francis Bond Head’s appointment as the lieutenant governor of 
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The Kingston House of Industry (KHI) provides an excellent microcosm of the new 

liberal techniques to deal with unemployment.  By assessing its practices, diverse supporters, and 

structural inadequacies, we discover many of the strengths and weaknesses inherent in liberal 

approaches to the unemployed problem.
45

  The KHI was erected ten years later than its Toronto 

counterpart in anticipation of a flood of indigent Irish immigrants.  During its operation, a list of 

rules was posted at the Earl Street institution and was enforced, often by threat or actual violence, 

by the superintendent and matron.
46

  The KHI admitted no one after 5 p.m. in the winter, 7 p.m. in 

the summer.  On pain of dismissal, inmates were required to be “orderly and obedient to the 

superintendent,” keep their beds, clothing and persons clean, and perform all assigned work.  No 

KHI inmate was allowed to imbibe alcohol, smoke indoors, speak profanely or leave the 

institution without permission.
47

  Regulations were deemed essential to enforce the work ethic 

and restore the indigent to self-sufficiency.  Enforcing KHI regulations and especially the work 

requirement was a near-impossible task as the majority of the inmate population of the KHI was 

ill suited by nature of their age, gender and/or health to compete in the labour market.  

Many of Kingston’s unemployed were deemed too criminal and incorrigible for the “soul 

saving” KHI; thus the inauguration of the house of industry coincided with the passing of the 

city’s first vagrancy law.  Those charged faced a possible fine of five pounds plus costs or a jail 

                                                                                                                                                              

included “all poor and indigent persons, who are incapable of supporting themselves; all persons able of 

body to work and without any means of maintaining themselves, who refuse or neglect so to do; all persons 

living a lewd and dissolute vagrant life, or exercising no ordinary calling, or lawful business sufficient to 
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45
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46
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term not exceeding one month.
48

  Working in tandem, the KHI and the city jail were the 

manifestations of an ideology that separated the deserving from the undeserving poor.  City 

leaders believed that by placing behind bars the truly insubordinate, reforming the borderline 

cases, and providing for those deemed incapable, through no fault of their own, of taking care of 

themselves, they could combine charity, punishment and reformation.
49

 

After Confederation, the new provinces refrained from opening up houses of industry 

likely because of the cost associated with their upkeep and the hegemony of the perversity thesis.  

Instead, municipalities relied on a work test as their coercive measure to limit reliance on public 

relief.  Wood lots and stone yards were found in many communities across Canada.  And, as 

James M. Pitsula, Jim Phillips and David Bright have shown, vagrancy laws were enforced with a 

renewed vigour by the 1870s and the advent of the long depression.  They were liberally applied 

well into the twentieth century.  As tramps invaded bourgeois public spaces, they posed not so 

much a physical threat as an ideological one.  The tramp became “the embodiment of all the 

character defects – laziness, improvidence, intemperance, instability, and so on – which middle 

class reformers discerned at the root of the crisis in the social order.”
50

  A coercive liberal order 

criminalized poverty and unemployment.  
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1.1.3 Liberal Consensus and Compromise 

For historians endeavoring to explain how social welfare and carceral institutions 

imposed a work ethic, “social control theory” seemingly held considerable explanatory power.  

Michael Katz, Frances Fox Piven, Richard A. Cloward and others mounted a scathing critique of 

liberal social welfare and its predilection for obscuring its punitive authority behind gossamers of 

good intentions.
51

  Yet Gareth Stedman Jones has argued that social control theory is tautological 

and fails to acknowledge the diversity of agents, from the working class to the elite, who have 

created, affirmed and experienced liberalism’s ideological confines.
 
  It would be foolish to argue 

that “capitalists of leisure” were the dominant agents who capitalized on and regulated the 

workless, especially given the preponderance of middle- and lower-class moral reformers and 

religious charities that contrived to reform and care for the indigent.
52

  Similarly, Foucault 

suggests that the state is neither a “cold monster” nor a “certain number of functions,” and should 

not be understood as a “puppet show policeman overpowering the different figures of history.” 
53

  

Yet such criticism should not be wielded as evidence that good intentions are ahistorical “moral 

                                                                                                                                                              

an independence from gross manipulation and seem to be just.’”  Only by symbolically standing above 
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virtues,” divorced from class relations.  As Piven and Cloward insist, “humanitarianism . . . has 

its roots in the aspirations of the subordinated . . . to curb the power of their rulers.”
54

 

Securing the consent of the unemployed has been less important to the ruling powers than 

winning the approval of the “employed” classes.  Again, the Kingston House of Industry is 

illustrative of early forms of liberal consensus around poverty and unemployment.  The KHI 

proved remarkably adept at securing the support of an array of disparate individuals and groups – 

from women, to religious denominations, to the petite bourgeoisie and members of the working 

class – all of whom may have harboured different worldviews, but united around the idea of the 

individual as the site of reformation and/or salvation.
55

 

The KHI was initially the brainchild not of a liberal bourgeoisie but the Kingston Female 

Benevolent Society, a private Protestant organization with over twenty years’ experience aiding 

the indigent.  Feminist historians insist that good intentions were not a smokescreen but a prime 

motivation for social welfare that could not be pigeon-holed as social control by an all-powerful, 

hierarchical, secular state.  Lynne Marks, Carmen Nielson Varty and Mariana Valverde reveal 

how voluntary and municipal charitable organizations in the nineteenth century, often 

spearheaded by ladies’ benevolent societies, delivered paternalistic assistance based on the 

familiarity and gratitude of the recipient.  These reformers provided aid not to rehabilitate the 

labourer for the capitalist, but to endow families with the values of honesty, cleanliness, 

temperance, home economics, religion and propriety in an “age of light, soap and water.”
56

  These 
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well-meaning women became implicated in the larger liberal order project, despite their differing 

intentions and even suspicions about the effects of industrialization and capitalist consolidation, 

because their efforts fit the liberal model that social welfare be designed to reform the individual, 

not transform society.  Shortly after the KHI opened, provincial funding requirements and the 

drive to place the KHI on a more “scientific” footing both meant that its female leadership was 

considered a liability.  The city council’s all-male board of health replaced the KHI’s female 

founders.
57

  As Carmen Nielson Varty suggested in her study of the Hamilton Female Benevolent 

Society, the removal of female leadership was part of a patriarchal, sexist and exclusionary 

current within the liberal order, wherein women’s “putative contributions to the common good 

were recognized; however, women’s de facto exclusion from the public sphere meant that men 

wielded the power to define, defend, criticize and judge female charitable work.”
58

 

Historians who have critiqued nineteenth-century welfare initiatives have often cited the 

religious proclivities of reformers as the source of their charity; in doing so, have they obscured 

the extent that a religious “work ethic” complemented secular capitalist ideology?
59

  The KHI 

was run and managed almost exclusively by Protestants although a majority of its inmates were 

Catholic.
60 

  Both the KHI, despite its promise of religious neutrality, and its Kingston Catholic 
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counterparts used the language of salvation to encourage an ethics of work and obedience.  As 

Gramsci argued, Catholicism, no less than Protestantism, adhered to the principle of “private 

property” as a “natural right,” preached passivity not defiance, called “alms giving” a Christian 

duty, believed the “social question” was “moral and religious rather than economic,” and upheld 

the banner of “Christian charity, . . . the dictates of morality and the judgment of religion.”
61

  

Similarly, Foucault has demonstrated how the state consolidated religious appeals.  Religious 

reformers were welcomed to shepherd the unemployed into employment as such was the wish not 

just of God, but also of the social order.
62

  Individual salvation, either through charity and moral 

guidance (in the case of the giver) or through work (in the case of the relief recipient) was a 

different goal than the productivity, efficiency and independent workers envisioned by the liberal 

capitalist order – yet the targeting of the individual remained the same. 

The all-male, Protestant directors of the KHI were merchants, municipal officials, 

newspaper editors and religious leaders.  As Martina Hardwick notes, “the men who constituted 

the Board were not generally members of the wealthy elite, but . . . [those] who aspired to elite 
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status.”
63

  As Stedman Jones suggested of London reformers at the fin de siècle, those who were 

most concerned about the poor were not the wealthiest but those professionals who had the most 

to lose – financially, socially, and morally – from the presence of the indigent.
64

  For merchants, 

the unemployed poor were anti-customers.  Unable to buy, the poor lingered in front of shops 

obstructing possible patrons, their very presence making a mockery of the reformers’ hard work 

and capital.  For medical professionals, such as Octavio Yates, the institution promised to “cure” 

a social ill that filled the hospital wards and threatened the health of the community.
65

  Finally, 

the middle-class mayor and councillors, inspired as much by popular opinion and civic 

boosterism as by their own moral fiber, had every incentive to deal with the nuisance of poverty. 

The superintendents and matrons of the KHI were almost invariably drawn from the 

ranks of the working class.  Applicants included military personnel, police officers, ex-workhouse 

masters and semi-skilled labourers.  Symbolic of the fine line separating superintendent from 

inmate, when Superintendent Graham retired in 1862, after the death of his wife, he requested his 

son stay at the KHI for a few months until he found the means to support him.
66

  As the day-to-

day operators of the KHI, the superintendents were the first to feel the sting when the institution 

did not meet expectations.  They were frequently the scapegoats when the dilapidated conditions 

of the house were made public.  Living on the premises, the superintendent/matrons’ actions were 

closely monitored and when they transgressed their authority, left food rations unaccounted for, 

drank or employed undue force to reform the inmates, they faced the sanctions of their 

employers.  Although superintendents did not make KHI regulations they were often more 

zealous in enforcing the rules than the more forgiving directors – a point of conflict for more than 

one superintendent.  Similarly, by bringing in procedural standardization and reinforcing the work 
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ethic by consensual and coercive means, the working-class superintendents/matrons contributed 

to the liberalization of the institution.   

The unemployed themselves were not completely left out of liberal consensus and 

compromise.  Up until the 1880s, the Canadian liberal order was adept at borrowing from older, 

even pre-liberal forms of consent to placate the unemployed.  The “moral economy,” paternalism 

and a producers’ ideology, in the absence of a clearly defined left and labour movement, were 

mainstays in the consensual apparatus of the liberal state for much of the nineteenth century.  

While compromise and consensus are two different hegemonic processes, the two are often not 

mutually exclusive.  Like consensus, compromise, in Machiavellian/Gramscian terms, is all about 

winning suitable, strategic allies for a project of rule.  The unemployed are neither powerful nor 

important allies for the liberal capitalist order. 

As Eric Hobsbawm, George Rudé and E.P. Thompson have shown, pre-liberal eighteenth 

century society maintained its hierarchical divisions by relying on a tradition of paternalism that 

was based on both compromise and consent.
67

  The pre-industrial crowd saw the market as the 

place where grievances were felt and where common people could wield collective strength.
68

  

The bread riots were not just the result of “bad harvests and trade depression[s]” but arose in the 

context of what the crowd saw as the “moral economy” comprising their rights, the 

responsibilities of the state and market justice.
69

  If the magistrate failed to do his job, rioters 
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would do it for him.
70

  When liberal physiocrats began to question the socio-economic 

responsibilities of the state, paternal power became increasingly ambiguous.  As Thompson puts 

it, “the paternalist model had an ideal existence, and also a fragmentary real existence.”
71

  The 

significance of the riot lay in its “expectation” – the threat of riot was often enough for the elite to 

shore up charity, subsidize food and avoid “calamity.”
72

  It was, in part, the “expectation” of 

social unrest that goaded Kingstonians into supporting the KHI.  As the Kingston Daily British 

Whig claimed, “Life is dear to all, to the ignorant and poor, as well as in the wise and rich, and 

the pauper stung by want, or goaded by the hungry cries of children, will go beyond the barriers 

of law and right, when honest means of living are beyond his reach.”
73

 

A moral economy was at play in the KHI as inmates expressed the belief that it was their 

“right” to use the KHI as a winter domicile, request extra rations or clothing or be treated to a 

full-course Christmas dinner.  In doing so, inmates were distorting the functional impetus of the 

KHI, rejecting the institution’s moral code and revisioning the home as a personal sanctuary.  As 

James Scott has argued, “members of the lower class strive to transform discretionary favors 

[charitable aid] into rights to which they are automatically entitled to lay claim.”
74

 

The “fragmentary real existence” of paternalism continued in the colonies into the early 

nineteenth century.  An inadequate labour supply compelled employers to develop personal 

relationships and positive incentives in lieu of dismissals, while labourers in turn appealed to 

employer leadership in a cycle of mutual dependence, to limit periods of unemployment and 

foster inter-class solidarity.
75

  Capital and the state accommodated a paternalistic social order.  
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Restricting and subordinating a worker’s freedom and responsibilities were, claimed elites, in the 

best interests of the lower classes.
76

  The mid-nineteenth century Canadian working class was 

won over by the producers’ ideology and rallied around a “national industrial class” that included 

both manufacturer and mechanic even though it obscured “the hegemony of nonworking-class 

elements.”
77

  Instead of seeing capitalism as an oppressive force, the producers’ ideology, not 

unlike the logic of the moral economy, encouraged the working class to pinpoint, not their 

employer, but the non-producing, aristocratic rich.  It also encouraged workers to blame the 

merchants who gouged them in the marketplace where they sold or purchased goods and the 

begging undeserving poor and unemployed who guilted them out of their hard-earned dollars.
78

  

The battle lines were drawn between the producers and the non-producers.  As Martin Robin 

observes, “industrial hegemony and discipline was guaranteed by the inculcation of bourgeois 

value which combated ‘idleness, extravagance, waste, and immorality.’”
79
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1.1.4 Dis-order, Corruption and the Multivalent Liberal Order 

Despite the power of the producers’ ideology and the manifold complexities of the social 

reformers’ various projects, there were frequent breakdowns in the smooth operations of the 

liberal order in Canada.  Crisis after crisis suggested its “arrestingly contradictory [and] 

complicated processes.”
 80

  Rather than portraying the liberal order as Leviathan, historians of late 

have noted the “chameleon, fractured, apocryphal, multivocal” aspects of the state “where the 

messages are many, often conflicting and sometimes confused.”
81

  

The colonies, by obfuscating the distinctions of public versus private aid at the very 

onset, sowed the seeds of disorder and encouraged a labyrinth of social aid that took the 

individual as the object of reform but decentralized relief.  The 1791 Constitutional Act of Upper 

Canada rejected the Elizabethan Poor Law.
82

  For Richard Splane, the oversight was the result of 

the pragmatic idealism of Lieutenant Governor John Graves Simcoe who believed poor laws were 

inapplicable for a young colony with a diminutive tax base and by Loyalist colonists who saw 

assistance as a British responsibility.  Public opposition stemmed from an aversion to property 

taxation and the eleemosynary.
83

  Russell C. Smandych argues the omission was based on Lower 

Canada precedent, a weak administrative structure, and laissez-faire critiques of the Poor Law.
84
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While the KHI was a voluntary and largely private institution (although it maintained 

some municipally-elected members on its board), it relied heavily on government funding to 

support its operating costs.  Valverde and Baehre, in different ways and to varying degrees, have 

sought to explode the myth of “liberal and Marxist historians of state formation” that nineteenth 

century welfare “progress” marked a steady shift from private aid to the public welfare state.
85

  In 

doing so, they have exposed the persistence of welfare agents within the private sector and the 

evasiveness of government in the face of demands for public relief measures.  The façade of 

privately-run “voluntary” relief was less than voluntary in practice.  Nor was it inspired by the 

good will, philanthropy and benevolence of its overseers, but by particular notions of what 

constituted a good citizen, worker, and parent.
86

  Private welfare initiatives were ensnared by 

government largesse and restrictions.  The nineteenth century saw the birth of a “technology of 

government” that offloaded state responsibilities onto private philanthropies and dangled 

piecemeal financial support alongside state regulation in order to assert considerable 

governmental control over charities and their recipients only to “pass the buck” when these same 

philanthropies received public criticism.
87

  By funding private charity the government concealed 

its involvement to ensure “‘that the poor could never claim relief as a right.’”
88

 

Confusion and disorder framed the experiences of the unemployed.  Section 92(7) of the 

British North America Act, which stipulated that “the Establishment, Maintenance, and 

Management of Hospitals, Asylums, Charities, and Eleemosynary Institutions” fell within the 

purview of the provinces, remained hotly contested well into the twentieth century.  Most 

provinces were reluctant to enact any relief measures and dumped most eleemosynary 

responsibilities onto the municipalities.  Similarly, municipal leaders in turn sought to a) offload 
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responsibility onto the private sector; b) provide as little aid as possible; and/or c) urge a higher 

level of government to provide a more consistent and regulated relief system. 

The costs of this chaotic “mixed social economy” were borne by a frugal state averse to 

taxing the population to pay for its reformist projects.  The utopian aims of such reformers as 

J.W. Langmuir, Inspector of Prisons, Asylums and Public Charities for Ontario, to create 

institutions that separated lost causes from those capable of reformation, were undercut by 

continuous underfunding.
89

  Indeed, as liberals experimented with the economy, they encountered 

the ambiguous status of public/private institutions vis-à-vis the classical values of liberal laissez-

faire.  While convinced that state measures, like houses of industry, were morally and 

pragmatically necessary, no one in power wanted to raise the funds required for their upkeep.  For 

instance, debt constantly plagued the Kingston House of Industry.  It resorted to fundraisers to 

augment provincial aid.  The institution allowed its building to slip into disrepair, hired less than 

stalwart supervisors at poor wages, refused to assist anyone but bona fide Kingstonians (even 

defraying the transportation costs of indigents to persuade them to leave the city) and provided 

poor and inadequate food rations, clothing and bedding to inmates.
90

  Such frugality undermined 

the entire individual reformation project.  As Langmuir declared, the KHI and other Ontario 

houses of industry were “in reality Poor-houses and nothing but that, both in the character of their 

inmates and the nature of the work they are performing.”
91

  “Making” the unemployed “good” at 

the fin de siècle was the responsibility of local politicians, private charities, moral reformers, and 

benevolent employers with the provincial and federal governments acting as backseat drivers.
92

  

Such disorder buttressed the liberal order rather than threatening it. 
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1.1.5 Three Liberalisms 

In order to better understand the context in which Canada’s first unemployment movements 

arose it is necessary to trace the genealogy of liberalisms in the nineteenth and early-twentieth 

century.  The repertoires of exclusion, coercion, consent, compromise and disorder were weighted 

differently over time in the evolution of the Canadian liberal order.  Until the 1880s a producers’ 

ideology and paternalism that relied on exclusion, coercion and consent prevailed – we might call 

this the Producers’ Liberalism.  After Canada’s first unemployment protests, the rise of a working 

class, the development of industrial capitalism and the failure of the 1879 National Policy to live 

up to its promise of mitigating unemployment, this Producers’ Liberalism held less and less 

appeal for the unemployed.  Progressive Liberalism began its rise at the municipal level in the 

late 1880s and reached its zenith by the end of the Great War.  Progressive Liberalism understood 

unemployment to be endemic to capitalism and worried about growing inequalities associated 

with the rise of monopoly capitalism.  Rather than champion major structural changes, 

progressives half-heartedly toyed with the techniques of governmentality and persisted in 

employing the repertoires of coercion, exclusion and disorder to reform the workless individual.  

Finally, war and the federal government’s unprecedented interventions into the lives of its 

citizenry ushered in an era of Authoritarian Liberalism (1917-1935).  Now new techniques of 

coercion and exclusion outweighed other hegemonic processes in containing the unemployed.  

1.2 A Socialist Framework for the Contentious Politics of the Unemployed 

All John Mitchell desired was a plug of tobacco and a few hours of freedom.  Despite 

repeated warnings by the superintendent, Mitchell, once a “respected master mariner,” refused to 

obey Kingston House of Industry restrictions and scaled the gate, to enjoy his pastime of 

“roam[ing] the streets, even in foul weather.”
 93

  Bridget Reardon, “a respectable spinster” 
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declined to wash clothes in demand for better rations; when the superintendent struck her for 

insubordination she charged him with assault, called him an “old villain” and swore “her life 

against him.”
94

  The KHI ejected numerous inmates for failing to work, bad language, 

drunkenness, uncleanliness, vandalism, violence and insubordination.
95

  In the most egregious 

cases, inmates were sent directly to the city gaol.
96

  Others left on their own accord to “peddle 

oranges,” or beg.  The institution was, as one inmate stated, not “grand enuf [sic].”
97

 

Scholarship on resistance in workhouses challenges us to “consider inmate antagonism 

not as a form of mindless opposition but as the expression of individual and collective 

identities.”
98

  As Martina Hardwick has argued, KHI inmates “mounted a campaign of ‘everyday 

resistance,’ or petty opposition, to the demands that they become respectable citizens who were 

clean, quiet, punctual, industrious, frugal, abstemious, and devout.”
99

  Drawing on the work of 

James Scott, Hardwick suggests the “hidden transcripts” of KHI inmates took the “shape of rule-

breaking, pretended compliance, flight, ‘laziness’ and bad language.”
100

  Clearly, this personal 

politics of indignation and defiance is a forceful reminder that a minority of even the most 

marginalized refused to meekly acquiesce to the hegemonic impositions of the liberal order.  But 

the fact that in its forty-year history, there was not a single act of collective resistance to the KHI, 
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speaks to just how exceptional and how challenging it has been to mobilize such indignation, 

despair and personal politics into mass, collective disruption capable of exacting concessions. 

Collective “weapons of the weak” are elements of what Charles Tilly and others have 

called “contentious politics.”  Contentious politics disrupt liberal capitalist society via a range of 

direct actions including but not limited to demonstrations, strikes, occupations and mass civil 

disobedience.
101

  Even to conceive of the organization of the unemployed, leftists had to look 

beyond the apathy and perceived reactionary dispositions of precarious labour and assert that the 

relative deprivation, misery, weapons of the weak and the indignation of the unemployed could 

be important ingredients in the making of a socialist consciousness.
102

  The unemployed 

themselves had to develop a counterhegemonic understanding that capitalism and the liberal state, 

not the individual, were responsible for unemployment and involuntary hardship.  But even if 

these two conditions were met, unemployment organizations “do not simply spring from the 

dissatisfaction with unemployment; they have to be built.”
103

  The tools to build such a movement 

are by no means self-evident and have evolved over more than century and a half of contestation. 

Scholars have suggested that effective counter-hegemonic groups face “three analytically 

distinct tasks.”  The first involves the construction of an identity, community, or culture of 

resistance.  The second internal requirement is an ideology, campaign or “cognitive frame(s),” 

historically socialist, that articulate the needs and exploitation of the unemployed while 

“prefigur[ing] alternative ways of life” and creating opportunities for the unemployed to think 

and act otherwise.  The last ingredient to give rise to anti-poverty movements is instrumentality, 
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or repertoires of action, which serve to mobilize the unemployed around particular actions with 

concrete demands which participants are convinced that they might win.
104

  These evolving 

repertoires, Piven explains, “are forged in a political process of action and reaction.”
105

  

Much scholarly ink has been spilled since the 1960s on how the unemployed lack the 

tangible resources to mount effective protests and have had to rely on “third parties.”  I follow 

Piven, Cloward, Paul Bagguley and others who, while not discounting the importance of certain 

resources, critique such Resource Mobilization scholarship for its “materialist 

instrumentalism.”
106

  Whatever the actual or potential contributions of leaders drawn from outside 

movements of the unemployed, they pale in significance beside the motive-force of indignation 

and the possibilities of disruption.  As Piven and Cloward insisted, in order for poor people’s 

movements to be successful, “strategies must be pursued that escalate the momentum and impact 

of disruptive protest at each stage in its emergence and evolution.”
107

  They argue that the 

marginalized’s power is derived less from organization or resources, than upon leveraging “the 

patterns of interdependence that characterize all of social life.”
108

  Lower strata populations 

through the “withdrawal of contributions to social cooperation” exercise such interdependent 
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power.”  The unemployed disrupt the interdependence upon which liberal capitalism relies when 

they fail “to comply with the norms of civil life.”
109

 

To begin this discussion on the identity, ideology and instrumentality of the unemployed, 

we must turn to the “Springtime of the Peoples” in 1848 and its socialist activists and 

philosophers.  It is here that we find the first inklings of the unemployed as a politicized subject 

and all the contradictions and possibilities their agency posed as a challenge to liberal capitalism. 

1.2.1 Apathetic and Reactionary? 

The most recent scholarship on unemployment activism has been preoccupied with what 

Didier Chabanet has called the “improbable mobilization of the unemployed.”
110

  Given the 

strength of the liberal capitalist order and the liminal power of an amorphous and fragmented 

population of the unemployed, how did the most economically marginalized protest at all?  In a 

still influential study, a group of researchers visited the Depression-ravaged Austrian textile 

village of Marienthal in 1931-32 to discover that unemployed families “preoccupied with their 

daily survival . . . passed through various stages of ‘psychological deterioration’ until they 

reached ‘ruin and despair.’”  Notwithstanding their discovery of the “desocializing and 

destructing effects of unemployment,” the Marienthal authors were “puzzled” that elsewhere in 

Europe such psychological devastation had not precluded the mobilization of the jobless in 

protest movements.
111

  The rationale behind the “improbable mobilization” thesis has developed 

substantially since their work in the 1930s.  Social movement theorists have concluded that: a) the 

jobless, despite their shared condition, are rarely bound together like workers at a single job site 

in which they can mobilize and express their grievances; b) the “weapons of the weak” and 
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individualist survival strategies are far more likely to surface than is collective mobilization; c) 

the lack of resources, whether financial, cultural or social are a stark impediment to organization; 

and d) the level of stigmatization and isolation “would make any expression of politics almost 

unthinkable, and in any case illegitimate.”
112

  Even Piven and Cloward admit that “however hard 

their lot may be, people usually remain acquiescent.”
113

 

Socialist thought has long grappled with this same phenomenon and has occasionally 

arrived, albeit for different reasons, at similar fatalistic conclusions as the Marienthal authors and 

social movement theorists.  By characterizing despondency as ignorance, a strain of socialist 

thought has employed the workless as a symbolic touchstone for the limits of capitalism and the 

difficulties of socialist emancipation.  But for labour and the left, apathy among the unemployed 

is a slippery slope to more reactionary tendencies.  In disparaging poor people’s agency, socialists 

have run the risk of alienating and ostracizing a fluctuating segment of the working class. 

While Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels acknowledged the systemic economic causes of 

unemployment, their frustration with the most impoverished of the working class led them, to a 

certain degree, to pathologize the unemployed.  In his study of Manchester, Engels racialized an 

Irish underclass and suggested that workers competing for limited employment opportunities 

were the unwitting culprits in lowering wages.  Desperate, the unemployed relinquish “little 

luxuries,” and would rather take “half wages” than “drop down dead in the street from lack of 

food.”
114

  Engels portrays Chartists, socialists and union leadership as the unemployed’s potential 

saviors, ostensibly because the workless themselves are too impoverished, ignorant and 

powerless.  Left to their own devices, the unemployed can stage little more than “primitive 
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form[s] of protest . . . to rob, plunder, murder, and burn!”
115

  Engels denounced the 1886 

Trafalgar Square unemployed rioters for gratuitous looting – they were, he said, “mostly the types 

who do not want work anyhow, hawkers, loafers, police spies, pickpockets.”
116

 

Marx and Engels established many of their reactionary theses on the unemployed as a 

result of studying the 1848 French revolution.  After two years of international financial crisis and 

massive unemployment, King Louis-Philippe laid off over a million workers on his extensive 

fortifications.  Poor harvests led to peasant revolts.  By 1847, over a third of Paris was on relief.  

Reformers demanded political change and promised an end to the financial crisis and corruption; 

by unleashing the political strength of the marginalized, the liberals succeeded in capturing 

power.
117

  Within the provisional government was Louis Blanc, a socialist reformer who, spurred 

by his own experience of poverty in the 1830s, convinced the provisional government to proclaim 

the “right to labour.”  While this was precedent-setting and “seemed to imply the need for a 

radical restructuring of the entire social order,” the right to labour, in the hands of a liberal 

provisional government, devolved into little more than the right to work relief.
118

  Instead of 

Blanc’s dream of worker-run “social workshops” based on co-operation not competition, the 

National Workshops, under a liberal hegemony, worked to undermine socialism and Blanc 

himself.  The National Workshops upheld capitalism’s demand for cheap labour and led to the 

bloody and unsuccessful June rebellion by the city workers.
119
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Marx contended that the workers lost the June insurrection because the conservative 

bourgeoisie enlisted the support of the unemployed, peasantry and riff-raff.  However, as Mark 

Traugott has revealed, the state’s Mobile Guard was not, as Marx insisted, composed of those 

from the poorest quarters, but, like the bulk of the revolutionaries on the other side of the 

barricades, was largely drawn from the ranks of the skilled artisans.
120

  June 1848 was a 

watershed moment which revealed the divide between middle-class liberal capitalists and those 

who fought for working-class emancipation – in this respect Marx’s analysis was à propos.  But 

the June days also revealed the mixed aspirations of the unemployed and peasantry and gave 

them a nascent political identity.  By December of 1848, the bourgeoisie, having lost the support 

of the working class, ceded the election to monarchist Louis Napoleon.  Marx thought Napoleon’s 

win was the result of the reactionary support of the peasantry and poorer sections of the working 

class to whom Napoleon promised jobs and stability. 

Based on his impressions of 1848, the notion of a reactionary and/or apathetic 

unemployed came to be embedded in Marx’s system.  Marx’s categories of the lower orders 

differ from those of sociologists Henry Mayhew and Charles Booth only in his insistence that all 

workers, employed or unemployed, are exploited by capital.  As Mariana Valverde has noted, 

“even Marx resorted to bourgeois moral clichés when attempting to separate the honest proletariat 

from the ‘lumpen.’”
121

  For him, the relative surplus population included all workers “partially 

employed or wholly unemployed.”
122

  Oscillating in size according to cyclical economic crises, 

this surplus took three forms: the floating, or temporarily unemployed made redundant by 

technology and/or economic recessions; the latent, all those, such as rural folk, not fully 

integrated into the capitalist system; and the stagnant, the “irregularly employed,” the 
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demoralized, ailing, and unskilled labourers.  The stagnant surplus population included paupers, 

vagabonds, criminals, prostitutes, or the lumpenproletariat – the “demoralized, the ragged, and 

those unable to work, chiefly people who succumb to their incapacity for adaptation, an 

incapacity that results from the division of labour.”
123

  In the evolutionary language of 

“adaptation,” Marx suggests that unemployment is not just a structural problem but becomes a 

personal one which undermines the natural propensity among humans to seek the benefits of their 

own labour.  Like the Marienthal authors, Marx believed long-term poverty was more likely to 

provoke apathy, not indignation.
124

  

But beyond despair, Marx’s lumpen were prone to being reactionary.  Attaching the 

moniker of the “lumpen” to the proletariat was Marx’s means of distinguishing the class 

consciousness and historic role of the proletariat from those who are politically mobilized for 

reasons that are alien to their own class interest.
125

  Such unemployed workers are susceptible to 

becoming a “bribed tool of reactionary intrigue” instead of being “swept into the movement of 

the proletarian revolution.”
126

  Divided, the lumpen are incapable of forming a class, and “they 

cannot represent themselves, they must be represented.”
127
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Some scholars have indicted Marx and Engels’s category of “lumpen” as a residue of 

liberal moralism.
128

  For Peter Stallybrass the lumpenproletariat was Marx’s “new home” for the 

“bourgeois fantasy of a nameless other.”  While there are other ways of interpreting Marx’s 

lumpen and his thoughts on the role of the unemployed within a socialist revolution, the 

“sociological classification of the unemployed” as a ‘ragged’ underclass or lumpenproletariat 

influenced both Marxists and the labour movement more generally well into the twentieth 

century.
129

 

1.2.2 Revolutionary? 

The apathy and despondency chronicled by the Marienthal authors found its theoretical 

opposite in the social movement concept of “relative deprivation.”  First popularized by British 

historical sociologist Walter G. Runciman in the 1950s, relative deprivation theory (RDT) holds 

that people might be motivated to organize and protest if deprived of something to which they 

believe they are entitled.
130

  More recently, Burt Klandermans has called on social movement 

scholars (and activists) to pay closer attention to how emotions motivate protests.  If organizers 

can convince the unemployed that they might have something to gain from protesting, they may 

embrace the “approach-oriented” emotion of anger.  Indignation, as “the most political of 

feelings,” is a “group-based anger [which] reinforces protest participation.”
131

 

Relative deprivation and indignation have underpinned leftist discourse from Marx to 

Occupy.  In a RDT parable, Marx describes how in a neighbourhood composed of houses all of 

the same size each house “satisfies all social requirement for a residence” but if a “palace” was 

built beside a row of little houses, those living in the smaller domiciles will always find 
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themselves “more uncomfortable, more dissatisfied, more cramped within [their] four walls.”
132

  

But many socialists, including Marx, have gone far further than relative deprivation to contend 

that those who live in a small, crowded house do not need to see a palace outside of their window 

to feel aggrieved.  Jealousy of the fully employed would not motivate the unemployed to 

organize, the left has argued.  Rather, their shared suffering would bind the oppressed, working 

and workless, into revolutionary action against their capitalist oppressors.  Thus, beyond the 

theories of the lumpen, another equally powerful socialist discourse claimed that indignation 

could trump apathy and revolt was at least as likely as reaction amongst the workless.  An 

indignant unemployed has been a persistent undercurrent in socialist discourse.
133

  A more 

nuanced reading of Marx suggests that the unemployed were inseparable from the revolutionary 

agency of the proletariat.  As Marx proclaimed, as soon as workers  

try to organize planned co-operation between the employed and the unemployed in order 

to obviate or to weaken the ruinous effects of this natural law of capitalist production on 

their class, so soon does capital and its sycophant, political economy cry out at the 

infringement of the ‘eternal’ and so to speak ‘sacred’ law of supply and demand.  Every 

combination between employed and unemployed disturbs the ‘pure’ action of this law.
134

  

 

If lumpenproletarians were susceptible to the charms of Bonapartism, Marx also believed they, 

like the proletariat, would eventually realize that their “chief’s” promises were not in their best 

interest.
135

  At that time, “the proletarian revolution will obtain that chorus without which its solo 

song becomes a swan-song in all peasant countries.”
136

  As the conservative interests of the 

lumpen were corroded, they would “find their natural ally and leader in the urban proletariat, 
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whose task is the overthrow of the bourgeois order.”
137

  A united front of the lumpen, peasantry 

and proletariat would play a positive role in the pursuit of socialism.
138

 

Even more optimistic about the lumpen’s revolutionary potential was Marx’s great 

anarchist adversary, Michael Bakunin.  Dubbed the “lumpen prince” by Engels, Bakunin was a 

fierce critic of Marx’s disparagement of the lumpenproletariat.  He argued that “hopelessness” 

helped forge a socialist consciousness.
139

  Bakunin, arrested for his participation on the front lines 

of the Austrian revolution in 1848, believed in 

the ‘riffraff,’ that ‘rabble’ almost unpolluted by bourgeois civilization, which carries in its 

inner being and in its aspirations, in all the necessities and miseries of its collective life, 

all the seeds of the socialism of the future, and which alone is powerful enough today to 

inaugurate and bring to triumph the Social Revolution.
140

  

 

Skeptical of any theory that limits revolutionary agency to a single class, Bakunin stressed that 

socialist consciousness forms by the experience of witnessing and recording capitalist 

exploitation and struggling to think and act one’s way out of it regardless of one’s position in the 

liberal order.  If the bourgeoisie and the lesser nobility could “root out the last vestiges of 

subjective loyalty to the bourgeois world . . . [they] could render priceless services to the 

revolutionary movement,” Bakunin remarked.  He held much more hope for the uneducated, 

impoverished and spontaneous proletariat than for the well-fed.
141

  “Marx speaks disdainfully, but 

quite unjustly of this Lumpenproletariat,” argued Bakunin, yet their very “despair” is “capable of 

rousing men from their semiconscious resignation.”  All that was needed was a “universal ideal,” 

a unified sense of their strength and exploitation.
142

  Wary that Marxism sought to replace the 

bourgeoisie with a “fourth governing class” of elite labourers, the anarchist theorist believed the 
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lumpen could ward off a self-interested, paternalistic state.
143

  Yet, as Mark Leier’s superb 

biography on Bakunin suggests, the anarchist and his adversary had much in common; both Marx 

and Bakunin would denounce the “aristocracy of labour,” insist that the experiences of the 

downtrodden were the basis for the socialist movement, and emphasize that “ignorance did not 

cause poverty: poverty caused ignorance.”
144

  Bakunin’s theory does not refute Marx’s analysis.  

It simply reasserts that the underclass is as capable of revolutionary deeds as reactionary ones. 

1.2.3 Unemployment as a Structural not Individual Problem 

To move the unemployed from reaction to rebellion, and from apathy to indignation 

requires a counterhegemonic discourse about unemployment.  For the workless to become visible 

as a political entity, liberal stereotypes and stigmas that posit unemployment as a personal 

problem have to be challenged.  The unemployed require an alternative “cultural, ideological and 

cognitive environment” that presents unemployment as a structural problem and an “involuntary 

situation of suffering.”  Without such an alternative, any unemployment movement would be 

deemed illegitimate, even “shocking.”
145

  An ideology that encourages protestors to feel “their 

norms and values are violated” is key to the success of social movements.
146

  As Piven and 

Cloward put it, “for a protest movement to arise out of these traumas of daily life, people have to 

perceive the deprivation and disorganization they experience as both wrong, and subject to 

redress.  The social arrangements that are ordinarily perceived as just and immutable must come 

to seem both unjust and mutable.”
147

  Translating these ideas into forms of direct action by and 

for the unemployed has required “a long phase of education, sensitization, and, above all, self-
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reconstruction.”  Such experiments have experienced many advances, intermissions, and setbacks 

since the mid-nineteenth century.
148

 

Friedrich Engels’s The Condition of the Working Class in England (1844) was among the 

first socialist works to critique liberal capitalist pundits and insist on unemployment as a 

structural problem of industrialism.  The workless person, argued Engels, suffers through no fault 

of his or her own.  Engels estimated that there were over 1.5 million unemployed in England and 

Wales during the mid-1840s economic crisis.
149

  Competition among labourers, and the 

fluctuation of labour demand in capitalist enterprises, created ‘surplus labour.’  Overwork, the 

division of labour, the introduction of machinery, and seasonal limitations to development were 

all factors in the creation of the surplus, argued Engels.  Thus the social organization of labour, 

not overpopulation as Malthus had claimed, creates unemployment.  Engels found that 

unemployment fluctuated every five or six years with “slumps” in industry.  Crisis creates a 

“vicious spiral” as the “unemployed workers are deprived of their purchasing power in the 

markets,” thereby decreasing the consumer demand for goods and throwing more labourers into 

unemployment.
150

  The spiral ends only when increased production and deflation leads to an 

increase in consumption.  Anticipating Marx, Engels insisted that capitalism requires a “reserve 

of unemployed workers,” one that expands in slumps and contracts during economic booms.
151

 

Socialist reformer Louis Blanc, the promoter of the “social workshop,” although at odds 

with much of Engels-Marx’s position, agreed that competition caused unemployment, regardless 

of whether the lack of work was blamed on seasonality, new machinery and/or an economic 

crisis.  Unlike Engels’s sometimes racialized and negative characterization of the unemployed, 
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Blanc believed personal failings of the individual worker were irrelevant: “For the inequality of 

capabilities has for its goal, not the inequalities of rights, but the inequalities of duties,” 

proclaimed Blanc.
152

  Blanc demanded the end of individualism or “laissez passer” “because 

individualism is the abandonment of the poor, the weak, and the ignorant; and for thousands of 

human beings to let them alone is to let them die.”
153

 

In Capital, Karl Marx extended Engels’s and Blanc’s analyses by exposing the dynamics 

and the utility of a “surplus population” within liberal capitalism.  Rather than the ahistorical 

futility thesis (the poor have always been with us), Marx insisted that “the invention of surplus 

labourers, i.e. of propertyless people who work, belongs to the period of capital.”  With the 

growth of capital, a variable amount of surplus value is reinvested in labour-power, leading to the 

“multiplication of the proletariat.”  As capital invests in technology it increases output while 

decreasing the amount of labour-power necessary for its reproduction.
154

  As technology 

improves, employment opportunities shrink and some workers become redundant.  By increasing 

the productivity of labour, capital produces “in direct relation with its own energy and extent a 

relatively redundant working population, i.e. a population which is superfluous to capital’s 

average requirements for its own valorization, and is therefore a surplus population.”
155

  

Capitalism “constantly ‘sets free’ a part of the working class.”
156

  

What is “set free” still has tremendous value to capital and is not simply a waste product, 

reasoned Marx.  The surplus population is “the lever of capitalist accumulation.”  A “disposable 

industrial reserve army” serves the interest of capital, ensuring a pool of desperate labourers, the 

means to regulate the “general movement of wages,” and the “background against which the law 

of demand and supply of labour does its work.”  Although contingent on circumstances, the 
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reciprocal relationship between accumulation and the surplus population is the “absolute general 

law of capitalist accumulation”: capitalism “makes an accumulation of misery a necessary 

condition, corresponding to the accumulation of wealth.”
157

  By revealing how capitalism exploits 

the misery of the unemployed, Marx articulated a macro-view of unemployment that did not 

reduce it to individual character flaws.  

Disrupting liberal capitalism with inventiveness, determination and solidarity, Canada’s 

politicized unemployed between 1875-1928 illuminate a path beyond apathy towards the promise 

and power of revolutionary indignation.  This dissertation contends that unemployment 

movements in Canada can be understood to go through three phases that roughly coalesce with 

the three periods of liberalism (producer, progressive and authoritarian): the Les Misérables phase 

covers much of the long depression 1870-1896 and is characterized by an emphasis on the moral 

economy, spontaneity and competing socialist and liberal leaderships; the “Organized Mob” 

phase between 1900-1919 (with a particular emphasis on the 1907-1909 and 1912-1915 

depressions), combines the moral economy with the horizontal, dialogic organization and 

leadership of first formation socialists committed to both cooperation and disruption; and finally, 

the “Unemployed Army” period begins with postwar demobilization and is characterized by 

revolutionary attempts to mobilize the unemployed and usher in a socialist society.  

1.2.4 Organization and Methodological Considerations 

The following nine chapters provide an analysis of radical and socialist unemployment 

mobilizing in Canada from 1875-1928.  Chapter One, “Shifting Allegiances: Producers’ 

Liberalism, the Socialist Alternative and the Unemployed, 1875-1896,” traces the influence of a 

Producers’ Liberalism through the protests of the unemployed in Montreal and Ottawa in the 

1870s and the rise of socialist unemployment protests in Toronto and Montreal in the 1890s.  

Chapter Two, “Compassion or Duplicity?  Progressive Liberalism and the Unemployed, 1880-
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1919,” presents a Gramscian-Foucauldian narrative of the ways the state acknowledged 

unemployment as a problem of society and population in a period of monopoly capital and its 

efforts to reform the individual and the labour market.  Chapter Three, “‘We are an Organized 

Mob Now’: Socialists and The Unemployed, 1907-1915,” assesses the deployment of the 

strategies of disruption and cooperation within unemployment movements in Nanaimo, 

Vancouver, Edmonton, Calgary, Winnipeg, Toronto and Montreal and their relationship to 

municipal leaders, socialist organizations, labour and the social gospel.  Chapter Four, 

“Whiteness Unwaged: Empire, Immigration and the Unemployed, 1880-1919,” investigates the 

racialized dimensions of unemployment relief, mobilization and protest and considers the 

contributions of “diaspora socialists” during the early depressions of the twentieth century.  

Chapter Five, “Martinets and Moral Degenerates: Authoritarian Liberalism, Work 

Dependency and the Unemployed, 1919-1928,” exposes the illiberal directions of the liberal order 

following the Great War, Ottawa’s unprecedented incursion into unemployment relief and the 

ways in which the left challenged authoritarian strictures and work dependency.  Chapter Six, 

“War Against Poverty: The Unemployed Army and the Left in a Revolutionary Era, 1919-1928,” 

reconnoiters the advances and repercussions of heralding the unemployed as an army capable of 

vanquishing liberal capitalism.  Chapter Seven, “Whiteness Unwaged: Empire, Immigration and 

the Unemployed, 1919-1928,” reveals the racialized underpinnings of authoritarian liberalism, the 

success and limits of pan-national solidarity, the continued role of immigrants within 

unemployment movements and the imperial dimensions of 1920s unemployment as exemplified 

in the 1923 and 1928 British harvesters’ protests.  Chapter Eight, “Beyond the Maternal: Socialist 

Feminists as Unemployment Activists, 1919-1928,” pays special attention to the gendered 

dynamics of the unemployment movement and the efforts of socialist feminists in advocating on 

behalf of the workless.  Chapter Nine, “‘No Surrender, No Compromise’: Veterans against the 

De-mock-racy of Re-Construction, 1917-1925,” uncovers the ways unemployed veterans took 
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umbrage against the reconstruction policies of the federal government and, by combining forces 

with socialists, contested the very meaning and promises of the Great War.  

The Conclusion, “Disruption Organized: Looking Beyond the Empirical,” expands upon 

some of the theoretical discussions first presented in the introduction.  First, it emphasizes how 

the unemployed experienced liberal hegemonic repertoires between 1875-1928 and develops an 

analysis of the structural possibilities and fissures available to socialist unemployed challengers 

of liberal rule.  Secondly, it notices the particular identities, ideologies and repertoires of action 

advanced by Canadian unemployment activists and reflects upon the evolving salience of both 

organization and disruption to unemployment struggle.  The Epilogue, “A ‘Blue Print’ and ‘Chain 

Reaction:’ The Long Genealogy of Radical and Socialist Unemployment Movements in Canada,” 

suggests the need for a reassessment of Depression, Keynesian and neoliberal-era unemployment 

protest in the context of a previously unacknowledged pre-1928 history and tradition of anti-

poverty activism in Canada. 

Actual protests by the unemployed have largely dictated the geographical and temporal 

focus of this study.  It is no surprise that these protests have arisen in moments of acute economic 

crisis.  However, as will be discussed further in the conclusion, the level or rate of unemployment 

is less important than an increase in the numbers of the jobless when predicting the birth of an 

unemployment movement.  This dissertation concerns itself largely with urban unemployment 

and Toronto, and to a lesser extent, Ottawa, Montreal, Winnipeg, Edmonton, Calgary, and 

Vancouver have drawn the lion’s share of attention.  However, unemployment protests are 

documented and/or were studied in other centres including Nanaimo, Victoria, Prince George, 

Drumheller, Moose Jaw, Regina, Fort Arthur/Port William, Sudbury, Kitchener, Hamilton, 

Windsor, London, Ottawa, Sydney, Dartmouth and Halifax in the years before 1928.  Few 

municipalities with populations greater than 20,000 escaped an angry contingent of the 

unemployed banging at city hall doors prior to the Great Depression.  There are no doubt 
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particular events, demonstrations and organizations I have missed.  As this is the first major study 

of this topic, I have felt obliged to enter into detailed descriptions and analyses of its particular 

aspects, in the hope that future scholars will be able to build upon this foundation. 

To make sense of the prolific protest activities of the unemployed, the following 

timelines map out over 130 distinct actions or series of actions.  Table 1, “Unemployment Protest 

in Canada, 1875-1896,” provides an overview of key protests in Montreal, Ottawa, and Toronto 

during the long depression, 1872-1896.  A chronology of key unemployment protests in 

Nanaimo, Vancouver, Edmonton, Calgary, Regina, Winnipeg, Toronto and Montreal during the 

1907-1909 economic slump and the 1912-1915 depression can be found in Tables 2 and 3.  

Tables 4-6 demarcate key moments of struggle in cities from Halifax to Vancouver during the 

post-Great War years, while Table 7 charts regional unemployment organizations, their socialist 

leaderships and their longevity in the 1920s. 

Sources are always a challenge for historians of movements of the unemployed.  Many 

familiar repositories of factual information – minutes of organizations, personal journals, and 

regular government reports – are scanty on this topic.  That the unemployment movement did not 

leave behind a substantial paper trail poses challenges.  Sources not directly attributable to the 

unemployed themselves have to be read against the grain.  The historian must be cognizant of 

biases ranging from hostility to exaggerated enthusiasm.  The majority of this dissertation draws 

from mainstream, socialist and labour newspapers.  Mainstream papers have some obvious 

shortcomings, not least of all the fact that “very small and very moderate protests tend to be 

strongly under reported by the mass media.”
158

  Beyond underreporting, they may well have
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Table 1 Unemployment Protest in Canada, 1875-1896 
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Table 2 Unemployment Protest in Canada, 1907-1909 
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Table 3 Unemployment Protest in Canada, 1912-1915 
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Table 4 Unemployment Protest in Canada, 1919-1921 
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Table 5 Unemployment Protest in Canada, 1922 
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Table 6 Unemployment Protest in Canada, 1923-1928 
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Table 7 Unemployment Organizations, 1920-1928
159
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ignored or downplayed the socialist influence in their analysis.  Nonetheless, they provide the 

historian with invaluable insights.
160

  The Department of Labour’s Labour Gazette also proved to 

be an excellent resource for pinpointing unemployment unrest and highlighting various relief 

measures.  Wherever possible, socialist and labour papers were consulted, although they too have 

their limitations.  Most were full of radical pontificating, only some of which was related to the 

issue of unemployment.  In addition to newspaper reports, this study benefited from access to 

collections in Library and Archives Canada, as well as the Ontario, Manitoba, Alberta and British 

Columbia provincial archives, and the Toronto, Kingston, Winnipeg, Edmonton, Calgary, and 

Vancouver municipal archives.  Archival materials plumbed included reports, city minutes, 

communications, and undercover police files that dealt with the unrest and disruptive tactics of 

the unemployed and the response of state officials  

What follows is not a random collage of isolated protests of Canada’s poor and workless.  

Just because the historical memory of 15,000 unemployed marching to Manitoba parliament in 

April 1915 was remembered by only a handful of activists six years later should not suggest there 

were no cumulative results or memories from the periodic mobilizations of the unemployed.  

During financial crises, the unemployed regularly made front-page news in mainstream papers 

across the country, causing considerable angst, consternation and fear within the liberal order.  

When Montreal’s unemployed disappeared from the headlines, Toronto’s workless made the 

morning edition.  As E.P. Thompson insisted, the significance of their protests rests as much in 

the “expectation” of their revolutionary potential as it does in the actual threat they posed to the 

liberal order.  A nation-wide survey does much to expose the persistence of the poor and their 

ability to keep an issue alive that most politicians and employed citizens preferred to bury.  It was 

often largely through their disruptions that relief measures were initiated and/or expanded.  
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There is also considerable evidence of refinements and even greater coherence to 

unemployment struggles from 1875 to 1928.  Les misérables started as random gatherings in 

isolated cities with vague calls for economic reform; by the 1912-1915 depression, the 

unemployed were forming sustained associations with elected leaders and with both reformist and 

revolutionary platform points; by the 1920s, municipal, provincial and even, briefly, a national 

unemployment body coordinated waves of protests and multi-year organizations and won 

considerable reforms/concessions while concomitantly feeding fears of an incipient revolution.  

Out of all proportion to their size and political strength, radical unemployment agitators between 

1875-1928 proved to be key actors in forcing the development of a Canadian welfare state, 

thrusting socialist values into public discourse and inspiring working-class indignation and hope 

during economic crises and at times when the labour movement was at its weakest.  Both the 

liberal order and its resistors would be unrecognizable today without this remarkable cast of 

characters and their pre-Depression efforts to mobilize some of the most marginal members of the 

working class.  With an abiding respect for the moral economy and anti-capitalist potential of the 

unemployed, activists developed dialogic and horizontal organizations that proved that 

hierarchical leadership was not necessary to challenge the liberal order.  Instead, by stockpiling 

the weapons of the weak for collective confrontations and disruptions at city hall, parliament and 

in the streets, socialist activists validated the revolutionary indignation and despair of the jobless 

and encouraged hope as they fought against their oppression in meetings, treks and street 

marches. 

And so, to those streets, we now turn . . .
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Chapter 2 

Shifting Allegiances: Producers’ Liberalism, the Socialist Alternative 

and the Unemployed, 1875-1896 

2.1 “The First Toot of the N.P. Bugle”: Producers’ Liberalism and the Unemployed, 1870-

1880
1 

From the economic depression of 1872-1879 emerged the first modern unemployment 

struggles in Canada.  The absence of statistical data makes it impossible to assess the costs 

exacted by the depression but we know that unemployment, shortened hours, and union-busting 

by belligerent employers left few workers unscathed.  Interestingly, despite the fact that 

municipalities and private charities were overwhelmingly charged with the sporadic relief of the 

unemployed, the protests of the workless in this period were largely directed at the Dominion.  

Why?  Because John A. Macdonald, hoping to capitalize on workers’ complaints against 

overproduction and excess immigration, successfully employed the compromise and consensual 

tactics of tariffs and labour protection through his Workingmen’s Liberal Conservative 

Association (WLCA).  But the liberal order did not only buy off workers with measures to benefit 

“producers”– exclusion and coercion were also key tactics to contain the unemployed.  A 

producers’ ideology that culminated in the 1879 National Policy informed the unemployment 

protests in Montreal and Ottawa in the 1870s.  The National Policy introduced high tariffs on 

manufactured imports and low tariffs on imported raw materials to help a nascent manufacturing 

industry in Canada.  Over time the National Policy was understood to include other Tory 
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platforms including an aggressive immigration policy, the development of the Canadian Pacific 

Railway and the settlement of Western Canada.
2
   

A Producers’ Liberalism, counterpoised to classic liberal political economy, promised 

that the state, through tariffs and railway investment, could bolster and strengthen capitalism and 

industrialization in Canada, and in doing so, would benefit all those who toiled.  We should not 

dismiss the power that a Producers’ Liberalism has had amongst the working class.  After all, it 

was as much their invention as it was the product of the elite.
3
  As a form of popular, “plebian” 

Gladstonian, or “working-class” political economy, Producers’ Liberalism “turned upon the 

mutual interests of wage-paying and wage-receiving sectors of the population” and provided 

promising solutions to the major social problems of the day.
4
  A radical departure from the older 

paternalistic pre-liberal emphasis on hierarchy and order, or the privileged position placed on 

individual property rights within classical political economy, a Producers’ Liberalism highlighted 

the essential equality of all who toil, as it is they who bring progress and enhance the wealth of 

the nation.  The Producers’ Liberalism stressed, like socialism, that labour is the basis of all 

property and wealth.  As Ian McKay has noted, Herbert Spencer’s concept of the “social 

organism” complemented and even strengthened this working-class liberalism, especially with its 
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emphasis upon unity, evolution, and progress on the one hand, and parasitism, both of the 

“drones” (“merchants, bankers, land monopolists, usurers and nonproducing middlemen”) and of 

the lumpenproletariat or undeserving poor, on the other.
5
  A Producers’ Liberalism and the 

holistic Spencerian weltanschauung as expressed by working-class leaders even reduced the 

primacy of the individual within a liberal order as it stressed “the collectivist heritage of artisans   

. . . the principles of moral economy” and, in some anti-laissez-faire instances, called for state 

ownership over “natural monopolies such as transit, power and water.”
6
  What differentiated 

Producers’ Liberalism from socialism was the demand that the producers should receive the “full 

product” of their labour instead of Marx’s maxim, “from each according to their ability, to each 

according to their needs.”
7
  Unlike socialist thought, it rendered class and class struggle invisible 

with its rhetoric of inclusivity amongst producers.  Most importantly, its exclusion of “those who 

on, grounds of race, class, gender, sexuality, or skill,” had not “attained the status of individual 

workingmen” was very much embedded within liberal qualifications of equality.
8
 

Delving into the unemployment protests in Montreal in 1875 and in Ottawa in 1877 and 

in 1880, we can witness how this outlook of a Producers’ Liberalism suffused the rallying cries of 

protestors.  The agitation of Canada’s unemployed differed from the anarchist- and socialist-led 

unemployment protests in the United States during this same period.  Canadian unemployment 

struggles, save for the lack of socialist influence, were closer to those in Britain in the 1870s and 

1880s where land reformers, missionaries, charity workers, protectionist conservatives and 
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socialists were all attempting to win the unemployed to their pet projects.
9
  Yet in Canada, a 

Producers’ Liberalism dominated the discussion.  By using the language of the producer and 

insisting on their respectability, manliness and strong work ethic, the unemployed demanded 

inclusion within the liberal order.  Primary producers, artisans, coal miners, and many other 

working-class groups took up a liberal language of rights, but adapted it to purposes that were out 

of keeping with liberal political economy, at least insofar as it had been interpreted as laissez-

faire and laissez-passer.  Mainstream liberals in Canada were accustomed to thinking of the state 

as legitimately exerting itself to create a sphere within which possessive individualism might 

flourish.  Working-class and agrarian liberals were increasingly apt to think the liberal state ought 

to safeguard their own property rights, including those rights that were defined over and against 

the interests of business.  As a guiding ideology, Producers’ Liberalism could help inspire those 

who were out of work through no fault of their own, but its exclusionary bent confined the 

unemployed to asserting their respectability and granted them little agency.
10

  The unemployed 

were part of the “restive population” that helped amplify a “pervasive radical critique of liberal 

political economy” that was, at the same time, relatively indifferent to class distinctions and was 

aimed, not to undermine, but to “secure liberal objectives.”
 11

 

By the 1870s, “the full-blown emergence of large-scale mechanized production” brought 

Canada into a period of “Modern Industry.” 
12

  Although most production continued to be within 

the workshop, with the growth of waged work, labour’s value was reduced relative to the value 

“of capital and the power of capitalists in society” and unemployment became an increasingly 
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visible reality.
13

  Manufacturers capitalized on a growing home market for their goods and yet 

progress was consistently stymied – over-speculation, foreign capital, unsound credit to U.S. and 

Canadian railways and the resulting bankruptcies continued to derail the even expansion of 

industrial capital.
14

  As Marx posited, modern industry “depends on the constant transformation 

of a part of the working population into unemployed or semi-employed-hands”
15

 

The 1872-1879 Depression, whose transnational logic is conceded, must also be seen as a 

moment in which many people were drawn into and then forcibly expelled from, industrial 

production.  Nowhere was this more evident than for colliery workers in the Maritimes.  To offset 

their losses in the face of a global depression, coal dealers in Great Britain and the U.S. exported 

their surplus production at bargain rates.  After several years of growth, Nova Scotia found itself 

unable to compete with its “more powerful competitors,” given its distance from export markets 

and the fact that Britain controlled the return freights.  While Cape Breton collieries were long 

accustomed to layoffs during the non-shipping months, by 1875 coal miners were working only 

136 days out of 300 working days leading to widespread poverty and reliance on public charity.  

“‘No work’ possesses a significance to-day in Cape Breton, perhaps never before realized in the 

history of the Island,” said the Halifax Herald.
16

  To limit declining profits, the British-based 

General Mining Association (GMA) cut wages leading to a “watershed civil upheaval” and the 

1876 Sydney strike wherein strikers shot at strikebreakers and GMA officials, vandalized 

company houses, destroyed machinery and overturned coal carts.  The GMA responded by 

evicting the strikers’ families from their company houses and calling in the militia.  Ian McKay 

notes that the strike was as much the result of the suffering caused by mine closures and 
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slowdowns as it was about wage reductions.  He contends that the insurrections were a deadly 

blow against the persistence of paternalism within Maritime labour relations.
17

  The 1876 Sydney 

Mine strike, alongside the Londonderry, Nova Scotia, steelworkers’ riot and plant occupation in 

February 1877 (which was also in reaction to work duration, job security and wage reductions), 

serve as important early examples of workers’ militant responses to mass layoffs. 

Although the U.S. had long seen riots of the hungry it was in the winter of 1873-1874, 

with as many as three million workless across the country, that protestors were influenced by an 

eclectic leadership of Communists, Internationalists, Anarchists, free-thinkers, unionists and 

“native sympathizers” to move beyond a Republican rights-based discourse to call for a 

“complete overthrow of the social and political system” and to “hang the thieves and robbers in 

Wall and Broad streets.”
 18

  German immigrant radicals organized dissenters and brought them a 

revolutionary fervour that – pace the dismissive critique of it by Samuel Gompers as a “folk 

movement of primitive need” – enabled them to move beyond despair.
19

  The protests culminated 

in the Tompkins Square riot or what sympathetic contemporaries called the “New York 

Commune” in January 1873.  Similarly, in Chicago, Albert and Lucy Parsons witnessed the 

parades of the unemployed in December 1873 and would later argue they were a catalyst to their 

lifelong commitment to anarchism.  Calling Republican rights a “sham,” the Chicago 

Internationalists blamed “corrupt social institutions” and “over-production.”  They sought to 

prove that the U.S. was not “the land of liberty, wealth and equality” so long as “‘capital’ had 

legitimate rights.”
20

  While most labour historians point out that the New York and Chicago 

protests provoked more repression than relief, Franklin Folsom acknowledges that activists in 
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Chicago did win the release of a sizable portion of the $700,000 city relief fund raised following 

the great fire of 1871 in the form of cash grants to the unemployed and wages on relief projects. 

The tenth largest city in North America by the 1880s, Montreal was the epicenter of 

Canadian industrialization – working-class French-Canadians, Irish, English and Scots comprised 

the bulk of the labouring citizenry and were crowded in tenements in Sainte Anne and Saint 

Jacques districts.  The unsanitary and inferior housing gave Montreal the dubious reputation of 

having the highest mortality rates of any city in North America.  While many trades held on to 

artisanal traditions, others, especially shoemaking and dressmaking, had undergone intensive 

industrialization.  Seasonal unemployment was dreaded.  The port was only open two-thirds of 

the year and the lumberyards were shut between November and May.  The labour glut in the 

winter months encouraged employers to reduce wages.  

By 1874, the depression had crippled Montreal’s labour force.  Shortened time, layoffs 

and wage reductions were commonplace.  Wages in this period ranged from a low of 75 cents to a 

high of $1.50 and few could count on permanent employment.
21

  Because of the low wages, 

labour conflicts were less about securing autonomy and control over the workplace than 

achieving employment security and wages.
22

  During the depression, construction abated and 

factories closed.  Skilled workers flooded the unskilled market creating intense competition for 

pick-and-shovel work.
23

 

Joe Beef’s Canteen provided a reprieve from the hardships of the depression.  Proprietor 

Charles McKiernan offered the Canteen as an informal hiring hall where the casual labourer 

could await a job prospect or borrow a shovel to secure work clearing the streets.  Many of the 
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unemployed had their room and board fees waived.
24

  Joe Beef’s was a countercultural oasis 

which provided a “common voice” for the casual labourer and the workless that did not pander to 

conventional notions of respectability and welcomed all regardless of race or creed.  McKiernan’s 

doggerel highlighted the plight of the unemployed during the depression and skewered inadequate 

and insulting public and private relief.
25

 

Despite media pronouncements that the 1875 Montreal unemployment demonstrations 

were the result of a “communistic organization,”
 
the movement had more in common with 

eighteenth-century bread riots.  Although decidedly anti-laissez-faire, the protests of the jobless 

were embedded within the liberalism of an emerging state that believed government had a role in 

directing market forces.
 26

  Still, as the Paris Commune (1871) and the New York Commune 

(1873) made front lines in Canadian newspapers and coincided with a depression which 

authorities could not conjure away, even the most modest of protests by working-class people 

provoked anxiety that a revolution was nigh. 

Prime Minister Alexander Mackenzie and his Liberal public works department 

campaigned in 1874 with the promise of assisting the unemployed by enlarging the Lachine 

Canal as a public works measure.  Several thousand surplus laborers stayed in the city in response 

to Mackenzie’s assurance.  Tenders were sent out in September for private developers but by 

December, contractors complained that it would be too expensive to excavate and dredge over the 

winter.
27

  The Conservative press persistently harassed the contractor (the prominent Fenian 
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organizer Francis Bernard McNamee) and the Whig government.
28

  The Montreal Star insisted 

accurately that in Canada there is a “rooted dislike to the eleemosynary” especially amongst the 

“manly toiler[s],” and that there was widespread resistance to charities and anything that savoured 

of the undermining of individualism.  Yet, warned the Star, the winter had been especially severe 

and “there is a point of endurance which is reached when the cupboard is bare, when the stove is 

cold, and when wife and little ones crouch hungry and shivering, in the cheerless, desolate 

home.”  At that point, one must demand work or bread.
29

 

“Is it a Revolution?” the Montreal Star asked on 14 December 1875 as 300 men, the 

majority French Canadians, marched along St. Joseph and St. Henri streets.  The crowd was 

organized into companies with designated leaders who collected men’s names in order to petition 

the city and the federal government for work.
30

  After failing to find the mayor at city hall, the 

crowd marched in song to his house.  He was not home.  The protestors, having grown to a crowd 

800-strong, arranged to meet with the mayor that afternoon.  Mr. Mace, an unemployed carpenter 

and a leader of the demonstration, argued that the many married men, verging on starvation, 

wanted work not charity.
31

  By the end of the day, soup kitchens had emerged to serve them.  A 

letter from an unemployed reader in the Montreal Star praised the “Christian projectors” of 

charity as “infusing” a “new spirit” among the workless, but added that for “honest men” alms 

were a “dernier-resort.”  This reader demanded the opening of the Lachine canal.
32

 

The next day 800 to 1,000 unemployed rallied in front of city hall where Mayor William 

Hingston promised to speak to Mackenzie regarding the Lachine Canal and explained that the 

crisis was not municipal but international.  Far from radical, the English-speaking leader of the 
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unemployed asked for work or loans for the workless.
33

  Edmond Bernard and Marcelle Elmond, 

leaders of the unemployed and both 22 years old, did not belong to “the class known as 

agitators,” had no desire to be “orators,” and were respectably seeking work.
34

  After the first two 

days of demonstrations, the press remarked on the decorum and moderation of the activists, so 

unlike the spirit evident in the “violent expressions” in American and European cities.
35

  Such 

lawful processions were not to last as the frustration of the workless mounted. 

On 16 December 2,000 unemployed congregated at city hall and displayed their 

indignation by rifling a bread wagon and stealing a leg of beef and some coffee.  Yelling “work 

or bread” and “work or blood,” the protestors dodged police batons at a mass meeting on Champ-

de-Mars.
36

  Three French-speaking rioters ranging in age between 17 and 26 were arrested and 

sentenced to between two and six months of hard labour, an appropriate warning to future law-

breakers, claimed the Montreal Star.
37

  A group of “respectable” workingmen waited upon the 

mayor expressing regret at the “riotous demonstrations.”  All the council offered was work at 

reduced wages (60 cents per day) as a way of testing the destitution of the demonstrators and 

introducing a policy of less eligibility.
38

  A Montreal moulder insisted that starvation drove 

workers to revolt.  Only the capitalist “thieves called it a riot,” he claimed, and the canal panacea 

made a “mockery of [workers’] misery” after they had spent years “in securing a trade.”
39

  

The sentencing of the rioters did not deflate the unrest.  On 17 December 3,000 

unemployed overturned and raided a beer sleigh and a baker’s sleigh, stole some mutton pies and 

a quarter of beef, and stormed city hall.
40

  After the rioters attacked the chief of police, 
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reinforcements two-hundred strong, fifty armed with rifles, encircled the crowd and arrested 

several protestors despite crowd pressure to release them.  Many heads were hurt by police 

batons.
41

  Mayor Hingston warned that “‘any disturbance which you may create will do you harm 

instead of good,’” and asked that the crowd stop any “misérable” from creating a scene.
42

  An 

unemployed protester catcalled back, “We are all misérables!”  The mayor argued, in the classic 

language of producers’ liberalism, that the economic distress affected rich and poor alike.  He 

neglected to acknowledge that only the poor suffered from hunger and only they were cut off 

from municipal water and electrical utilities.  If the city was to offer assistance, he explained, its 

authorities would distinguish between the deserving and undeserving.
43

 

Meanwhile, Ottawa ignored the council’s request for relief assistance.
44

  “There is too 

great a disposition to lean upon the Federal Government for assistance in this crisis,” remarked 

Mackenzie.  The Lachine extension would not be opened until the spring, he explained, and the 

federal government could not assist Montreal without assisting the needy throughout Canada.
45

  

As perhaps the most classically liberal (and artisanal) of all of Canada’s prime ministers, 

Mackenzie evaluated life from the standpoint of a Presbyterian Sarnia stone-mason.  Self-

reliance, a strong work ethic and a cooperative spirit between employers and workers, not willy-

nilly interventions by the state, were the means to ensure both financially sound individuals and a 

robust society and economy.
46
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The riots provoked compromise and coercion.  Incensed that the story of a lawless 

Montreal filled newspapers across North America, within a week the city found relief work for 

1,300 destitute men.  It also granted an extra $1,330 to the police force as in “the absence of 

military protection [it] demanded that they should be put on a more thoroughly efficient 

footing.”
47

  In the absence of socialist leadership, the Montreal protests were more the bread riots 

of a moral economy that demanded a responsible government serve the impoverished by at least 

upholding its electoral promises by opening up public works. 

John A. Macdonald through his Workingmen’s Liberal Conservative Association 

(WLCA) effectively channeled frustration with Mackenzie’s laissez-faire approach to the issues 

confronting the working class.  Key to Macdonald’s October 1878 electoral victory was his 

promise of tariffs and public works (especially railways) as a way to increase the wealth and 

comfort of all producers.  The state would fertilize Canadian capital and industry.  Responding to 

the socio-economic crisis of the 1870s, the National Policy of 1879 represented, at least in theory, 

a marked concession to the doctrines of the producers’ ideology that had preoccupied some 

businessmen and workers since the 1850s.  By protecting manufacturers and workers from 

outside competition, the Policy’s advocates claimed, Canadians could find both prosperity and 

security in a capitalist society.  In 1852, the Boards of Trade of Montreal and Quebec sought to 

protect domestic manufacturers; Canadian finance minister Francis Hincks also called for higher 

tariffs.  Ottawa raised duties by 15 percent on most manufactures in 1856, and raised them again 

to 20 percent in 1858 with more increases the following year.  The only time tariffs were 
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decreased was in 1866 to entice the Maritimes into Confederation by promising them the 

continued benefit of cheap U.S. and British imports.
48

 

Neither a peculiar shortage of labour nor an advanced labour movement can explain why 

Ottawa workers took to the streets in 1877.  Instead the fact that the federal and municipal 

governments were the major employers (alongside the lumber industry) in a population of less 

than 3,000, gave Ottawa workers a greater sense of state responsibility in the labour market.  

They had little reason to believe in the self-acting forces of the free market, when all around them 

was evidence of the politically-directed energies of the state.  As in Montreal in 1875, the Ottawa 

unemployed insisted on their respectability and demanded to be included in the liberal order.  

They insisted that they belonged to the producing, not the non-producing, class. 

On 5 April 1877, 300 unemployed gathered at city hall square calling on the mayor for 

work.
49

  Many participants were irate that they had been recently discharged from public works 

projects and that wages for those who remained had been lowered from $1.25 to 90 cents a day.  

Protestors insisted that their governments had “stacks of money locked up in the city and 

country” and it should be distributed amongst “starving working people.”  After receiving 

assurance from Mayor Waller that the city would not tax the unemployed and that he would 

investigate public works options, the crowd marched to parliament and forcibly entered the 

buildings but left without bending the ear of the Prime Minister.
50

  The Ottawa Citizen warned 

that the solution lay in private charity and that “the onus of aiding those who are starving should 

not be cast upon the government.”
51

  While the Ottawa Citizen took the hardline laissez-faire 
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approach that the private sector held the solution to poverty, the protests suggested the extent to 

which unemployed labourers held a very different conception of political economy. 

A meeting of 1000 in Byward Market that evening was a hodgepodge of political 

jockeying.  James Bullman, a leader of the unemployed, spoke on “how the wealth of the world 

was unequally distributed,” yet later called for cheers for the Queen, Mayor and Alexander 

Mackenzie.  Mr. Hans, an unemployed German, kept the crowd “in roars of laughter” insisting 

that it “was as natural for money to flow into the rich man’s pocket as it was for the water of the 

St. Lawrence to flow into the ocean.”  Bullman and Hans’s comments were consistent with a 

producers’ ideology that attacked the non-working rich and the unfairness of monopolies.  Mayor 

Waller announced $2000 for city improvements and provided bread tickets and free railroad 

passes.  On 6 April 600 unemployed returned to Parliament Hill where Premier Mackenzie 

addressed them from the steps.  He encouraged the workers to move west where labour was 

abundant as Ottawa had no money to offer them.  Always beneficent, Mackenzie offered $50 

from his pocket to pacify the crowd.  “‘The present distress was a matter to be dealt with by the 

Local legislature and local charities,” argued Prime Minister Mackenzie.  In defiance, the 

protestors jeered with cheers for Macdonald’s National Policy.
52

 

The 1877 Ottawa protests were the first mass meetings of the unemployed that directly 

confronted the national state.  Ottawa’s response – that individuals should follow the jobs by 

moving west and that local and private charities, not the federal government, should be tasked 

with providing aid – would become the recurrent refrain of the liberal order regardless of its 
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varying levels of commitment to a free market.  The public meetings and demonstrations of 

Ottawa unemployed workers in April 1877 continued in the tradition of the Montreal riots of 

1875 as they appealed to the moral responsibility of the state towards the unemployed.  This time, 

however, protestors clearly played into the partisan plans of the Conservatives.  Ottawa, unlike 

Montreal, avoided the bread riot; the unemployed were organized and “respectable” and drew on 

local political and trade union support: “the men active in the organization of the meetings, 

deputations and marches wanted to make it clear that they were the ‘independent, self-reliant 

workmen who had never accepted charity and who looked upon the food furnished by a political 

touter as the bread of degradation.’”
53

  Such arguments were typical of mid-Victoria labour 

activism that attempted to lift the urban artisan above the “rural riff-raff and the common urban 

labourers.”
54

  Artisanal labour leader Daniel O’Donoghue, labour’s representative in provincial 

legislature and a leader in the 1872 printer strikes, attended every meeting and demonstration.  As 

Debi Wells has argued, the rewarding response of the city was also a matter of timing; politicians 

were sensitive to the extent of the depression and the city felt it could reasonably tide over the 

shortage of labour as it would be only a few weeks until the opening of the lumber camps.
55

  

A year later John A. Macdonald would be elected on the platform of a National Policy 

that employed the “rhetoric of the ‘producer ideology,’” promising the protection of craft labour 

and the Canadian market through protective tariffs.
56

  Workers, tired of their treatment under a 

Whig government and with a rose-coloured memory of Macdonald as “friend of the 

workingman,” hoped that the Conservatives’ tariff solution would protect not just profits but 

workers.  But as Peter Baskerville and Eric Sager have noted, the protective tariffs were “never 

                                                      

53
 Wells, “The Hardest Lines of the Sternest School,” 102 

54
 McKay, Reasoning Otherwise, 19. 

55
 Wells, “The Hardest Lines of the Sternest School,” 100. 

56
 Baskerville and Sager, Unwilling Idlers, 28-29. 



 

 

 

71  

intended to be a policy of full employment or an unemployment relief policy.”
57

  Protectionism 

was primarily a means of protecting Canadian employers and capitalists. 

By late 1879, Ottawa workers, incensed that the National Policy had done nothing to 

mitigate unemployment in the capital city, began to organize once again.  The city’s skilled 

workforce and members of the WLCA comprised the leadership of the 1879-1880 

demonstrations.  By rejecting Liberal-Conservative promises, some WLCA members exposed a 

rift in Macdonald’s producers’ alliance.  Yet the 1880 demonstrations continued conservatively to 

seek new kinds of obligations linking state, employer and employee.  Appealing to pan-class 

solidarity, protesters argued that the government should desist from streamlining its workforce.  

Key to their frustration was the federal dismissal of all mechanics employed in government 

workshops.
58

  Calls for half-time work so they might eke out a living to support their families fell 

on deaf ears.  Debi Wells has argued that when the employer was the government and not private 

enterprise, it “was [even] less likely to be affected by appeals based on human needs.”
59

  Still, the 

leaders of the unemployed stressed their legitimacy as householders, taxpayers, temperance 

advocates and ‘manly’ workers.
60

  The government felt the economy was rebounding from the 

economic crisis and had little fear of any disorder winning public sympathy.  In contrast with its 

predecessor in 1877, for over a month the government ignored the protestors.  

On 13 January 1880 sixty unemployed, including a dozen women, gathered at city hall.  

All the mayor promised was stone breaking.
61

  By late February with still no aid forthcoming, 300 

unemployed marched to parliament under Liberal and craft union leadership.  Their cry: “‘our 
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tariff . . . was framed solely in the interest of capitalists.’”
62

  Prime Minister Macdonald, no 

longer the friend of the workingman, refused to meet with a delegation.  Rather than calling for 

more local public works, Macdonald echoed his Liberal predecessor in suggesting that the 

unemployed move west as farmsteaders or railway workers.  Protesters responded that labour 

mobility offered no solution to their penury – the lack of labour in the capital city was a chronic 

problem.  They also argued that tariffs on goods were useless so long as the government 

continued to encourage massive immigration.
63

  Meanwhile, several delegations to city council 

resulted in little more than backroom committee meetings.  In anger at being ignored by 

municipal and federal governments, 125 unemployed held their most radical meeting on 27 

February.  Leader Finlay Ross unraveled a black flag to carry as a symbol calling for the “death 

of government” and decrying the “starvation” of Ottawa’s unemployed.  He also suggested 

burning an effigy of the prime minister.  James Bennett, founder of the local plasterers’ union, 

and another leader of the unemployed, preached “paternalistic” initiative and deplored the use of 

the black flag, arguing that if it were unfurled the protestors would be “clubbed by the police and 

shot down as dogs.”
64

  Continual meetings with the city led to the shipping of a number of men 

west to Port Arthur at public expense and a meagre city allocation for stone-breaking.  It was a 

minor victory.  By exposing the limitations of the National Policy as an inadequate response to 

unemployment and insisting governments uphold election promises to assist the indigent, the 

demonstrators had taken tentative steps away from their attraction to a producers’ liberalism.  

However, the producers’ alliance persisted.  It would not be until the unemployment movements 

in Toronto and Montreal in the 1890s that a broader socialist leadership would provide an 

alternative to liberal and conservative representations of the demands of the unemployed.
65
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When John A. Macdonald spoke to the WLCA in 1886 he declared the National Policy a 

success for workers and the unemployed.  In nationalist-paternalistic language he recalled the 

1870s depression period as one in which “our people were losing their sons” to the United States, 

when “the skilled artisans, notwithstanding their proud position as skilled workmen, [were] 

seeking for work, begging for work and finding none.”  Macdonald hated “to see them compelled 

to send their children to the soup kitchens for support.”  He stood by his compromise of laissez-

faire principles and the introduction of tariffs “because we were a younger country, and as a 

smaller and poorer population we were obliged to protect our own manufactures, which were then 

in embryo, against all the wealth, the skill, and the acquired capital which had been invested in 

the United States, and which were making of Canada a sacrifice market.”  Macdonald argued that 

Canada was now a “most prosperous – if not the most prosperous country on the face of the 

globe.”  There may have been more than a kernel of truth to Macdonald’s statement that, because 

of the National Policy, Canada had avoided the 1882-1887 downturn that saw protestors in the 

streets of both England and the U.S., even though Canadian workers were afforded none of the 

protection provided to manufacturers from “the importation of contract labourers.”
66

 

Not all liberal capitalists were enamored of Macdonald’s National Policy.  For the Liberal 

Ottawa Free Press and Ottawa Daily Citizen, the demonstrations were “chickens coming home to 

roost” after Macdonald’s Conservatives had “deified the mob,” and made unfair promises that the 

state had a responsibility to solve unemployment.
67

  Enacting a form of “state socialism,” 

Macdonald had “placed himself at the head of ‘Communism’ in Canada,” argued the Free 

Press.
68

  By promising legislation to assist the unemployed, Macdonald had destroyed “individual 
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enterprise” and “self-preservation” only to create “improvidence” and “paternal tyranny.”  “No 

class in the community has a right to demand state aid,” such laissez-faire partisans insisted, as 

suffering was the result of a “breach of natural law” through “thoughtless marriage, reckless 

reproduction [and] imprudence.”
69

  While the editorials were far from sympathetic to the cause of 

the demonstrators, they did, albeit in exaggerated and partisan prose, reveal how the National 

Policy had created a Canadian precedent that made unemployment an issue within the jurisdiction 

of the federal government.  They also exposed the tensions between two “counterpoised value 

systems” or two competing forms of liberalism – classical and producers’.  As Wayne Roberts 

suggests, to foster and protect ruling interests with the advent of industrial capital the Liberal 

Conservatives envisioned a kind of “mutual aid society.”
70

 

Macdonald’s National Policy legitimated the demonstrators’ belief that the state could be 

pushed towards creating legislation for the express benefit of workers and the workless.  While 

Michael Bliss has argued that the National Policy’s ability to aid workers was conventional 

wisdom throughout most of the 1880s, for social reformer Phillips Thompson, who originally 

supported the promise of the National Policy, its rejection by workers was the beginning of a 

socialist consciousness amongst the working class.
71

  Over three decades later, Mackenzie King 

would argue that the end of the Producers’ Liberalism had left the worker alone, abandoned:  

With relationships of Industry no longer what they were, and responsibility of 

shareholders to workmen no longer of a kind to render direct reciprocal obligation 

possible, unemployment, sickness, invalidity, and old age, cease all too readily to be 

matters of personal consideration to investors.  Whoever is unfortunate in any of these 

respects must shift for himself.
72

 

 

                                                      

69
 “Topics of the Day,” Ottawa Daily Citizen, 14 January 1880, 2.  For more laissez-faire based critiques of 

the unemployed demonstrations, see the reports from other Canadian dailies published in the Ottawa Free 

Press.  “Ottawa Workingmen; Opinions of Outsiders,” Ottawa Free Press, 26 February 1880, 4.  
70

 Wayne Roberts, “Studies in the Toronto Labour Movement, 1896-1914” (PhD diss., University of 

Toronto, 1978), 204. 
71

 Michael Bliss, “Another Anti-Trust Tradition: Canadian Anti-Combines Policy, 1889-1910,” Business 

History Review 47:2 (Summer 1973): 177-188; T. Phillips Thompson, The Politics of Labor: A Critique of 

American Radical Social Thought by a Canadian Labor Spokesman in 1887 (Toronto: University of 

Toronto Press, 1975).  
72

 Mackenzie King, Industry and Humanity (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1973), 339. 



 

 

 

75  

For King such abandonment required a new strain of liberalism; for many workers, it demanded 

new forms of horizontal solidarity.  The Ottawa protests of 1880, says Bryan Palmer, were part of 

a “class conflict” that proved “an acid test that the producer ideology’s manufacturer-mechanic 

alliance simply could not pass and, abandoned by its social betters, the working class would take 

the first agonizing steps towards defining its own solutions to the problems posed by industrial 

capitalism.”
73

  Although the process was far from complete, the struggles of the unemployed were 

part of the class conflict that “acted as a solvent of the older ‘producer ideology.’”
74

  Socialist and 

feminist Emily Stowe contended in 1892 that inequality grew with “the first toot of the N.P. bugle 

in 1878, to which the manufacturing and moneyed interests, the boodlers and Shylocks responded 

with alacrity, echoing and re-echoing the high key-note until the air was filled to density with the 

smoke of a prosperity, fallacious and fatal to all but themselves.  (Cheers.)”
75

 

Had Marx been aware of Macdonald’s conservative mobilization of the unemployed he 

might have seen it as an extension of Bonapartism, in which a heterogeneous lumpenproletariat 

became the “bribed tool of reactionary intrigue” instead of being “swept into the movement of the 

proletarian revolution.” 
76

  As Marx argued, the divided lumpen are incapable of forming a class 

and “they cannot represent themselves, they must be represented.  Their leader must at the same 

time appear as . . . an unlimited governmental power that protects them against the other classes 

and sends them the rain and the sunshine from above.”
77

  Macdonald promised that legislation 

protecting native capitalists would clear the skies and provide employment to the workless.  
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Bonapartism would indeed constitute one undercurrent in unemployment struggles into the 

twentieth century.  Yet Canadian conservative and liberal leaders post-1880 were marginalized 

figures compared to leftist activists on the streets and amongst the unemployed.  As Canada 

reached the fin de siècle, the politicized unemployed were gravitating to the left and finding ways 

to represent themselves and their unique interests.  

2.2 Black Flags, Red Flags: Socialists and the Unemployed at the Fin de Siècle  

Demonstrations of Canada’s workless informed and inspired by a leftist counterculture 

did not truly appear until the 1890s at the tail end of the long depression.  Over 2,000 unemployed 

marched under the black flag in Toronto in February 1891 and were addressed and egged on by 

some of the city’s most prominent socialists.  Three years later, with the building trades slack and 

an array of trades from the type-setters to the teamsters feeling the pinch, as many as 1,000 

unemployed took to Toronto’s streets on over a half dozen occasions between February and April 

1894, taking aim at both the municipal and provincial governments.  Radicals often addressed 

such meetings.  When, promising to address unemployment, Mayor Robert Fleming was elected 

in January 1896, city hall was besieged throughout the year by angry throngs of the jobless who 

demanded he make good on his assurances.  Radicals pounced on the opportunity to highlight 

capitalism’s deficiencies.  It was at one of these demonstrations that the red flag replaced the 

black as the chosen symbol of the nascent and contentious politics of the unemployed.  

Toronto was not the only city that witnessed a militant and radicalized unemployed at the 

fin de siècle.  From December 1894 until March 1895, Montreal’s streets were frequently 

crowded by as many as 5,000 protestors, many of whom were galvanized into political action by 

local members of the Knights of Labor.  This was not the first foray into unemployment activism 

for the Knights of Labor.  They also led the unemployed to demand relief in Winnipeg in 1885 
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after the city decided to cut public works projects.
78

  In addition to Montreal and Toronto, 

Victoria, Quebec City and Halifax also briefly faced insurrections of the workless in the 1890s.
79

 

In gravitating towards socialist ideas and rhetoric, Canada’s unemployed were following 

their working-class brothers and sisters below the 49
th
 parallel and in Great Britain, the colonial 

metropole.  In the U.S., anarchist- and socialist-tinged unemployment protests resurfaced in the 

mid-1880s and again in 1893-1895, only to compete for the leadership of the unemployed with 

the populist-inspired Coxey’s Armies.
80

  Widely covered in the Canadian press, Jacob Coxey led 

two “armies” to Washington, once in 1894 and again in 1914.  Coxey was a wealthy Ohio quarry-

owner, businessman, Greenbacker and populist who, along with the messianic Carl Browne, 

constructed a strange amalgam of Christian revelation and military order to keep their troops in 

order in their demand for unemployment relief.  Coxey’s Army, given its leadership and platform, 

existed on the periphery of American working-class politics.  However, Coxey’s army inspired 

other working-class leaders like Charles T. Kelley who led marches on their own.  Anarchists like 

Lucy Parsons encouraged the unemployed to join and make the movement more overtly socialist.  

As contemporary philosopher Thorstein Veblen suggested, Coxey’s “petition in boots” attempted 

to revise the American constitution with a populist socio-economic demand for   “life, liberty and 

the means of happiness.” 
81
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The 1886-1887 Trafalgar Square ‘riots’ in London are widely regarded as the emergence 

of the unemployed that, as a distinct politicized subject, struck fear and unease into London’s 

growing bourgeoisie.  The leadership of the Socialist Democratic Federation (SDF) helped forge 

such an identity by encouraging demonstrations that highlighted how unemployment was 

“distinct from poverty, caused by factors other than moral failings, deserving of public sympathy 

and remedial action of the state.”
82

  While there had been previous unemployed demonstrations in 

the capital city, the depression years of the mid 1880s coincided with several decades in the rise 

of “real wages” which, as historian José Harris suggests, “emphasized the economic and social 

distinction between those who were regularly and those who were irregularly employed; and for 

the first time the ‘unemployed’ were seen as a distinct class or group whose problems were 

different from those of the working class as a whole.”
83

 

If 1886-87 shocked the decorum of the bourgeoisie and exposed the violent authority of 

the state, these events were equally important in creating the identity of the fledgling SDF.  The 

demonstrations were among the first public actions of British Socialists, which, as many 

historians have noted, defied their characterization as pontificators unwilling to dirty their hands 

in daily struggle.  While the impossibility of some of their revolutionary demands hindered some 
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members of the SDF, when it came to the unemployed they recognized the importance of bread-

and-butter issues.
84

  From 1884 on the SDF had little success petitioning for permanent aid, but it 

won considerable piecemeal reforms from local authorities, ranging from emergency public 

works to a free lunch program for schoolchildren.  Because of its mobilization of the poor, new 

chapters of the SDF appeared in London’s East End and other working-class centres.  The 

solidarity paved the way for the new unionization movement of dockworkers, gasworkers and 

match girls in the heady days of 1889. 

On 8 February 1886, 20,000 unemployed dock and building workers gathered on 

Trafalgar Square.
85

  When the police tried to reroute the demonstrators to Hyde Park, protestors 

marched past catcallers from the Reform and the Carlton Club on Pall Mall who provoked them 

into smashing windows and looting shops on St. James Street and Piccadilly.
86

  For socialists 

William Morris and Edward Aveling, both members of the rival Socialist League, the February 

riots were the “first skirmish of Revolution.”  Henry Hyndman, head of the SDF, was unsure how 

to proceed: “no-one knows what we shall do . . . not even ourselves.”
87

  Because of this 

indecision, the SDF vacillated between extra-parliamentary action and electoral activity.
88

  The 

SDF’s indecision originated in the dichotomy of fighting to maintain its respectability, thus 

distancing itself from the “lumpen,” and its insistence on the origins in capitalism of the crisis 

sparking the riots.
89

  SDF activists, fearing the reactionary and anarchical tendencies of the 

unemployed, followed Marx in insisting that the lumpenproletariat fall under trade union/SDF 
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leadership – their volatility was not the basis for revolution.  SDF leader John Burns at his trial 

argued that he had tried to “control the turbulent elements in the crowd” as “window breaking” 

was “useless to effect a change in our system of society.”
90

  On the other hand, SDF activists 

pronounced the veiled threat that without reforms, more violent demonstrations would be 

harbingers of radical social change.
91

  Such socialist equivocations would continue to shape 

debates around the tactics of unemployed demonstrations well into the twentieth century. 

The protests did not win significant relief from the state but did provoke a complete 

overhaul of inadequate charities and led to the infamous attacks on peaceful demonstrators on 

“Bloody Sunday,” 13 November 1887 after Police Commissioner Sir Charles Warren banned all 

public protests.  Here was an event that Friedrich Engels, William Morris, John Burns and Tom 

Mann all believed demonstrated for the working class and its socialist leadership the dangers of 

state power and discouraged the belief in the inevitability of an impending revolution.  Morris 

realized they were no longer experiencing the first skirmishes of the revolution as “Sir Charles 

Warren has given us a lesson in street fighting.”  For historian Martin Crick, “Bloody Sunday” 

was “the end of the first phase of the Socialist movement, the conclusion of its infancy.”
92

 

Were the protests of the unemployed in Canada during the 1890s consistent with the 

leftist turn in the mobilization of the workless in Britain and the United States at the fin de siècle?  

The often spontaneous unemployment street demonstrations in the 1890s were pivotal in creating 

a forum outside of pure workplace disputes or middle-class pontificating in which the 

unemployed, alongside thinkers with an eclectic array of liberal capitalist critiques, sought to 

think and act otherwise.  So-called “arm-chair socialists” marched in the streets alongside the 

unemployed, while labourists left the confines of their unions to champion their oppressed, and 

often non-unionized, fellow workers.  While there were many disputes between competing leftist 
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visions at the end of the nineteenth century, they came about as the result of an unparalleled 

cross-fertilization of leftist ideas in Canada through shared and common causes, not least of 

which was the periodic mobilization of the unemployed.  Spontaneous uprisings and the absence 

of a hegemonically-orientated socialist party facilitated what Piven and Cloward have famously 

argued is the greatest strength of those without access to the echelons of state and capital – the 

power to disrupt.
93

  Yet this power to disrupt was not altogether consonant with the evolutionary 

framework favoured by so many fin-de-siècle leftists, still in thrall to Spencer and inclined to 

view the spontaneous uprisings of the poor as evidence of their isolation from social evolution’s 

main currents.  Nonetheless, when there were actual disturbances, most leftists did find it within 

themselves to hail both organization and disruption as promising signs of a better world. 

Whether labourist or socialist, single taxer or silver standard advocate, anarchist or proto-

state planner, avowed atheist or religiously imbued ‘regenerator’ – all the activists laid claim to 

understandings of unemployment as a societal, not individual, problem.  Change would come 

more from a general movement of ideas than from a well-disciplined party.  It is unclear whether 

the various proposals galvanized the unemployed or whether socialists used their often 

spontaneous outbursts as a convenient platform for the spread of radical schemes to eradicate 

poverty.  Either way, a kind of mutualism developed between leftist pundits and the unemployed.  

When leftists validated the threat of disorder and the spontaneous uprisings of the workless they 

engendered a social space that provided an outlet for unemployed indignation and despair while 

also encouraging the poor to imagine collective actions that went beyond asking for handouts.  

Three leftist voices in particular give us new insights into a time when leftists and trade unionists, 

advocates of the moral economy and partisans of working-class rebellion, all jostled for influence 

among the unemployed.  Afterwards we can reflect on the actual strategies of the unemployed 

who, as they expressed their unique identity on the streets, moved towards a radical ideology. 
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2.2.1 Leftist voices amongst the unemployed  

Alfred Jury was a ubiquitous presence at Toronto demonstrations of the unemployed in 

the 1890s.  A tailor by profession, Jury was a long-time “Grit Labour leader,” secularist, Knight 

of Labor, and single tax promoter.  As early as the 1876 Canadian Labour Union convention Jury 

spoke out on behalf of the unemployed who the Police Magistrate had charged “for desertion of 

employment.”
94

  Attacked by leftists for his free trade advocacy in the 1880s, Jury faced even 

greater censorship in the early 1890s for his support of the privatization of the Toronto street 

railway.
95

  However, Jury’s reluctance to support “state control of industry” was not so much a 

commitment to laissez-faire liberalism as it was a reflection of his concern that Canadian 

politicians took too “narrow a view of their public duties.”  He supported, for instance, the trend 

towards public utilities in England.  At a university debate with Phillips Thompson in January 

1895, Jury urged trade unionists to “educate themselves, organize, agitate and cooperate.”  He 

credited the failures of labour in Canada to a lack of “altruism,” the “very principle necessary to 

build up socialism” amongst working-class “hogs, quitters and scabs.”  However, for Jury, 

altruism was not a powerful enough human instinct and socialism was “entirely unsuited to our 

state of development” and would prove only to diminish “self-help and self-reliance.”
 96

  Jury’s 

pragmatic assistance to the Grits was rewarded with plum government jobs.
97

 

Jury’s pessimistic pragmatism caused him to overlook some of his prior commitments to 

labour.  In the economic slump of 1894-1895, Jury broke ranks with labour and urged the city to 

provide relief work at ten cents an hour, five cents less than the hard-fought-for rate in the city’s 

own bylaw.  Jury reasoned that maintaining such official rates would only “disgust many of our 
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friends and strengthen our opponents.”  “Work is not ordinary” for the “destitute unemployed,” 

argued Jury and he defended the ratepayers’ desire to see that relief followed the “business 

principle of giving it to the lowest tenderer.” 
98

  Socialist Alan D. G. Hazle, secretary of the 

Society for Practical Progress, an engine-fitter, member of the International Machinist 

Association and in the 1890s an owner of a downtown Toronto news and bookstand, criticized 

Jury’s position.  He argued that the unemployed should only be put to “needful work” and if 

“needful, then the 15-cent-per hour by-law should be followed.”  Otherwise, he warned, such 

work would “give to cheese-paring aldermen an opportunity to postpone public works to the 

winter time and then have them done as relief works at a reduced pay.”
99

  Jury retorted in true 

liberal fashion, calling upon Hazle to “point out what he wants done, how he wants it done; how 

much it will cost and the likelihood of raising the money.”  Given Jury’s stance it is not surprising 

that when he mounted the soapbox at unemployment demonstrations, rather than appealing to the 

rage and distress of the unemployed he urged “moderation . . . and constant instead of spasmodic 

study of economics through the medium of trade unions.”
100

 

T. Phillips Thompson was another common speaker at unemployment protests in 

Toronto.  Thompson, more than any other Canadian socialist of his time, insisted that 

unemployment was not caused by personal failings.
101

  Nor was unemployment a problem of 

immigration.  His magnum opus, The Politics of Labor (1886) “sought to break down the 

separations of the skilled and unskilled, and to eradicate, to some degree, the barriers to working-

class solidarity erected by gendered and racialized prejudice, not to mention craft exclusion.”
102
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Thompson also noted that the phenomenon of unemployment in Canada was a new one: “Not 

until very recently in the history of this continent was there this large unemployed or half-

employed class, crowded out of the avenues of labor by the pressure of population, excluded from 

access to the untilled acreage by the operation of monopoly, and falling into habits of permanent 

idleness.”  While his understanding of capital’s need for an ever-increasing surplus population 

was hazy at best, Thompson understood that competition and capitalist monopolies had created a 

“large class of people . . . who are only able to obtain work intermittently.”
103

  Both the 

unemployed and the working class were “cheapened” by capital: “Where is the advantage of 

cheapness of production to the army of the unemployed and half-employed, or to those whose 

labor has been so cheapened by competition that their purchasing power is correspondingly 

lessened?”
104

  Thompson was a vocal supporter of the eight-hour day as a means to lessen 

unemployment and even argued that if all citizens were required to participate in productive 

labour, everyone would only have to work for a few hours a day.
105

 

Unlike Jury, Thompson encouraged the unemployed to participate in the fight for public 

ownership of the street railway.  He explained “that the evils from which they suffered could be 

remedied by wise legislation.”
 106

  Three years later he moved a motion at an unemployment 

demonstration that suggested that such “wise legislation” would require “the breaking down of 

the competitive commercial system” and its substitution by “industrial co-operation under which 

opportunities will be equal, and the workers would receive all they produce.”
107

  Thompson 

argued throughout the 1890s that the rise of monopolies, trusts and co-operative capitalists 

alongside the growing pauperization of the “small landowner,” tradesman and artisan, constituted 
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proof of the antiquated nature of liberal individualism.  “The question was between socialism and 

the rule of monopoly, not between socialism and individualism, as individualism was growing 

more and more impossible,” claimed Thompson to crowds of unemployed.
 108

  Once the 

marginalized caught on to the strength of organization in the same ways as capitalists, society 

would be transformed via the state.  Thompson’s optimism that socialism would naturally evolve 

and replace capitalism made him very cautious of social unrest as a tool for emancipation.  

Thompson contrasted the “modern labour movement” with the “blind and desperate struggles” of 

the “artisan or peasant.”  It was well that labour organization had moved away from the “cravings 

of hunger and the passion for revenge,” opting instead for the “clear, intelligent perception of the 

causes of their misery.”
109

  Thus, while Thompson could, in 1891, express “his pleasure that [an 

unemployed] demonstration had at last called attention to the distress actually existing in this 

city” he, like Jury, frequently urged “quiet, orderly conduct” upon the unemployed.
110

 

The efforts of William Darlington on behalf of the unemployed in Montreal offer a useful 

counterweight to the guidance of both Jury and Thompson.  A blacksmith by trade, Darlington 

was active in the Montreal chapter of the Knights of Labor, a founder of the Tenants’ Defence 

Association which lobbied for the vote for renters in municipal elections, and an advocate of free, 

universal secular education.  Darlington would go on to help found Canada’s first socialist group, 

a cell of the Socialist Labor Party, led by American Daniel De Leon.
111

  Darlington stressed U.S. 

money markets and speculation as the cause of the 1894-1895 economic slump.  Tight money 

meant manufacturers reduced wages.  This in turn affected the storekeepers, the wholesale dealers 

and manufacturers dependent upon working-class consumption.  Equally important, suggested 

Darlington, were improvements in machinery.  What was needed were “organization, education 
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and to get a hold of the legislators of the country.”  Like Thompson, Darlington refuted those who 

blamed the unemployed for their own suffering.
112

  Unlike Jury, who argued for lower relief 

wages, Darlington was furious that the city used a $25,000 grant to undertake a relief project at an 

unfair wage.  Darlington’s desire to “get a hold of the legislators” was tempered by his lack of 

faith in a state subservient to capitalists.  Unfair relief wages would continue, argued Darlington, 

so long as city hall politicians were at the disposal of capitalists.
113

 

Darlington also differed with Jury and Thompson’s calls for moderation.  Although 

Darlington advocated “evolution not revolution” and saw the ballot box as a locus for change, he 

was not about to stifle the power of interdependence and disruption.  After over 5,000 

unemployed protested outside of city hall on 15 January, Darlington shocked Mayor Joseph-

Octave Villeneuve by declaring that “an organization of 500 Anarchists” could be mobilized “at a 

moment’s notice.”  “Men will not lie down peaceably and starve to death where there is plenty of 

food and where some of the community can live in luxurious houses . . . Whether [the 

unemployed] use dynamite or guns the labor leaders cannot be held responsible.”  Despite 

negative media attention, Darlington refused to sugarcoat his language.  A month later Darlington 

told the press that “‘We are not alarmists.  It is the men who are responsible for the present 

conditions who are the alarmists . . . We want an honest living; we must have it, and have it we 

will.’”
114

  His tirade, backed up by the angry protests of thousands of Montrealers, was so 

powerful that the media as far away as New York picked it up.
115

 

While Jury, Thompson and Darlington offer a useful cross-section of leftist ideologues’ 

attempts to understand, justify and advocate on behalf of unemployment demonstrators, no 

Canadian intellectual moved as far in his analysis of the structural conditions of unemployment as 
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the Maritime working-class intellectual, Colin McKay.  Deeply sensitive to the anguish of the 

proletariat, McKay recoiled at liberal Goldwin Smith’s callous marshalling of the futility thesis 

following the suicide of an unemployed family man at the fin de siècle (You cannot blame the 

liberal order for failing to provide work when no work was available, Smith had argued.)  There 

was nothing natural about the capitalist labour market, McKay urged.  Besides, with so many of 

the working-class in dire want, there was plenty of demand for useful work.
116

  Disputing the 

“iron law of wages” and the process of supply and demand, McKay began to grapple with Marx’s 

concept of the industrial reserve army wherein “the overwork of the employed part of the 

working class swells the ranks of the reserve part . . . the inter-action of the overemployed and the 

unemployed becomes the means of enriching individual capitalists, and at the same time 

accelerates the production of an industrial reserve army in an ever-increasing degree.”
117

  McKay 

employed the liberal language of liberty to promote government intervention by insisting that 

instead of protecting a “man’s liberty to do another man out of his means of earning a livelihood,” 

the social order ought to protect the liberty of all to the right to subsistence through the 

“nationalization of the means of production and distribution.”
118

  Although never a participant in 

an unemployment demonstration, McKay appreciated the role that unemployment played in the 

suffering of the working class like few others and added greater sophistication to the burgeoning 

Canadian critique of the structural causes of a surplus population.  

Few unemployment activists took the strikingly radical position of McKay but the array 

of solutions to unemployment at the fin de siècle was dizzying.  Most leftists called for non-

reformist reforms that would fundamentally rearrange liberal capitalist society.  Reducing the 

hours of work so that all could access remunerative employment was a common refrain in labour 
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circles.
119

  Rev. S.S. Craig and S.T. Wood, president of the Toronto Single Tax Association, 

frequently explained Henry George’s land and tax reforms as the “panacea for all wrongs arising 

from the present unjust laws” to unemployment protestors.
120

  Similarly, following the marches of 

Coxey’s armies in the United States, free coinage of silver was promoted.
121

 

Activists cannot be easily pigeonholed according to religious domination or secularism.  

Whether atheist or Christian, spokespeople for the unemployed critiqued the religious who 

ignored material want and promoted “pie in the sky.”  In 1891, Frederick Atwood, at an 

unemployment meeting in St. Andrew Hall, denounced Toronto’s churches, insisting that 

“Christianity is no good to a man who has nothing to eat.”
122

  Atheists like Alfred Jury no doubt 

concurred.  However, so too did leaders in the social gospel tradition, although they rightly 

maintained that there was much of Christ’s teachings to counter the treatment of the unemployed 

within the liberal order.  Rev. S.S. Craig agreed three years later that esoteric theology was a poor 

antidote to hunger and proposed the single tax as solution.
 123

  That same year Rev. C.H. Shortt, 

who founded an Anglican church on Christie Street in 1891, presented himself as a leader of the 

unemployed and stressed the international dimensions of the depression and its root cause – 

capitalism.
124

  Toronto’s H.C. Dixon, Reverend of the Church of the Ascension, provided free 
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Sunday breakfasts.  He pointed out that the tramp was a “human being, and no doubt someone’s 

son or husband.  The question people should ask themselves is what would Christ do, then act 

accordingly.”
125

  These social gospellers laid the foundations for early twentieth century critiques 

of the ways the modern capitalist church departed from Jesus’s teachings as they pertained to the 

poor and unemployed. 

Craft unionists followed the “cardinal principle” of preventing the unskilled and 

unemployed from entering their crafts, and this suspicion and exclusion often extended to their 

impression of the unemployed struggle.  However, membership afforded several welfare 

privileges for the unemployed union worker.  In fact, many workers understood craft unions as 

primarily “benefit societies” that helped men find jobs.
126

  The union card or “passport,” as Ian 

McKay has referred to it, was “perhaps the best form of unemployment insurance nineteenth-

century craftsmen had.”
127

  Craftworkers, especially in the building trades and amongst coopers 

and cigarmakers, were granted mobility and the ability to “tramp” to locations with better job 

prospects thanks to their union cards.
128

  However as several scholars suggest, North American 

craft unions were not nearly as successful as their European counterparts in developing 

                                                                                                                                                              

promote solidarity and the end of anti-Japanese sentiment at the empire club.  See “Our Japanese Allies: An 

Address by Rev. C.H. Shortt, M.A., Before the Empire Club of Canada, Toronto, April 8, 1915,” The 

Empire Club of Canada, http://speeches.empireclub.org/62305/data?n=3, accessed 6 August 2013. 
125

 Dennis Russell Carter-Edwards, “Toronto in the 1890’s: A Decade of Challenge and Response,” 

(Master’s Thesis, University of British Columbia, 1973), 20. 
126

 Baskerville and Sager, Unwilling Idlers, 158. 
127

 Ian McKay, “None but Skilled Workmen, 1885-1900,” in Canadian Working Class History: Selected 

Readings, ed. Laurel Sefton MacDowell and Ian Radforth (Toronto: Canadian Scholar’s Press, 1992), 142.  

On the importance of tramping and union cards in Britain, see Eric Hobsbawm, “The Tramping Artisan,” in 

Laboring Men (New York: Basic Books, 1965), 34-63; within the U.S., see Michael Davis, “Forced to 

Tramp: The Perspective of the Labor Press, 1870-1900,” in Walking to Work: Tramps in America, 1790-

1935, ed. Eric H. Monkkonen (Nebraska: University of Nebraska Press, 1984), 153-155. 
128

 On Coopers’ union cards see Kealey, Toronto Workers Respond to Industrial Capitalism, 54.  On 

building trades, see McKay, “None but Skilled Workmen,” 149.  On Cigarmakers, see Baskerville and 

Sager, Unwilling Idlers, 156.  

http://speeches.empireclub.org/62305/data?n=3


 

 

 

90  

unemployment benefits amongst their members.  In North America such benefits were meagre 

and failed to offer much in the way of independence.
129

 

Despite the protectionist impulse, labour was, overall, an ally in the early 1890s workless 

protests although at times it attempted to leverage its own power relative to the unemployed by 

stressing its respectability and encouraging the unemployed to be less disruptive.  Toronto’s 

Mayor Clarke (one of the printers arrested in the 1872 typographical strike) expressed his dismay 

at protestors in 1891 and argued that the crisis merely epitomized “seasonal unemployment.”  He 

was an exception and had since ceased to be a strong labour advocate.
 130

  George Bradley of the 

Toronto Trades and Labour Council spoke in sympathy with the unemployed during the 1891 

crisis and the Montreal Central Trades and Labour Council (MCTLC) was a leading force in 

directing the unemployed away from the liberal “catspaws” that threatened to neutralize the 

power of protest.  However, they did also effectively distance themselves from Darlington’s 

provocative threats.  That many within labour circles, including Alfred Jury and the MCTLC, 

cautioned the unemployed against riotousness was emblematic of the persistence of a producers’ 

liberalism within the labour movement and a portent of the vulnerability of the relationship 

between labour and the unemployed in the following decades.  

Creating useful public works for all at a living wage or in accordance with municipal 

wage bylaws; or the single tax, the silver standard, the direct ownership of the means of 

production by and for the workers – here were some of the rallying cries of socialists when the 

unemployed took to the streets.  The unemployed did not just demand civic relief but asked to 

have some control over its allocation.  In 1894, demonstrators in Toronto “urged that the 

unemployed be given representation on the committee of distribution.”  This was a significant 

demand.  It suggested a re-interpretation of labour’s aim to control the means of production in the 
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context of the unemployment movement by seeking some control over the means of relief 

distribution.
131

  Unemployment demonstrators made such demands episodically in the decades 

that followed. 

2.2.2 Strategies of Threats and Disruption 

The threat of violence and anarchy was a main strategy of 1890s unemployment 

protestors.  The black flag, first flown in Ottawa in 1880 and again in Toronto in the 1890s was a 

symbol of a strategy of terror that deliberately conjured up images of chaos and disorder.  On 

both occasions, “respectable” workingmen voiced their dissent at the threat of the black flag.  The 

day after it was first unfurled in Toronto it was accompanied by the Union Jack.  Yet the threat of 

property damage and violence was endemic to fin de siècle unemployment unrest.  Far from a 

mark of despair, the black flag was a proletarian symbol that acknowledged that the state with its 

laws, legitimated violence and hegemonic repertoires was just as important for socialists and the 

oppressed to resist and critique as capital.
132

 

Inscribed with the demand “work or bread” the black flag first fluttered in Toronto on 11 

February 1891 after an anonymously published circular called for a meeting of the unemployed at 

St. Andrew’s Square.  Nearly 3,000 men marched to city hall.  Threats accompanied the black 

flag.  “‘What we want is the immortal loaf . . . we do not want charity,’” bellowed James Lawlor.  
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Denouncing the “aristocracy,” Lawlor attacked the “worst landlords in Toronto that ever put their 

foot in a boot of leather.”  J. Britton, a leader of the march, warned Mayor Edward Clarke that he 

would promote violence if the city offered no work as his family faced eviction for failure to pay 

rent.
133

  After the police dispersed the crowd, several hundred paraded their poverty through the 

business district.
134

 

Toronto’s unemployed did not protest again until the winter of 1893-1894 after hundreds 

of workers in the building trades were laid off, the teamsters had been unable to afford to feed 

their horses and the International Typographical Union complained that over 30 percent of their 

members were unemployed.
135

  At one of the first meetings of the unemployed, stonecutter Isaac 

Mills, aware of the British socialist unemployment protests of the 1880s, suggested to wide 

applause that the unemployed of Toronto follow anti-poverty crusader John Burns’s example and 

march through the “aristocratic quarters.”
136

  Two weeks later, 700 protesters hounded Mayor 

Warring Kennedy into City Hall and up to the Council Chamber where they crowded the 

staircase.  Fred Atwood insisted that the demonstrators would not be mollified with “useless” 

snow cleaning work but demanded “productive” work.  Mayor Kennedy declared no work was 

available.  The crowd reacted with shouts of “give us work and money”; Atwood called for order.  

The mayor held a closed-door meeting with city officials while the demonstrators used levity to 

express their anger.  They took turns prank-calling the central station on the mayor’s phone, 
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ordering the mayor’s dinner – “soup for three!”  When Alderman Hallam opened the chamber 

doors with no news of work, pandemonium ensued and the crowd stamped their feet and pounded 

the walls.  The floor buckled after a rafter crashed through the ceiling.  “‘Let her rip,’ yelled a 

voice.  ‘It won’t be any worse than starving.’”  The city engineer warned all of the sagging floor.  

The crowd chanted, “money, work or jail” while another yelled: “If the City Hall stands between 

us and bread, we will tear it down.’”
137

  Saturday Night magazine was incensed:  “It is not the 

duty of the municipality to throw up its hands when laboring men fall upon it in the guise of 

highwaymen, and with the voice and manner of Anarchists.”  It conceded that the unemployed 

had created a “superbly organized commotion.” 
138

  Some of the spokesmen for Toronto’s 

unemployed felt the need to rein in the protestors.  Isaac Mills, a labour prohibitionist, told 

Premier Oliver on 6 March 1894 that the 1,000 unemployed gathered in front of the parliament 

buildings were not “drunken lazy bummers” nor were they “anarchists.” 
139

 

A couple of days later women joined the protests after capitalist James Eaton attempted 

to deflect the unrest by offering 200 mantles through the Evening News office.  Hundreds of 

women blockaded the office in a rush for the free shawls, drawing Inspector Stephens and the 

police force to maintain order.  The News described the women as a “motley” crowd – “women 

who had ‘seen better days’ and women who had not . . . There were children without their 

mothers and girls who hustled with the energy of matrons.”
140

  The ‘mob’ of women would re-
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assemble in the ensuing weeks as the News office facilitated other Eaton handouts.
141

  The media 

reports typecast these women as frenzied bargain hunters.  They might better be seen as 

organizers of a new, women-centred form of the traditional bread riot, testing the limits of liberal 

charity.  Indeed, a week later, one Mrs. Kellogg took centre stage alongside Toronto labour 

activists at a gathering of over a 1,000 unemployed in front of Queen’s Park.  She conjured up the 

image of the bread riot and warned of a repeat of the French Revolution as “men cannot bear to 

see their wives and children . . . suffer the pangs of cold and hunger.”  Kellogg reported on the 

plight of unemployment among women including discharged servants and laundresses who were 

“walking about the streets, striving in vain to get some work to do, and suffering the pangs of 

hunger. 
142

  Kellogg’s speech was a rare fin de siècle acknowledgment that unemployment was 

not the preserve of men. 

Socialists prepared for the 1895-1896 winter by holding an unusual summer meeting in 

August 1895 and circulating handbills printed on red paper as a call to arms to secure a decent 

standard of living.  The World claimed the campaign was in the same vein as the “desperate and 

detestable methods of European anarchists.”
143

  That winter not only the usual “seasonal” trades 

were out of work but, as Toronto Commissioner Jones commented, the extended depression had 

thrown onto municipal relief even a large number of the middle classes who “were in fairly good 

circumstances a few years ago.”
144

 

The workless transformed city hall into a daytime refuge after Mayor Robert Fleming 

won the January 1896 election with the promise of encouraging employers to hire the 

unemployed.  The unemployed demonstrators were not satisfied.  The Evening News snidely 
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reported that “it seems that the unemployed conceived . . . that under the new regime everybody 

would be given steady work.”
145

  The Board of Works was regularly besieged and aldermen were 

“almost mobbed” by men demanding work.
146

  Throughout the late winter of 1896 the 

unemployed would gather round a stove at the entrance of city hall, “a popular institution” as it 

“awarded warmth” and conversation to the “poor devil[s].”
147

  A Star reporter described them as 

a “motley and picturesque” fraternity “representing more than one nationality . . . for their 

poverty probably makes them forget . . . their national prejudices.”  They raged against city relief 

and the House of Industry: “‘And they calls that charity . . . Got to crack a heap o’stones for what 

yer get.  Aint no charity in that ‘es I can see,’” complained one man.  They maligned aldermen as 

they passed the stove - “‘That’s [aldermen] Jolliffe, that is; ’e’s the bloke wot wants ’em to break 

more stone; ’e aint none too well fixed.  How’d ’e like to break stone,’” said one.
148

  In the 

winter/spring of 1896, the unemployed adopted the red flag instead of the black and shouted for 

socialism in the streets.  Several hundred unemployed signed a petition asking the city to assume 

private utility debts and for the equalization of relief work.  Socialist William Dunlop, a “fiery 

radical,” declared that the only flag they should follow was the socialist flag.
149

  

On 15 October 1896, leftist-inspired unemployment activists overtook an unemployed 

meeting organized by Mayor Fleming.  They demanded the city grant $175,000 on relief works.  

They also passed resolutions in support of shortened hours of labour to offset advancements in 

machinery.  Following U.S. presidential hopeful populist William Jennings Bryan, they called for 

the free coinage of silver.  Finally, they resolved that the government “control the railways and 
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other monopolist franchises for the benefit of the community.”
150

  Five days later a delegation 

called on city council and forwarded a copy of their resolutions.  Lawyer and rabble-rouser D.H. 

Watt’s speech caused a sensation.  Toronto ratepayers were desperate, while the bank and loan 

companies had “damned the community.”  The unemployed were driven by rights, reason, 

rebellion, Watt declared – and they had access to rifles.  The unemployed had thus far reasonably 

demanded their “rights” but were edging closer to “rebellion.”  If their needs were not met, 

warned Watt, the unemployed would respond with rifles “which always bring the people their 

rights.”  Watt concluded his speech amidst shouts of order.  Watt’s “anarchist” and Republican 

utterances were a “transgression upon the rules of propriety,” said the Mayor.  When asked to 

withdraw his speech, Watt boldly replied “‘Let you be the men of peace . . . and let the mantle of 

the rebel fall on me.’”
151

  

The MCTLC and the Montreal locals of the Knights of Labor were active organizing and 

lobbying on behalf of the unemployed in the winter of 1894-95.  A Roman Catholic investigation 

in conjunction with the Montreal Herald held that 20,000 residents suffered from “enforced 

idleness.”  The MCTLC along with Knights of Labor formed an unemployment committee that 

sought work or relief for the unemployed by lobbying the municipality to embark on public 

works programs, to extend the franchise to 13,000 more workers, and to repeal a steep increase in 

utility costs.
152

  Although the Knights were already in decline through most of North America in 

1894, Montreal maintained over thirty locals.
153

  Beginning Monday 17 December, the 

unemployed gathered daily in Montreal’s east side.  By the week’s end, in unusually warm 

weather, crowds in front of city hall had grown to 5,000.  The protestors clearly wanted to take 

more militant actions.  City hall was closed and guarded by police while “younger [unemployed] 
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men” called on the CPR to proceed with the demolition of old buildings for the new railway site 

and, amid cheers, it was suggested they march down and raze some buildings on their own 

initiative.  Another young man wished to storm the Bastille.  “The City Hall is as much ours as it 

is the aldermen’s,” he remarked.  “Let us go in there in spite of them and make our demands.”  A. 

H. Belleville, a special constable and unemployed dockworker, urged calm although he agreed 

that he was “as bound to get my rights too.”
154

 

The unemployed tactics escalated in January 1895.  On 14 January, two renegade 

unemployed men occupied a residence on fashionable Beaver Hall Street until forcibly removed 

by police.
155

  At a 15 January rally of 5,000 outside of city hall, socialist and Knight of Labor 

William Darlington warned the mayor of 500 anarchists prepared to use dynamite and guns.
156

  

Three days later several thousand unemployed pushed their way into the corridors of city hall.  A 

posse of police held the stairs to prevent the crowd from entering the gallery.  As Inspector 

Lapointe and his men cleared the hall, demonstrators yelled, “Down with the police.”  By one 

o’clock the crowd had been removed, but now they blocked Notre Dame Street.  Police officers 

were pummeled by chunks of frozen snow; ten demonstrators were arrested and dumped in patrol 

wagons as plainclothes policemen cleared the crowd with their batons.
157

  

Shortly before the riots the MCTLC met with city council.  P.J. Ryan, president, told 

Mayor Villeneuve that the council had played no part in the unemployed demonstrations and 

were adverse to “riot and disorder.”  But, rejoined Ryan, the labour council had decided to “take 

definite action now.”  Mr. Walsh stated that the labour council had issued a circular advising the 

unemployed against demonstrating – an early example of labour attempting to neutralize 
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unemployment disruptions that they could neither direct nor predict.  Darlington dissented and 

argued that the city should provide work clearing snow and preparing for the new CPR station all 

at a fair wage.  Unlike the Toronto labour council, the MCTLC resolved to petition the city for a 

labour bureau.
158

  The liberal media bemoaned the negative international attention the 

demonstrations had received.  The Gazette denounced the “boodlers without jobs, socialistic 

ranters and hairbrained enthusiasts” who had provided the “nucleus of the mob.”  These “don’t 

works” were involved in a “put up job,” “frightening the timid bourgeois” and holding the mayor 

responsible for unemployment.
159

  

Unemployment protests in Toronto and Montreal in the 1890s were not a serious threat to 

liberal hegemony.  Yet they ought to be viewed in a more epochal sense as the opening moves in 

the struggle for a socialist alternative.  The police response proved that the state was amply 

concerned to repress the voices of the unemployed, however modest their uprisings.  New or 

expanded stone yards became the convenient response to these skirmishes.  Yet protests won 

relief that would have not been afforded otherwise.  The first protests in Toronto in 1891 won a 

special appropriation of $5,000 for street cleaning.  A similar $5,000 emergency grant, depleted 

in less than three days, was provided in February 1894.
 160

   Montreal protestors won not one but 

two special relief bills of $25,000 in the winter of 1895.  Charities redoubled their efforts in 

staving off the unrest and providing more outdoor relief than they would have if the unemployed 

had remained invisible.  Throughout the 1896 winter, Toronto’s Mayor Fleming provided two 

days employment a week to all those seeking relief.
 161

  Such compromises were among the first 

tangible victories of the unemployed in Canada.  Even if they were minor wins, they confirmed 
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the socialists’ argument that only in organization could precarious and poorly-paid labourers win 

better conditions in a liberal capitalist society. 

There was more than one way to be a rebel in the unemployment movements of Toronto 

and Montreal in the 1890s.  Leftists with a myriad of proposed solutions for the unemployed 

problem took aim at the consensual, coercive and corrupt ways the liberal capitalist order 

naturalized and exploited the penury of the workless.  Threats of anarchism coalesced with the 

mass lobbying, demonstrations and the study of economic conditions.  Unemployed meetings 

proved to be a forum for leftists and reformers to debate the merits of their policies, co-operate en 

masse, and jostle for the “hearts and minds” of the unemployed.  While this study failed to find 

evidence of actual anarchists participating in Toronto and Montreal, the idea of “anarchy” 

perhaps best explains the lack of leadership or central authority behind the demonstrations, the 

presence of the black flag, the rhetorical threat and rare use of “violent” occupation and riot and 

the often bewildered and surprised response of socialists to the spontaneous uprisings.
162

  By the 

beginning of the twentieth century, anarchy stopped being the watchword of all but the most 

reactionary capitalist pundits to the sporadic mobilizations of the unemployed and the 

evolutionary socialist ideas promulgated by William Darlington and Phillips Thompson combined 

with union-based tactics emerged as a persistent and organizing force in the politics of the 

unemployed.  The seeds of an organized left presence in Canada germinated as activists gathered 

around the common cause of fighting unemployment.  It was not city hall the unemployment 

movements threatened to tear down but liberalism itself.  In the wings stood ready a growing 

coalition of activists determined to think and act otherwise.
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Chapter 3 

Compassion or Complicity?: Progressive Liberalism and the 

Unemployed, 1880-1919 

But we have reached a stage in the history of our country when Liberalism – still 

retaining its distinctive attachment to the ideal of individual freedom rather than the 

dominance of the State – is called upon to solve new problems in the light of past 

experiences, and to justify its claim to discover in Liberal doctrines the key to the wider 

kingdom of opportunity toward which humanity is pressing.  To lift from the path of the 

sick, the unemployed, and the aged the shadows of privation and suffering, to widen the 

economic liberties of the toiler, and to bring to the door of the humblest the opportunities, 

so long denied, of access to the fuller joys of life – these must be combined, as the policy 

of advancing Liberalism, with the wider vision of the new era upon which the world is 

entering, in which stress will be laid upon moral as opposed to physical force as the 

determining factor in the work of civilization.
1
  

 

The liberalism defined by the Globe in 1916 marked a considerable departure from 

classical political economy or a producers’ liberalism.  How might we characterize these 

changes?  The years after 1880 “saw the rise of innumerable proposed solutions to the people’s 

problems.”  The “fragmentation” or dis-order within “popular political economy” went far 

beyond two warring camps of protectionists versus laissez-faire diehards: promoters of public 

works, Associated Charities, public labour bureaux, public health, state insurance, the single tax, 

co-operation, tax exemptions, free trade, tariffs, anti-monopolies, religious revivals, (secular) 

professional social work, charity, informal hiring halls, back-to-the-land policies and others all 

jockeyed for a space within a liberal hegemony.
2
  Political science moved beyond free market 

discussions or a producers’ ideology to explore, in the words of liberal mandarin Adam Shortt, 

“‘the material means for the development of civilization.’”
 3
  The state posed as the neutral 
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arbitrator of these competing liberalisms and the upholder of middle-class values of 

respectability, morality and compassion.  Rather than accept any particular panacea for society’s 

ills, the state encouraged multiple strategies with smiles, nods and minimal funding, so long as 

these reformers dedicated themselves to the growth and consolidation of capital.  Municipalities 

remained the purveyors of relief, although Ottawa began to view the unemployed as a problem of 

a population that needed to be surveyed, surveilled and separated out for discipline and 

reformation. 

The purpose of this chapter is to understand how progressive liberals understood the 

problem of unemployment; delineate how progressivism altered, qualified and extended pre-

existing liberal hegemonic repertoires; and present the ways contemporary socialists and the 

unemployed assessed and critiqued these transformations.  To do so it is necessary to understand 

how the rise of corporate capitalism changed the temper of liberal thought.  Secondly, the 

continuation and intensification of the tactics of coercion and exclusion will be acknowledged.  

Understanding federal-provincial interventions on the issue of unemployment from the Royal 

Commission on Labor and Capital (1889) to census and Labour Gazette fact-finding missions to 

Ontario’s Commission on Unemployment (1916) will show how unemployment became a 

problem of population and governmentality.  Since urban reform was a pet project of progressive 

liberals, an analysis of the ways “mini-Bonapartes” attempted to win the unemployed over to 

their reforms in Toronto and Montreal in the 1890s will expose the declining appeal of producer 

palliatives and the importance of municipalization to the politicized unemployed.  While not all 

of the dizzying array of progressive liberal solutions to unemployment can be addressed, the rise 

of consolidated or Associated Charities, debates around public and private employment bureaux, 

back-to-the-land proposals, and finally, the promise that enlistment and internment would 
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mitigate depression will be investigated.  Efforts to enhance government intervention in the 

marketplace to assist in the “progressive” monopolization of capital contributed to an acceptance 

of unemployment as a social problem.  However, rather than leading to greater relief or sympathy 

for the workless, the pursuit of efficiency that accompanied the rise of corporate capitalism 

resulted in new techniques to target, reform and segregate deficient individuals.  

3.1 Progressive Liberalism 

Progressive liberalism was a reaction to the rise of what historians have called corporate or 

monopoly capitalism.  Emerging from the long depression in the late nineteenth century, Canada 

experienced rapid economic progress.  Capitalism changed from a system at a proprietary-

competitive, small-producer stage to one increasingly dominated by large consolidated firms and 

corporate monopolies.  In Canada, 200 corporate consolidations between 1900 and 1920 absorbed 

up to 440 firms.
4
  As Martin Sklar has argued, progressive or “corporate liberalism” sought “to 

affirm administered markets and the growth of regulatory government” by appealing to an 

“evolutionary positivist” consensus that existed across classes and had adherents from across the 

political spectrum.
5
  In ascribing administrative power to government, progressive/corporate 

liberalism moved beyond the earlier producers’ liberalism in its efforts to control the effects of 
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the free market.
6
  Yet as Sklar insists, the state remained subordinate to the market.  Progressive 

liberalism continued to affirm “support for individual enterprise.”
7
  Still, the trans-Atlantic 

“quarrel with laissez-faire” brought “social politics’ to the fore, carried with it unprecedented 

government intervention into the market and should be seen as much as a reply to the rise of 

labour unions and socialism as it was the corporatization of capital.
8
  Many budding Canadian 

socialists, like Phillips Thompson and Colin McKay, moved from lamenting the consolidation of 

capital to a Spencerian belief that the greater concentration of capital was hastening the 

socialization of wealth.
9
  Fabian W. Frank Hatheway, citing the growing monopolies in the 

Maritimes, insisted, as did much of the left in the period, that the “ true check for these evils” was 

a “graduated system of taxation” and “civic ownership” over all works of “general public use.”
10

  

What did this shift in liberal politics actually signify for the politics of the unemployed?  

According to Daniel T. Rodgers the concern of Atlantic progressives “was not to patch and mend 

the lives of the poor: it was the struggle to find effective means to keep those who were not 

abjectly poor, who still possessed work and wages, from being precipitated into poverty’s 

abyss.”
11

  So while progressives sought state intervention to “limit the socially self-destructive 

effect of morally unhindered capitalism,” they did so not to assist the poor themselves (whom 
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progressives saw as occupying “virtually another country”) but to appease a larger, more 

politically cogent working class and ensure the efficiency of the labour market for capital.
12

  If 

capital was being consolidated, so too should measures pertaining to the poor.  Thus, progressive 

liberals’ pet-projects included (amongst others): assessing who could still be saved by embarking 

on the collection of unemployment statistics and reports; challenging the unemployed’s 

commitment to an ethics of work through the application of the “work test”; ending “outdoor 

relief” and indiscriminate charity and consolidating charitable work; developing public labour 

bureaux and regulating private employment “sharks” to identify and allocate an efficient pool of 

labour for capital; and encouraging back-to-the-land initiatives.  

The “progressive” nature of liberalism between 1880-1919 constituted a long “passive 

revolution” in which liberalism’s adherents, fearing the social upheavals attendant to 

corporatization and modernity, prudently accessed the radical pantry to add new flavours to 

classical political economy.  Progressive liberalism held out the promise that instilling and 

operationalizing the liberal troika of property, individual freedom and social equality, could be 

accomplished with “generosity, tolerance and compassion.”
13

  But such compassion was also a 

process of “othering” that diminished poor people’s agency.  Empathetic liberalism, even 

between 1880-1919, tempered as it was by discussions of the deserving/undeserving, tended to 

focus on the transformation of individuals, not society as a whole.  

Mackenzie King’s Industry and Humanity (1918) is illustrative of the promise of 

progressive liberalism and monopoly capitalism.  It is no surprise that the “fear of 
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unemployment” framed large portions of his analysis.
14

  For King, the problem of unemployment 

was moral, economic, and “partly political as well.”  King’s analysis contends that both the 

individual and the social order are responsible for, and that both are endangered by, 

unemployment; however, the state should intervene not to aid the indigent but to protect 

“progress” and itself: “Where idleness is the fault of the social order, rather than of the individual 

concerned, it places the onus on the State to safeguard its own assets, not more in the interest of 

the individual than in the interest of social well-being.”  If under capitalism there always exists a 

surplus population, it is also true, according to King, that it is the “intemperate man, the illiterate 

man, the penniless man” with obvious character flaws who is “the first to go to the wall under the 

pressure of unemployment . . .”  Thus, the responsibility of liberal society is not to provide for the 

unemployed “by charges of one kind or another upon the strong,” but to embark on “preventative 

and constructive measures” aimed to train the unemployed to be indispensable working-class 

citizens through the “develop[ment of] thrift, intelligence, and integrity.”
15

  

If progressive liberals like King placed more weight on social equality and government 

intervention than did their laissez-faire forebears, such ideals and measures were still 

subordinated to economic inequality and the individual “cure.”  In fact, what marked progressive 

liberals out from their predecessors was an enhanced appetite not for empathy but for efficiency, 

not for morals but for science.  Unemployment became a sign of disease, not of moral 

weakness.
16

  The state was given new responsibilities to define the problem of “unemployment,” 

measure its extent and discover its cure and yet, even with all the talk about unemployment as a 

particularly societal problem, the medicine was primarily prescribed to the workless individual. 
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Nevertheless, progressive liberalism was a considerable advancement upon and departure 

from classical political economy inasmuch as it incorporated leftist critiques and responded to 

unemployment protest with a calculated acknowledgement that poverty was not solely an 

individual failing.
17

  By focusing on the responsibility of the community to its unemployed as a 

“rights-bearing entity with needs and purposes of its own,” the most radical of the progressive 

liberals flirted with the socialist vision that a “new socially anchored morality, combined with the 

growing ability of societies to provide material comfort for all, contrived to remove poverty from 

its old status as a necessary, to that of a surmountable, evil.”
18

 

Yet the evil proved pernicious.  During much of the 1890s Canada was recovering from the 

long depression.  Canada experienced an economic boom between 1900-1904, leading Prime 

Minister Wilfrid Laurier to proclaim that the twentieth century would belong to Canada.  

Economic downturns in 1907-1909 and 1912-1915 threatened Canada’s still fragile industrial 

economy.  In 1910, Mackenzie King cautioned Canadians against neglecting their own poor.
19

  

The 1912-1915 depression threw thousands of people out of work.  Consumer demands for 

lumber plummeted and the railway sector buckled under massive debt, forcing over 50,000 

workers to fend for themselves.  Rural workers flocked to urban centers desperate for 

employment.  Cities tightened their belts and the building industry collapsed.  In 1914, a severe 

drought exacerbated the fight for subsistence, as acres of wheat shriveled in the heat.  As 

historians have noted, the end of the depression came with wartime production; soldiers left the 

labour market and the Imperial Munitions Board employed over 250,000.  However, by May 
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1915 the Labour Gazette estimated that there remained over 75,650 unemployed across Canada.
20

  

Before the war could inflate capital, Canadian depressions became the impetus behind a whole 

range of liberal reforms that gently attempted to guide the economy’s “invisible hand.” 

3.2 Municipal Repertoires of Coercion and Exclusion 

Relief remained the responsibility of the municipality during the Progressive Era.  The 

liberal press and urban politicians cajoled the provincial and federal governments for help, but, 

aside for minor public works, government officials continued to cite the BNA Act when they 

declared relief to be a municipal responsibility.
21

  The consensual efforts of urban reformers in 

the 1890s in Toronto and Montreal will be discussed below, but it should be stressed that for 

political, moral and economic reasons, municipalities leaned heavily on exclusion and coercion.  

Only through the agitations of the unemployed did most cities find any reasons to compromise. 

The municipality was on the front lines of liberal efforts to reform the individual through 

forms of work coercion.  Although Toronto was the only major city with a House of Industry, the 

stone yard and/or the wood lot became a ubiquitous presence in cities across Canada as a means 

to instill a work ethic and discourage dependency.  The work test proved politically popular in a 

culture that extolled the values of work and, although it cost more to maintain a stone yard then 

provide outdoor relief, promoters promised taxpayers it deterred the unemployed from being a 

burden on municipal coffers.  The stone yard was a means to prove the unemployed’s 

“deservedness through labour” regardless of the need for broken stone or firewood.
22

  To the 

stone yard and wood lot we should add that snow shoveling, an equally degrading, albeit more 

necessary occupation, was a common test to prove one’s worth.  When the unemployed refused 

the work test or in other ways drew the attention of the law, vagrancy charges and the punishment 
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of gaol or industrial farms provided further disincentives to dependency – even if, ironically, 

incarceration incarnated a reliance on state aid.
23

  

Similarly, because the unemployed flocked to urban centres over the winter, municipal 

officials attempted to exclude anyone but married residents from relief rolls.  The single 

unemployed were encouraged to take rural jobs and were often excluded from public works 

projects.  Signs on the city’s outskirts warned the unemployed not to enter, as did advertisements 

taken out in outlying community papers.
24

  These exclusionary tactics exposed municipalities to 

criticisms that they were unsympathetic.  To deflect blame, they impugned individual character 

flaws for unemployment.  The efforts of the higher authorities mirrored such attitudes. 

3.3 The Half-Hearted Governmentality of the State 

The Royal Commission on the Relations of Labour and Capital (1889) should be placed in 

the context of the erosion of the producers’ ideology, the rise of monopoly capitalism and the 

need for the liberal order to respond to the new economic realities with new practices of 

governmentality.  The left, in turn, began to critique the liberal state’s aim of national unity and 

its assertion that it was neutral arbitrator of labour-capitalist relations.  As Stephen J. Cole’s 

analysis of the commission suggests, the commission was not just an attempt by Macdonald to 

“salvage the working-class vote for the Conservative party,” but was an endeavour by the state to 

operate “‘hegemonically’ in an effort to secure consent to inegalitarian social and political 

relations through a public sphere steeped in notions of morality, respectability and expertise.”
25

  

The commission appealed not to paternalism and the rhetoric of a shared producers’ class but 
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instead acknowledged class divisions that only the state could arbitrate.  A “liberal utopianism” 

was at play in which witnesses were called upon “to deposit their class prejudices and interests at 

the door and objectively discuss Canada’s industrial transformation.”
26

  

Numerous labour leaders refused to participate in a hegemonic commission that was about 

naturalizing such “values and understandings as respectability, morality, worth and expertise.”
27

  

The commission excluded and/or marginalized the voices of the unskilled and workless.  The 

appearance of “massag[ing] social tensions” was more important than actually working out the 

knots.
28

  The “progressive” state now had an even larger role as a carrier of middle-class values 

and as neutral arbitrator of class conflict than it had when it contented itself with the building of 

railroads and the erection of tariffs.  New liberalism’s compromises with an increasingly class-

conscious working class required it to increase its “minimum” interventions in the market place. 

The 1891 census, responding to the requests of the Trades and Labor Congress of Canada 

(TLCC), was the first to ask all adults, “were you unemployed” in the week prior to the taking of 

the census.
29

  The 1901 census asked a slightly more useful question: how many months in the 

last year were you employed?  The responses were tabulated as "months at occupation" in Census 

and Statistics Bulletin I: Wage Earners and Occupations (Ottawa, 1907).  The Department of 

Labour’s creation of the Labour Gazette in 1900, also at the request of labour, expanded this fact-

finding mission.  Drawing on the British Poor Law Commission, the Labour Gazette classed 

unemployables according to their health, age and mental abilities: Class A included the physically 

and mentally unfit for manual labour; Class B were those deemed unsuitable by employers; Class 
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C were the able bodied who had become “irregular or obsolete” through lack of initiative; and 

Class D were the aged.
30

  Despite these classifications, the Labour Department had no capacity to 

judge to which class the unemployed individual belonged. 

In an “effort to keep the job market well supplied,” from 1903 the Labour Gazette hired 

correspondents, including socialist Phillips Thompson.  They reported whether employment 

groups were “dull,” “active,” “very busy,” and occasionally described unemployment protests and 

specific municipal relief policies.
31

  While historians of social assistance have lamented Ottawa’s 

failure to provide quantitative data regarding unemployment prior to Unemployment Insurance 

(1940), the reports of local correspondents, although inconsistent, provided important qualitative, 

regionally specific assessments of unemployment.  When, in 1916, the Labour Gazette dropped 

its correspondents to accommodate a growing trend towards aggregate statistics, information on 

the particularities of regional unemployment and protest was consigned to the dustbin. 

Ultimately the Department of Labour showed far more interest in recording price changes 

in this period than it did in documenting either the numbers of unemployed or the extent of their 

destitution.
32

  Acknowledging the need, however, and no doubt in reaction to the unemployment 

unrest that racked Canada during the 1913-1915 depression, the  Labour Gazette began in 1916 

soliciting data from the trade unions about the extent of unemployment in their ranks.
33

  Udo 

Sautter argues that an increase in documenting unemployment during and immediately after the 
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Great War suggests “that it was not really social concern in a welfare sense that led to these steps, 

but that the government was motivated by a concern for efficiency and social control.”
34

 

Interestingly, mainstream moral anxiety around working-class women and prostitution 

during the 1912-1915 depression prompted the state to expand its fact-gathering to the 

understudied area of female unemployment.  While unprecedented, liberal discussions tended to 

solidify existing inequalities and to provoke panic about the dangers unemployment posed for 

women’s virtues.  The Ontario`s Commission on Unemployment, OCU (1916) argued that 

women’s unemployment would make them poor wives and mothers yet provided no solution to 

their plight other than to proffer the poor-paying jobs of live-in domestics.
35

  From 1913 until 

1916, the Labour Gazette added female correspondents.  Their reports provide a rare glimpse into 

the conditions of women workers, yet the female correspondents frequently reified sexist 

discourse on women’s paid labour and their unemployment.  Others critically assessed women’s 

workforce participation and noted that during times of depression, more married women were 

found seeking work.
36

 

Yet more often the reports were glib and paternalistic.  Miss Harriet J. Williams reported 

that the only persistently unemployed women in Winnipeg in 1913 were the “unskilled or 

incompetent.”  Mrs. Rose Carson insisted that most women in Vancouver viewed wage-earning 

as “makeshift,” cared only about the “immediate returns” and “begrudge[d]” their occupations 

unless they were deemed to be helpful to later married life.
37

  When the Winnipeg Local Council 

of Women discussed reports of unemployment in the city, they resolved that the rumours were 
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unfounded and that there was a continued demand for domestics.
38

  As wealthy Winnipeggers 

took advantage of the situation to lower domestics’ wages, the council failed to provide a 

qualitative assessment of the stigma and demeaning nature of cleaning the homes of the rich.  

Still, by allowing women correspondents to be the authorities on female unemployment and 

giving some space to middle-class women reformers, the progressive liberal order was reckoning 

with the concerns of women outside of the home.  

If the 1889 Royal Commission on the Relations of Labour and Capital marked the 

beginnings of the state’s entrance into knowledge acquisition of the problems of poverty, the 

1916 Report of the Ontario Commission on Unemployment is a useful measure of how little 

distance liberal thought had travelled in understanding inequality.  OCU made the first attempt to 

provide an unemployment rate in Canada.  Soliciting data from employers and comparing it with 

the 1911 census data, it suggested that at the height of the pre-war depression Ontario’s 

manufacturing industries had experienced a 14 percent unemployment rate.
39

  

But statistics were only a minor preoccupation of OCU.  OCU began with the radical 

statement that “personal causes of unemployment have received, heretofore, a disproportionate 

amount of attention.”
40

  In a progressive spirit, the commissioners suggested that “if the state 

wishes to secure the fullest loyalty and efficiency of its citizens, must it not assume a larger 

measure of leadership than in the past?”  They suggested that society had to “be organized on a 

less selfish and individualistic basis.”
41

  State cooperation and intervention were necessary to 

classify the unemployed, open up “necessary public works,” and collect statistics to anticipate 
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financial crises.
42

  To achieve a “better social order,” one required “better citizens.”
43

  Here was 

the classic liberal rub; while the commissioners acknowledged unemployment as a “problem of 

industry,” all of their recommendations were about strengthening state and private institutions 

and practices to reform individuals and/or to identify those who were “voluntarily unemployed.”  

OCU pulled out the futility and perversity theses: “In spite of preventive measures, there 

will at all times be some unemployment” and charity continued to “pauperize.”  “The habitual 

loafer,” “the nomad of the highway,” “the pauper,” the “vagrant” were “parasites” in need of 

compulsory stays at industrial farms.  Together, they constituted a “corrupting leaven” that if not 

separated from the unwilling idle, acted as a “contagion.”  Similarly, vagrants needed to be 

separated from the “criminal class” as they “require different methods of treatment;” the vagrant, 

after all, “often welcomes custody as a way in from the cold.”
44

  Alcohol was deemed equally 

pernicious.  OCU blamed the “fringe of the unemployed” for labour’s quest for fair remuneration 

and regular employment and equated unemployment with disease, mirroring the Progressive 

Era’s preoccupation with social eugenics.
45

  Socialist F. J. Dixon promised that “Single Taxers, 

Socialists, Anarchists, and others” would challenge OCU’s findings that unemployment would 

persist even with preventative measures.  Dixon found OCU dealt too much with “palliatives” 

and failed to delve deeply into transformative improvements like land and tax reforms.
46

 

While Australia, New Zealand and Britain inaugurated systems of contributory unemployment 

insurance and old age pensions, Canadian officials debated the merits of permanent state intervention, 

but preferred the cheaper palliatives and the moral weight of labour bureaux and back-to-the-land 

movements.  When OCU recommended UI it had a particularly Canadian tinge.  It sought insurance 
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only for those who “are subject to irregular employment owing the seasons.” 
47

  Canadian socialists 

pressured Ottawa to inaugurate UI but they criticized the British model as one that unfairly taxed 

workers’ wages as opposed to exacting a levy on company profits.
48

  When a federal bill called for a 

committee to look into old age pensions in 1912, Conservative Finance Minister Thomas White 

questioned whether there was enough unemployment in Canada to warrant such “advanced 

legislation.”
49

  

Stymied at every turn, liberal reformers were no doubt frustrated that their pet projects faced 

indifference from both the elite and the working class.  In 1908 Ottawa passed the Annuities Act, 

which served as a savings plan for wage earners.  By 1910 few workers had signed on, and S.T. 

Bastedo the Superintendent of the Annuities, warned of the need for “personal thrift” if workers did not 

want to die “in almshouses because they never recognized the necessity for saving.”
50

  If the federal 

state failed to finance its progressive reforms, it is not hard to understand why the poor themselves 

were equally unwilling, and largely unable, to protect themselves from economic depressions.  

Progressive liberal media, on occasion, acknowledged this inequality not of wealth but of 

responsibility:  “And society has no right to charge workmen with improvidence when society itself is 

improvident,” stated the Toronto Star in 1914.  “The individual workman can save very little . . . we 

ought to have unemployment insurance in this country” as “industry can save a great deal.”
51

  But 

social costs, even in an age of progressive liberalism, were never shared equally. 

3.4  “Catspaws” and “Mini-Bonapartes:” The Unemployed and Urban Reformers 

Urban reform was one aspect of the “progressive tradition in Canada.”  Ending civic 

corruption, extending the franchise, morally reforming the sinful to accept “church-going middle 
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class” mores, housing improvement projects, debating the merits of the “corporate question” 

(public versus private investment and ownership in the creation of municipal utilities), instilling a  

“bureaucratic method” to bring economy and efficiency to city governance were all mainstays of 

the urban reform movement; however, it would be wise to follow Michel Gauvin in 

understanding that the reform movement was neither “cohesive” nor continuous during this 

period.
 52

  Historians have suggested that liberal reformers were driven not just by the abstract 

aim of efficiency but also by “anxious concerns about rising crime rates and declining moral 

habits among the urban lumpenproletariat.”
53

  These anxieties in the “boodle era” did not prompt 

a turn to socialist values but rather bestowed legitimacy on the idea that the state, especially 

municipal governments, should operate as the business of the people by providing public utilities, 

ending corruption, and ensuring that the state operate like any sound commercial venture.
54

 

At times the aims of the progressive liberals appeared downright contradictory – reformers 

were often guilty of corruption while concomitantly denouncing fraud.  For some of the working 

class, ending patronage and nepotism threatened their jobs as city labourers while others were 

likely encouraged that they now had a chance at coveted positions within the municipal 

corporation.
55

  With charities no longer able to maintain the poor, urban reformers like Toronto’s 

Mayor William Howland made poverty and unemployment issues of municipal politics.
56

  A 

handful of urban reformers and politicians acted as mini-Bonapartes in Toronto and Montreal at 

the fin de siècle to bind their improvement schemes to the unrest of the unemployed.  Like John 
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A. Macdonald, these wealthy and quixotic figures were criticized by the press and their political 

competition for their “political scheming” and for riling up the masses for their own personal self-

aggrandizement.  When the black flag was first paraded down the streets of Toronto in the winter 

of 1891, the Evening News and the Empire labeled the marches a liberal “political scheme.”  It 

was, they claimed, Alderman John Hallam and his associates at a West End saloon who had 

rounded up the “Grit hangers on, tramps, bums, roughs and men ready to do anything else but 

honest labor” to attack the National Policy.
57

  While urban reformers and municipal politicians 

sought to “make the city healthy, moral and equitable,” they often only paid lip-service to reform 

and their efforts were “sporadic and self-interested.”
58

 

No one better exemplifies the self-interested liberal reformer in Toronto than the 

understudied Ernest Albert Macdonald.
59

  A developer, Macdonald, dubbed the “Baron of 

Chester” by the local press, capitalized on the economic boom in Toronto in the 1880s and built 

up the Chester and Riverdale districts, paving streets, installing sewers, building expensive 

houses and even erecting the Chester Presbyterian Church because “no intelligent citizen would 

care to establish a home in a community where no church was readily accessible.”
60

  When the 

1890s depression hit and the real estate market collapsed, much of Macdonald’s fortune 

disappeared.
61

  In January 1891, despite the “half-hearted endorsement” of labour prompted by 
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his support of a municipally-owned street railway, Macdonald lost the mayoral race.
62

  

Macdonald ran several more times for mayor before winning the post in 1900.  Failing re-election 

a year later, Macdonald fell into a depression and died in 1902 after a painful battle with syphilis. 

During the 1890s, Macdonald had his hand in many pies, from corruption scandals to 

promoter of a Canadian-U.S. merger, but it was as spokesperson for the Georgian Bay Ship Canal 

and Power Aqueduct Company (GBSCPAC) that Macdonald attempted to mobilize the 

unemployed for his massive urban reform scheme.63  In mid-February 1894, E.A. Macdonald 

took the stage with Mayor Kennedy and socialist Rev. C.H. Shortt to speak to the unemployed 

about his plan to build a multi-million dollar aqueduct and canal from Georgian Bay via Lake 

Simcoe to Toronto.64  The next day, Macdonald succeeded in passing a resolution at an 

unemployment meeting endorsing his aqueduct scheme.65  At an estimated cost of $345 million, 

the project, Macdonald insisted, would be a boon to the unemployed and bring clean water and 

energy to the city.66  In January 1896 English engineer James Mansergh reported to city council 
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that GBSCPAC’s scheme was “visionary and impractical.”67  Despite the Mansergh report, 

Macdonald influenced city officials to prepare a draft agreement for the GBSCPAC.  For scholar 

J.E. Middleton, Macdonald’s ability to impress city council with his “visions in which vessels 

were sailing down the Humber, and artificial waterfalls were supplying an infinity of electricity,” 

was a product of his “steady confidence,” “unfailing ardor,” and his “genius” as a “promoter.”  

Still, while the city entered into an agreement with the GBSCPAC, they did not “endorse or 

approve” of the canal’s construction and refused to be held financially accountable for it.68 

Despite early approval from the unemployed, Macdonald was only moderately successful 

in winning the workless over to his scheme.  Tiring of Macdonald’s proposal in less than two 

weeks, they booed Macdonald off stage and ruled his proposal out of order.  Socialist Phillips 

Thompson called instead for the end of the “competitive commercial system.”  When Macdonald 

along with his “friends” hijacked the meeting, over three-quarters of the audience voted he sit 

down.  The chair called the police and Macdonald’s posse responded by singing “We Won’t Go 

Home Till Morning.”  The next day 300 unemployed gathered at St. Lawrence Hall and 

denounced Macdonald for spoiling their radical gathering with his impractical proposal.69  In the 

1895 and 1896 civic elections, E.A. Macdonald along with liberal reformer, temperance advocate 

and mayoral candidate Robert John Fleming held meetings to appeal directly to unemployed 

voters.  Several left-leaning leaders of the unemployed, including Isaac Mills and Fred Atwood, 

blaming incumbent Mayor Kennedy’s “cowardly” dealings with the unemployed, came out and 

endorsed Mayor Fleming as well as Macdonald’s aqueduct scheme in the 1895 elections.  

Kennedy was re-elected.  Fleming and Macdonald once again targeted the unemployed during the 
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1896 election.  At a meeting of the unemployed, resolutions called upon the city to “offer every 

reasonable encouragement to those who propose to spend private capital in the employment of 

idle labor.”  While the promise of private capital won over the crowd, there were a few dissenters.  

J. Alfred Livingston was flabbergasted that the unemployed would accept the saving “guardians 

of Wall street speculators” without even knowing the terms of employment.70  R. Dunlop opposed 

all “private capital” and was for “direct socialism.”71 

Fleming, a true Horatio Alger character from humble beginnings in a poor Irish family in 

Cabbagetown who gained wealth as a real estate developer, won the 1896 election by positioning 

himself as champion of the unemployed and all underdogs.72  Saturday Night insisted that it was 

“the hungry” who “crowned Fleming” as their “Louis Bonaparte and their Moses.”73  The 

aqueduct scheme failed to come to fruition and Mayor Fleming had difficulty making good on his 

promises.  Fleming did fight for a minimum wage for public workers, and as a true liberal 

reformer, created the city’s board of control, but during his time in office, the unemployed 

regularly besieged city hall demanding work.  He had little to offer them.74 

Unemployment in Montreal was also the site of reformers’ zeal in the winter of 1894-95.  

However in Montreal’s case it was Raymond Préfontaine’s “ward heeler” clique that combined 

“utility politics, French-Canadianism” and “populism” to garner support from the poorer “east 

end.”  By the time the Préfontaine posse, including former Mayor James McShane, lost control of 

their majority on council in 1894 they had racked up a $25 million debt, created a complicated 

system of patronage on utility contracts and maintained a ward system that, in populist fashion, 
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curried favour with the poor Irish and French-Canadian wards.  Préfontaine exemplifies the 

difficulties of pinning down who is and who is not a reformer in this period; one interpretation 

casts him as the enemy of liberal reformers due to his engagement in patronage and corruption 

while another narrative could emphasize his efforts to create strong public utilities and better 

roads.  The new council, led by wealthy ultramontane Mayor Villeneuve, took the former view 

and promised revisions to the ward system in order to secure the dominant business interests of 

the city.  The Préfontaine supporters mobilized the unemployed to rail against these promised 

reforms.  In adjudicating the efforts of Villeneuve and council, Montreal’s liberal reformers 

become, not protectors of democracy or the needs of the impoverished, but guardians of business 

and local taxpayers.  Some complained that graft and corruption amongst “lower middle-class 

politicians” had denied them their rights.75 

On 20 June 1894, 2,000 unemployed gathered near St. James Market to hear the “fervid 

addresses” of L.A.W. Proulx and others.  Proulx insisted, despite past association, he was not 

motivated by the Préfontaine clique of city officials, but acted as a real estate owner wanting the 

city to relax its borrowing policies.  Proulx bashed Italian labourers as a cause of the distress.
76

  

The following December the leadership of the unemployed was challenged by Knights of Labor 

and Montreal Central Trades and Labour Council (MCTLC) activists.  But wedged between 

Knights of Labor activists like William Darlington and pro-business Proulx, emerged R. Ouimet, 

a stevedore in the summer and unemployed agitator in the winter who was also tightly aligned 

with McShane and Préfontaine.  The Montreal Gazette called both Ouimet and Proulx, 

“McShane’s Henchmen.”  Ouimet urged caution and believed it “a most absurd thing to create a 
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disturbance, as success depended upon the good will and sympathy of the public.”
77

  Some 5,000 

unemployed protested outside city hall in mid-January.  Delegates for the unemployed and 

McShane’s cronies attacked Mayor Villeneuve for killing a Quebec bill that would have allowed 

Montreal to extend its credit to begin relief work.  The Montreal Gazette reported that McShane 

“could be seen looking at the crowd with an approving eye.  And, no doubt, with a yearning 

desire to step into their midst and pronounce himself their friend, and to declare that if he were 

mayor – the rest is known.”  But socialist Darlington would not take sides –$11,000,000 had been 

added to the city debt in the past few years, he reported, but had any of that money been used to 

aid the unemployed?
78

  Darlington denounced the corruption of the “ward heelers” and the paltry 

promises of the liberal reformers.
79

 

The Gazette dusted off the producers’ ideology and pointed out that Mayor Villeneuve was 

“a part proprietor of some of the largest labor-employing establishments in the city” and he would 

be the last person “to injure the city’s prosperity, for such would injure his personal interests.”
80

  

Mayor Villeneuve’s reactions to the demonstrations – he had organized a relief fund with 

donations from leading citizens and capitalists – were befitting his “magnanimous” stature.
81

  

After Ald. Wilson Smith proposed opening up $25,000 to $30,000 for road work, Ald. Hurteau, a 

member of the McShane clique, bristled with objections and the proposal was shelved only to be 

approved shortly afterwards.  Hurteau, maintained the anti-Shane Montreal Star, could not turn 

the proposal into political “capital” as it would serve to alleviate “the very distress which creates 

a demand for his oratory.”
82
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As city councilors wrangled over relief funds, the MCTLC and the socialist-led 

unemployed had to contend with the rival unemployment organization of Ouimet, the “liberal 

catspaw.”  The split between Ouimet and the MCTLC became more pronounced after Ouimet set 

up a free soup kitchen in early February.
83

  On 28 February, Ouimet held his own meeting of 

some 200 unemployed at Sohmer Park.  Prendergast of the MCTLC attacked Ouimet for inciting 

“riot” while Ouimet insisted that his soup kitchen was of greater service to the unemployed than 

any labour bureau.
84

  Ouimet tried to hold his own against the catcalls in the crowd and was 

disappointed that no councilor in the Préfontaine clique responded to his requests to speak.  In the 

end, the local press maligned the machinations of Ouimet and his efforts failed to hold the interest 

of the unemployed.  Instead, the leftist ideas of Darlington and radicals within the MCTLC began 

to become influential amongst them.
85

 

Unemployed meetings proved to be a forum for leftists and reformers to debate the merits 

of their policies, co-operate, and jostle for the hearts and minds of the unemployed.  While some 

were willing to back Liberals such as Toronto’s Mayor Fleming or Montreal’s McShane, they 

also learned of the limitations of such figures.  Paul Rutherford’s insights into the urban reform 

movement are particularly à propos when understanding the roles liberal reformers played within 

the unemployment movements in Toronto and Montreal in the 1890s.  In their attempts to 

“impose order on the chaos of city life,” reformers were often “ill-equipped to deal with the 

multiplicity of new problems.”  “Ward-heelers and partymen” and those “more concerned with 

private gain, local interests, and politics than with the city’s welfare,” let alone the welfare of the 

unemployed, could easily be swayed by “the profits of municipal corruption” and let their moral 

objectives take the back seat.86  Mini-Bonapartes like E.A. Macdonald and R. Ouimet exploited 

some of the most marginal citizens for private gain.  That such reformers made liberal “catspaws” 
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out of the rabble of unemployed indicates both the weakness of the left in Canada in the 1890s 

and the ways in which the promises of jobs or soup turned the unemployed into low-hanging fruit 

for municipal politicians.  Paternalism and a producers’ ideology always appeared prepared for a 

revival.  However, a more heterogeneous and ethnically diverse unemployed, and a stronger left, 

meant that unemployed protests in the twentieth century rarely contended with liberals posturing 

as their leaders.87  Instead, liberal civic administrations adopted Boards of Control and electoral 

reform as a means of shaping civic debate within the interests of capital and the middle class.  As 

a political force, the unemployed proved to be a greater asset to the left than to those championing 

the liberal order.  

3.5 Doctors of Charity: The Individual Prescription and its Side Effects 

Maintaining and encouraging private or semi-private charity was at once a means for 

progressive liberalism to position itself as a compassionate ideology that cared about social 

equality and a device for sowing disorder regarding state responsibility, diffusing relief and 

harnessing sympathy amongst the private citizenry.  Charity proved to be good public relations 

ploy for capitalists.  Irish Canadian labour advocate John McCormick, in his popular 1880 tract, 

The Conditions of Labour and Modern Civilization, pointed out that while “rich men” turned to 

alms-giving to “buy their way to the mansions of the just in heaven,” religion and the afterlife 

were not the sole motivation in their provision of “a few geese and turkeys” to their victims 

“about Christmas or any other time.”  Not all charitable acts were so self-serving; many who 

opened their wallets and purses did so because they were unsettled by urbanization, 

industrialization, the breakdown of community and religiosity, an influx of the immigrant 

“other,” or acted simply out of a kind humanitarian impulse.  Still, as McCormick argued, 

charitable, wealthy church goers were quick to dismiss aid to all those they “branded as being 
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lazy, drunken, profligate and worthless vagabonds.” 88  Conversely, for the poor themselves 

giving could be an act of commiseration and class solidarity.  That a liberal capitalist order was 

able to contain all of these influences and motivations suggests just how much alms-giving was a 

necessary part of the uneven functioning of a modern Canada.  

That said, as Gareth Stedman Jones revealed in his analysis of the charitable reforms of 

Londoners in the 1880s, many liberal reformers of this era had had enough of indiscriminate 

giving and the disorder and corruption that ensued from having a multitude of public/private 

charities catering to the needs of the most destitute.
89

  If capital could consolidate, so too should 

eleemosynary services.  Charity became a negative epithet in the Progressive Era unless qualified 

by the word “scientific.”  Many elites uneasy with the demonstrations by the unemployed in the 

1890s dusted off the perversity thesis and contended that charity created dependency.  “Loud, 

house-top charities” like the newspaper funds would only stimulate “the growth of pauperism and 

imposture” by failing to distinguish between deserving and undeserving poor, asserted Saturday 

Night in 1894.  Demanding relief/charity was in itself a sign that one was undeserving: “The 

really deserving poor are those who shrink in the back alleys and shiver in their unwarmed 

homes.  It is only the brazen or the absolutely famished who can be induced to take part in any 

such exhibitions.”
 
  The paper was especially incensed that anti-poverty protest taught the poor 

“to believe that mendicancy is proper and praiseworthy if done by crowds of hundreds instead of 

individually.”
90

  Similarly, the Globe was wary of the philanthropists “who will interfere with the 

evolutionary process of humanity,” failing to realize “that in slack times the least fitted in 

intelligence to survive are inevitably laid off.”
91

  As “Ethicus” understood it, “rivalry,” amongst 
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“different charitable and philanthropic societies,” “invites [undue] reliance on such relief.”
92

  

Even municipal relief wasted lives that ought to be spent “wrestling with nature” on back-to-the-

land projects, insisted the Globe.
 93

  Such value-laden observations coalesced into the pervasive 

claim that defective and ill-funded organizations and a myriad of competing charities constituted 

easy prey for the undeserving mendicant.  Only the oversight of philanthropic endeavours could 

eradicate cap-in-hand street begging, rein in religious charities with “insufficient resources” or 

“defective organization,” and stop those who took advantage of public generosity.
94

  

The leading voices and ground troops of such progressive reform were politicized middle- 

to upper-class women, religious leaders and political reformers.
95

  It was women who envisioned 

professional social work, sought the consolidation of relief and made house calls or “friendly 

visits” to surveil relief recipients and provide positive moral influence.  They were backed up by 

no less a liberal guru than Goldwin Smith, whose foray into philanthropy was driven by a 

profound unease with growing inequality in Canada.  From the 1880s on, Smith “guided Christian 

charity away from spontaneity and toward the weeding out of the deserving from the undeserving 

poor.”
96

  Inspired by developments in London, England, where the Charities Organization Society 

consolidated charities, surveilled recipients, and made mandatory the work test, Smith brought 

together members from the Toronto House of Industry (THI), the Ladies Relief Society, the 

Woman’s Christian Association, and other benevolent organizations to form the Associated 

Charities in 1880 after the discovery that Toronto had more people on relief per capita than the 

capital of the Empire.
97

  Insistent that “moral deficiencies” and “indiscriminate charity” served 

only to increase pauperism, the Associated Charities promised to rationalize relief to avoid 
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overlap and redundancy and enforce a work test to determine eligibility.
98

  Unfortunately for the 

Associated Charities, its efforts were obstructed by the THI’s “sheer inertia,” similar reluctance to 

transform relief by civic officials, “sectarian suspicions,” “lack of bureaucratic organization,” and 

the “irresponsibility of colonial wealth.”
99

  In 1881, the Associated Charities requested a stone 

yard from the city to weed out the deserving from the undeserving; the city refused and Smith 

doled out $500 from his own pocket to make the stone yard a reality.  Between 1882-1886 the 

Associated Charities ran a stone yard or wood lot, but because the THI continued to offer 

“outdoor” relief or charity without a work test, the poor could always shirk swinging the axe or 

sledgehammer.
100

 

Teasing out Smith’s motivations to help found modern “Canadian scientific philanthropy,” 

Wayne Roberts has suggested Smith complicates the binary of “individualism versus 

collectivism.”  Certainly Smith, panicked by the “social convulsion” brought about by industrial 

capitalism and urbanization, argued fervently for a new morality that would bind the community 

and heal the divide between the upper classes and the poor and working class.  Smith believed the 

wealthy, “flaunting luxury” and conspicuous in their non-adherence to any “sense of social duty,” 

made them “the anarchistic dynamiter’s best ally.”
101

  Smith suggested in Spencerian language 

that while “imperfection [or disorder] is the rule” of contemporary capitalist society, society 

might one day complete “what is incomplete in the arrangement of the planets, give the moon 

back her atmosphere,” make the “bodily frame of man perfect” and “put an end among the 

animals to the cruel struggle for existence.”  Until that time, reformers, intoned Smith, should be 
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content with the “truest ideal system” of charity, i.e., one combining “public authority with 

private benevolence” and that prevented “fraud upon the benevolent public.”
102

 

In this sense, Smith’s advocacy of scientific relief was backed by a strong commitment to 

community and a shared morality that might have fit uncomfortably with classic Manchester 

liberalism: but was Smith really challenging the hierarchy of liberal values by placing social 

equality on an equal footing with property rights and individual liberty?  It is in the poverty 

prescription that Smith and those involved in the creation of “scientific charity” betray a 

commitment to a hierarchy of liberal values that upholds, not challenges, the primacy of the 

individual and subordinates social equality.  First, Smith was far more reticent about state 

involvement in charity than Roberts claims.  True, Smith did argue that “it is a great mistake to 

suppose that public charity regularly and justly administered, demoralizes or degrades more than 

private charity.” 
103

  Smith may have paid for Toronto’s first Relief Officer’s salary during the 

protest heavy years 1893-1894 but he wanted the municipality to administer charity, not provide 

it.
104

  In fact Smith was “very dubious” about anything beyond public oversight of private 

charitable work.  Charity, in Smith’s vision, was best the affair of private enterprise.
105

  Charity or 

efforts to bring greater economic equality have to be voluntarily offered.  Secondly, even if Smith 

believed the wealthy were not above blame in societal discord, nothing within his vision of 

“scientific charity” dealt with systemic causes of poverty; there was no equivalent “work test” or 

surveillance of the beneficent well-to-do.  Smith did not even attempt to “reform the morality of 

the upper class.” 
106

  Instead, poverty and moral disorder were ascribed to the charitable recipient 

as signs of personal failing.  The disorder/corruption framework upon which liberalism relies to 
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maintain its hegemony can accommodate non-individualistic motivations (and doubts) so long as 

its focus remains on reforming the non-elite individual. 

Toronto’s Associated Charities was revived in the early 1890s as the unemployed gathered 

daily outside of city hall.  When the crisis abated, it expired.  As Mariana Valverde has argued, 

there was little “smooth continuity” in the efforts to move from volunteer philanthropy to 

professional and scientific social work.
107

  By the early 1900s Associated Charities or Charity 

Organization Societies had popped up – not all were long-lived – in Halifax, Kingston, London, 

Hamilton, Montreal, Ottawa, Toronto and Victoria.
108

  When the 1907-1909 economic crisis hit, 

Winnipeg (1908), Calgary (1908), and Vancouver (1909) also experimented in scientifically 

managing relief.  Women were front and centre in these attempts to Taylorize charity.  Ella 

Bronson, wife of the lumber magnate, was a leader in bringing the Associated Charities to Ottawa 

in 1894 to provide “concurrent and harmonious action,” while “Lady” Julia Drummond and Alice 

Chown were major developers of the Associated Charities in Montreal and Kingston 

respectively.
109

  In Winnipeg, Minnie J.B. Campbell, wife of a lawyer and Conservative 

politician, was a key player in the establishment of the Council of Associated Charities.
110

  

Prominent social reformers like J.S. Woodsworth in Winnipeg, Herbert B. Ames in Montreal and 

J.A. Turnbull in Toronto occasionally joined these women.  

Both J.A. Turnbull and J.S. Woodsworth compared the role of the professional social 

worker to that of a “skilled physician” attending to the “disease” of poverty.  These “Doctors of 
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Charity” would prevent “overlapping and duplication,” by acting as a “clearing house.”  They 

would encourage independence, “prevent pampering,” and “protect the community” and 

“charitably disposed people” from “fraud and imposition” and weaken the unemployed’s 

“temptation to live by begging.”
111

  The perversity thesis underpinned this medicalized discourse.  

For Woodsworth, a charity doctor “prevent[s] the abuse of his treatment” for “without close 

supervision. . . nine cases out of ten the patient will not recover, but will decline to a more 

hopeless state of the disease of poverty, by which time he is termed ‘pauperized’ and beyond 

cure.”
112

  Like Smith, Woodsworth believed the cure to social inequality was “co-operative social 

effort.”  His prescription did not entail a generic pill for society to swallow, but rather a 

medication meant primarily for the wayward mendicant.  At least part of the “cure” was to 

surveil, not just relief recipients but relief providers.  Agencies received endorsement from the 

Associated Charities through a registration process that included oversight of finances and regular 

board meetings.  “Distinctions once drawn between the deserving and undeserving poor were 

now applied to agencies,” suggests Bettina Liverant.
113

  Indiscriminate charities could be carriers 

of the poverty disease, and the state, as the locus of power, would assess the level of contagion. 

That the Associated Charities remained “private” even if they were reliant on public 

funding and support was a strategic way to ensure that the unemployed did not believe 

relief/charity to be a right.  Although Edmonton failed to create its own Associated Charities, 

when the head of the Calgary branch, Rev. A. D. McKillop, spoke to Edmonton business leaders 

they roundly applauded McKillop’s “wood pile test” and argued that “it is very much more 

satisfactory to have [the municipality] co-operate with private charity than to take over the work 
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purely as a municipal activity.” 
114

  Similarly, following the 1907 unemployment protests, 

Canadian Immigration Commissioner, J. Obed Smith, advised Vancouver to form a central 

charities organization.  Smith explained that by avoiding municipal operation of relief, a central 

charities committee acts “as a buffer between the City Council and the unemployed.”  Besides, he 

said, “it does not look well for any city, that the council should have to institute relief for the 

unemployed.”  “A city growing like Vancouver could not afford to have its growth stopped by 

any scare cries about hard times because men were out of employment . . .”
115

  

The Associated Charities were hardly cost-effective.  Over a fifth of an Associated 

Charities budget was expended on salaries, not aid.  In Toronto, in 1906, the Associated Charities 

doled out $539 in relief while a whopping $130.75 went to salaries.
116

  Even J.S. Woodsworth 

admitted that there were “comparatively large expenditures on salaries and office expenses when 

compared with the actual cost of material relief given.”
117

  As unemployment activist “Jesse 

James” understood it, the Associated Charities in Winnipeg was “a conglomeration of 

philanthropic associations or collection of big hearted people” which spends “a dollar to dispense 

every cents[sic] worth of ‘charity.’”
118

 

With all the money expended on professional social workers, the various Associated 

Charities were still thwarted in their efforts to consolidate relief or standardize work for relief.  In 

1906 the Associated Charities in Toronto proudly reported that there had been a “marked 

decrease” in applications to non-associated charities, “begging from house to house seemed a 

thing of the past” and noted an increase in cooperation with churches and societies.
119

  However, 

the independence of the THI and other charitable bodies suggest that the Associated Charities 
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were unable to act as a hegemonic body bridging both the private and public.  The Toronto 

Associated Charities urged city authorities to provide public work for the unemployed in 

December 1907 and again in February but were told by Mayor Joseph Oliver that the city had 

reached “the limit of the law and beyond it” and could offer no more work.
120

  Despite appeals by 

general secretary Samuel Arnold to “educate the people along simple, scientific and effective 

means,” the Board of Control refused requests by the Associated Charities to amalgamate with 

the City Relief Office to prevent “overlapping.”
121

  The following winter the Associated Charities 

were, after twenty years, still urging the THI to grant outdoor relief only if applicants complied 

with a “work test.”  Many charitable organizations still refused to affiliate.
122

  Other Associated 

Charities were unable or unwilling to apply the work test.  The Vancouver Associated Charities 

was frequently reduced to providing aid without a work test; in fact, in 1912 the general secretary 

of Vancouver’s Associated Charities balked at the idea of setting up a Free Labour Bureau owing 

to its expense and the inability to provide suitable work.
123

 

Calls to consolidate charities came into being “only when the distress becomes particularly 

severe and obtrudes itself uncomfortably on the notice of the well-to-do that they are prepared to 

consider any plan or method advocated as tending to inaugurate a better order of things.”
124

  Yet, 

if Associated Charities were developed in response to protest they quickly became a target of 

protestors.  Gerald Friesen has noted that the creation of the Winnipeg Associated Charities was a 

response to unemployment activism in the winter of 1908.
125

  It provided a woodyard and sought 
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to diminish “indiscriminate charity” by investigating every request for relief.
126

  Having opened a 

wood yard in 1908 and 1909, by the time of the 1912-1915 depression, the Winnipeg Associated 

Charities had become a fixture in the city.  No fewer than 3,500 people (or one-sixtieth of the 

city’s population) were provided relief through the Associated Charities in 1913.
127

  However, the 

unemployed frequently expressed dissatisfaction with the relief provided and the surveillance 

they experienced.  In November 1913, the unemployed charged the Associated Charities with 

serving poor quality food, including maggot-ridden oatmeal.
128

 

During the 1912-1915 economic slump, harried Associated Charities inched ever so slowly 

towards a more public model.  In Toronto the Social Service Commission, formed in 1912, 

replaced the Associated Charities, although the private Neighbourhood Workers Association 

(1914) and the Federation for Community Services (1919) persisted.
129

  Many reformers 

continued to cry out for amalgamation.  The Toronto Neighbourhood Workers Association, for 

example, led by Peter Bryce, insisted on a “military-style” of record-keeping and centralization, 

with relief recipients carefully surveilled.
130

  Vancouver’s Associated Charities was subsumed by 

the public Vancouver Social Service Department in 1915 and Winnipeg’s Social Welfare 

Commission was formed in 1917 and was made up of city employees, not private reformers.
131

 

What did the left and unemployed organizers make of liberal benevolence in the 

Progressive Era?  Socialists generally assessed liberal charity as a palliative that attempted to fix 
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the results (poor people) and not the cause (capitalist relations) of poverty and inequality.  As 

James Lawlor put it at the first protests of the unemployed in Toronto in February 1891, “What 

we want is the immortal loaf . . . we do not want charity.”
132

  J.W. Bengough’s radical Grip 

magazine denounced the Presbyterian Conference of 1892 as it urged “those who profit by the 

theft [of the poor] to dole out charity to the victims, as a means of averting the just indignation of 

the despoiled.”
133

  The left censured private charity and demanded not just municipal oversight, 

but that all poverty palliatives be shouldered by the public through a form of progressive taxation.  

As liberal reformers shuffled anxiously by the street beggar, socialists took aim at the sanctioned 

panhandling of progressives.  Liberal and religious philanthropists were exempted from 

municipal by-laws so they could hold “tag days” and fundraise on the streets.
134

  Socialists were 

not enamored with official panhandling; in the Voice Fred Fix argued tag days took money away 

from the workers that should be raised through a progressive taxation.
135

  J.D. Robertson of the 

Ottawa Allied Trades and Labor Council called tag days not “only odious but unfair to the 

working man . . . [it is a] begging of alms . . . a charity that stinks.”
136

  Other favoured charities of 

liberal reformers were the Fresh Air and Sunshine Funds, set up by local newspapers, 

international charities and such organizations as the King’s Daughters’ Guild in Ottawa.
137

  Fresh 

Air and Sunshine Funds sent poor children away to the country where “all get a fresh start,” with 

three meals a day, and allowed for “overtired mothers” to “rest quietly in the city.”
138
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Socialists found shadows in the sunshine of liberal charitable initiatives.  Joseph Fels of the U.S. 

argued in the Winnipeg Voice that “philanthropists,” while raving against poor wages, unsanitary 

tenements and political corruption, failed to “lift a finger to help remove the fundamental cause of these 

evils.”  Arguing that capitalist exploitation and land speculation were the causes of poverty, Fels 

condemned philanthropists, who “prefer that all the evils they decry should exist forever rather than 

that the cause of them should be disturbed.”
139

  F.C.R. Douglas also weighed in, suggesting that the 

wealthy give because they are “looking for that perfect happiness which they can never have so long as 

the many are miserable.”  In doing so, argued Douglas, they offer only a quick fix instead of offering 

“the opportunity [for all] to mak[e] a comfortable living.”
140

  

While leftist organizations of the unemployed pointed out the limits of liberal charity, 

unemployment activists were alert to the fact that loosening the purse strings of citizens could prove the 

efficacy of organization.  When the black flag first flew in Toronto in 1891 in a city whose charities 

stood “front rank” in North America, according to contemporary liberal reformer C.S. Clark, a 

deputation waited on W.M Milligan, the editor of the Evening News who had a ‘philanthropic’ 

reputation as a creditor to the unemployed.  Describing how 500 families were on the brink of 

starvation, the unemployed appealed to Milligan and other “kind hearted ladies and gentlemen of 

Toronto to make work available to them.”
141

  At the same time, a Salvation Army soup kitchen was 

open that winter that fed 400 people daily.
142

  Three years later, with the unemployed once again in the 

streets, Saturday Night, normally critical of indiscriminate charity, promoted giving.  Toronto “owes 
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itself to conceal, if it cannot heal its sores,” it proclaimed.
143

  Sure enough, soup kitchens opened, the 

Toronto Star established a bread fund, James Eaton donated $500 in goods, and butchers distributed 

meat through the Evening News.  A city relief fund was established with the police force generously 

donating a day’s wages.
144

  When conditions became dire, socialist activists were not beyond appealing 

for aid in whatever form.  C. McLachlan pleaded for bourgeois help in the pages of the Voice in the fall 

of 1914; dogs and horses, McLachlan insisted, are not to be “underfed, neglected or illtreated,” yet such 

hardships were routinely meted out to the poor.
145

 

As charities opened their purse strings to pacify the angry crowds of the unemployed, 

leftists could point out the benefits of organization all the while advising the unemployed that 

charity was an insufficient solution to their plight.  The unemployed took the offerings even 

though they, not unlike liberal reformers, were persistent in their calls for work, not charity.  

Some even echoed the liberal mantra of perversity: “We are not here for charity; it degrades, but 

for work,” demanded Toronto protestors in 1894.146 

By the time the Ontario Commission on Unemployment (OCU) reported on its 

recommendations in 1916, the liberal order was still in pursuit of the elusive “scientific” 

charitable model.  “Central control” and co-ordination of charities by a provincial body were 

among its recommendations.  In other words, relief organizations should learn from capital and 

realize the efficiency inherent in monopolization.  But the commissioners held off on calling for a 

fully public model and were in pursuit of that perfect combination where public oversight informs 

the supposed qualities of “private enterprise:” “disinterestedness, wisdom, special insight, and 

above all, an initiative which meets obstacles and discouragements with new plans, fresh courage 

and unabated sympathy.”  The unemployed had reason to quibble with the “sympathy” 
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underpinning liberal charitable models.  The perversity thesis was tenacious and always 

shadowed state participation: “our present methods of charitable relief do not aid in preventing 

unemployment, and do unfortunately help to create unemployables,” the report intimated.  

Ultimately, OCU knew, not unlike the first apostles of scientific charity, that “philanthropic 

endeavor” was “no adequate remedy for the destitution which follows unemployment”; what was 

needed was nothing less than state intervention in the labour market.147 

3.6 Seeking Efficiency in the Labour Market: Public Employment Bureaux 

For Progressive Era liberals, the labour market was “inefficient” and posed a scientific 

problem to be solved.
148

  How could farmers and employers complain of labour shortages at the 

same time as the unemployed clamoured in the streets demanding jobs and relief?  Liberals 

debated the “utility” of government intervention.  Some liberals saw public labour exchanges as a 

“technical solution” that would solve both the economic problem of connecting labour to demand 

and the “subjectivity” problem of the unemployed.  As an alternative to charity, labour bureaux 

would identify and redirect the shirkers and undeserving to prison farms for rehabilitation and/or 

remove them from the market altogether.
149

  The opinion of OCU was that labour exchanges 

“would serve as the site of a new kind of work test whereby officials would scrutinize an 

applicant’s will to work by counterpoising his or her claim to be unemployed involuntarily with 

statistical knowledges of labour market demand.”
150

  Labour exchanges would provide “province-

wide co-operation in taking these parasites off the street, and subjecting them to such treatment as 

may restore them to useful citizenship.”
151
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Slowly and erratically, the Canadian liberal order experimented with state intervention into 

the labour market through the creation of public labour bureaux.  The country lagged behind 

Austria, Germany, Netherlands, Norway, Sweden and Switzerland, all of whom developed public 

employment agencies between 1900 and 1910.  In Great Britain, the Labour Exchange Act of 

1909 created the first national system of public employment agencies.
152

  The Canadian 

counterparts, emerging in a context of underfunding, never lived up to their potential as sites for 

governmentality.  When reluctance turned to action it was often not because the liberal mantra of 

efficiency had finally registered but as an emergency measure to “fight real, public unrest” and 

respond to public criticism against private labour bureaux.
153

 In order to placate unrest and 

streamline the labour market for monopoly capitalism, the state required the statistics of labour 

shortages and surpluses and to document the individual capabilities of those seeking work.  

Public labour bureaux represented a “scientific” change in relief practices.  Unemployment 

shifted “from the moral category inscribed in the Poor Laws apparatus into an arena for scientific 

efficiency management, heavily informed by the principles of mental hygiene.”
154

   

Public employment agents were initially an extension of provincial and federal 

immigration services and were charged with allocating immigrant labour to meet agricultural 

demands.  Udo Sautter estimates that in the mid- to late-nineteenth century such figures “acted as 

employment agents for at least several thousand immigrant job seekers each year” – a pittance in 

comparison to the tens of thousands arriving each year.
155

  In the 1890s, in an effort to institute 

efficiency, avoid “jurisdictional overlapping” and save money, employment agency services were 
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transferred to the Land Agents of the Department of the Interior from Manitoba westward, while 

the federal government closed its other Immigration Agencies save for in the Maritimes.  With 

the increase of immigration under Clifford Sifton’s policies, the federal government had a change 

of heart and reopened offices in B.C. and the eastern provinces starting in 1907.  In 1907 they 

even “introduced an extended and somewhat novel system” of employment agents who were paid 

on commission only.
156

 

Jurisdictional overlap persisted as provinces and municipalities continued to experiment 

with their own public bureaux.  As of 1904, only Ontario, Manitoba and the North-West 

Territories provided provincial labour bureaux but they were all exclusively designed to recruit 

agricultural labourers.
157

  In 1906-07, Ontario appointed labour agents in Hamilton, Ottawa and 

London.  Their success in finding anything more than casual agricultural and municipal work was 

negligible.
158

  R.A. Rigg, future director of the Employment Service of Canada (ESC) in the 

1920s pointed out that “only meager financial provision” for part-time employees was facilitated 

through these public labour exchanges and they proved to be “quite ineffective competitors with 

the alert private agents.”
159

  Following OCU’s recommendations, Ontario opened its first full-

time bureau in 1916; two years later the province had ten full-time and one part-time office.
160

  

Demands for manpower during the war led Manitoba, Alberta and B.C. to dedicate some 

resources to provincial labour bureaux.
161

  By 1918, provincial employment agencies were 

                                                      

156
 They earned $2.00 per placement.  7,000 farm hands found work through this system in 1907-08 alone 

but “the efficiency of the system became doubtful” and OCU argued they had done little, finding work for 

only 3,586 in 1913 and 2,136 during the 1914 economic slump.  Even the prairie agencies, which peaked 

with 15,837 placements in 1914, left almost 9,000 registered and still seeking work.  Sautter, “The Origins 

of the Employment Service of Canada,” 92-93.  
157

 Labour Gazette, September 1904, 260. 
158

 Sautter, “The Origins of the Employment Service of Canada,” 100; Labour Gazette, March 1907, 1008. 
159

 Labour Gazette, April 1926, 331. 
160

 Quebec’s pre-war bureaux were slightly more successful than Ontario’s.  Created in 1910 under an Act 

Establishing Bureaus for Workmen, the Montreal bureau could boast finding jobs for 5,604 workers in 

1913-1914 although their numbers paled beside their private counterparts. 
161

 Sautter, “The Origins of the Employment Service of Canada,” 101-104 



 

 

 

139  

competing against each other so strenuously that an interprovincial agreement was put in place to 

encourage their mutual cooperation.
162

 

Since federal and provincial initiatives were lackluster before 1914, municipalities and 

local charities, in periods of crisis, attempted to pick up the slack.  Responding to a request by 

Lady Aberdeen’s National Council of Women, Toronto opened a temporary unemployment 

bureau in February 1894.  When the bureau opened “400 men, including mechanics of all sorts, 

clerks, laborers, etc., enrolled themselves.”  All Relief Officer Taylor could offer them by way of 

work was a single job to clean a cellar.
163

  Montreal opened its first municipal labour office 

during the depression in 1896 at the behest of the Montreal Trades and Labour Council.  The 

Montreal labour bureau received a yearly grant of $700 from city council.  Hamilton provided a 

temporary labour bureau in 1908-1909, Vancouver in 1911, and during the 1912-1915 

depression, Winnipeg, New Westminster, Edmonton, Calgary, Toronto and Ottawa all opened 

labour bureaux with varying degrees of success.
164

   

In late 1907, in the wake of the anti-Asian riots, Vancouver’s Board of Works granted 

$3,000 for an all-white public employment bureau.
165

  Alderman E.H. Heaps argued that, with 

police involvement, the labour bureau would force those “who would not work” to leave the city.  

The manager of the city-run shelter complained that few unemployed accepted work and most 

failed to “‘get a move on’ and try to help themselves.”
166

  Conversely, the bureau did not post 

many jobs – after an entire week it was able to secure temporary work for only 250 of the 664 

applicants.
167

  Meanwhile, labour expressed dissatisfaction that the bureau provided relief work at 

20 cents an hour, or $2.00 per nine-hour day, undercutting private contractors by 50 cents per 
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day.  At a gathering of the unemployed outside city hall, one Burns denounced, to widespread 

applause, the lower wage as serving to reduce private sector wages, thus “working against the 

interests of your fellow men who are now working.”
168

 

Labour was not a strong or consistent ally of liberal reformers advocating state-run labour 

bureaux.
169

  Robin Anderson suggests that when labour activists did support labour bureaux, they 

stressed municipal or union-run bureaux over provincial, federal or imperial labour exchanges.  

Unions could thereby have influence upon the hiring process.
170

  At the 1889 TLCC convention 

and in addresses to the Royal Commission on Labor and Capital, labour requested the opening of 

employment offices.  The opening of a municipal labour bureau in Toronto in 1894 was censured 

by the Toronto Trades and Labour Council for fear that it would lower wages.  Conversely, 

Phillips Thompson called the bureau a “step in the direction of socialism” as it recognized that it 

“was the business of the people to see that every man had work.”
171

  Labour did not always have 

confidence in the state’s ability to operate a bureau in the interest of workers, not capital.  In 

1907, the Ontario TLCC executive refused to promote provincial labour exchanges.  The 

economic recession, increased non-British immigration, and the fear that an “imperial network of 

labour exchanges” would flood Canada with the unemployed and dilute the strength of labour, 

were among its concerns.
172

  In 1911, P.M. Draper of the TLCC attacked proposals for “imperial” 

labour exchanges, because nation-states would “dump batches of workmen in localities affected 

by industrial disputes, with the result of unsettling local labor markets and causing intense 
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dissatisfaction in the community affected.”
173

  By 1914, the TLCC was “emphatically” opposed 

to provincial labour bureaux.
174

  

Labour sporadically operated their own labour bureaux.  Of course, many craft unions 

functioned as hiring halls too.  In doing so, they embarked on a governmentality project of their 

own that promoted self-help and did not categorize workers on a deserving/undeserving basis.  In 

1904, Quebec City and Victoria each had municipal employment agencies run by trade unions.  

The Quebec bureau, operated by the Brotherhood of Shoe-machine workers, was supported 

entirely by union funds at a cost of about $900 a year.  It charged no fees.
175

  The Victoria bureau, 

run by the Labourers Protective Union, promised to find labour in a “systematic manner,” with 

preference to the unionized, offer “ a comfortable and convenient resort” for those seeking 

employment, replete with “games and literature, and “procure reliable information” on the labour 

market.  They even went as far as incorporating their own Union Excavating Company as a 

means to provide employment.
176

  Providing games and a hangout for the unemployed was 

labour’s attempt to woo the workless away from the private labour bureaux, which were often 

replete with pool tables and game rooms.
177

 

3.7 Removing the “Sharks” from the Labour Pool: Private Labour Bureaux 

That liberal reformers demanded not just public oversight of private labour bureaux but 

sought to erect public exchanges of their own speaks to a widespread critique of the abysmal, 

corrupt and inefficient nature of private employment agencies.  As of 1904, there were over 100 

private labour agencies across the Dominion yet only Ontario and Quebec had passed legislation 

governing them, while municipal by-laws regulated labour agencies in London, Winnipeg and 
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Vancouver.  In Vancouver and Winnipeg agencies were billed an annual fee of $10 and $25 

respectively while Winnipeg agencies were allowed to charge no more than one dollar for male 

and 50 cents for female job seekers, domestic servants or labourers and 25 cents for female 

domestic servants.  Assessing twenty-one private agencies in 1904, the Labour Gazette noted that 

of the 43,793 seeking work, 28,066 obtained employment – a 64 percent success rate.
178

 

The government’s Labour Gazette in 1926 reflected back on the “complete breakdown of 

the private agencies system during the periods of industrial depression.”  These agencies, the 

Labour Gazette reported, “exercised a malignant influence upon relations” between labour and 

capital, sharpening “the spirit of enmity” during strikes and lockouts” and even acted as “proved 

active agents in provoking the temper among dissatisfied employees, which inevitably made 

conciliation and settlement impossible.”
179

  Yet Robin John Anderson has contended that labour 

and progressive liberal claims about the corruptness of labour “sharks” are overstated.  Private 

agencies, Anderson insists, were “neither all powerful nor always abusive” and, by making 

private labour agents “convenient scapegoats” reformers, labour and large employers “afforded 

an uncritical view of the economic system” in which “social and economic inefficiencies of high 

turnover and worker transiency were blamed on a small group of shameful schemers, not on the 

structure of the economy itself.”
180

  Anderson wisely attributes the witch hunt to the shift from 

competitive to monopoly capitalism.
181

 

Notwithstanding Anderson’s revisionist interpretation, complaints about unscrupulous 

private employment agents abound.  Toronto’s reformer C.S. Clark noted in the 1890s that “the 

employment agent succeeds best when the bread-earner fares worst” and noted how often agents 
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were guilty of “trafficking on the necessities of the poor and unemployed.”
182

  Fraud amongst 

labour agencies catering to immigrant communities was rife.  In 1904, a Royal Commission to 

Investigate Importation of Italian Labourers into Montreal was struck after as many as 8,000-odd 

Italians were found to be roaming the streets of Canada’s largest urban centre.
183

 

Finally an amendment in 1910 to the Immigration Act regulated private bureaux and 

allowed officials to “impose penalties” to protect immigrants from unscrupulous private 

employment agents.184  Henceforth all private employment agencies were required to pay for a 

license with the Department of Immigration, provide reports, charge a maximum fee of $1 for 

securing employment and refund the fee if wages or employment were found to be undesirable.  

Within sixteen months of passing the order, one of every four licensed private employment agents 

had been prosecuted, convicted and de-licensed.  The British Columbia Commission on Labour 

(1912) was “convinced of the unsatisfactory working of private employment agencies” and noted 

“collusion” or “fee-splitting” whereby the foreman received part of the agency fee for every 

workman placed; by firing each workman every few days the foreman and employment agencies 

could profit from temporary labour.
185

  However, testimonies failed to reveal any bona fide case 

of fee-splitting, much to the chagrin of labour advocates.
186

 

Labour and the left attacked private bureaux with frequent stories of misconduct.  In 

Vancouver, leftists were instrumental in forcing the province to pass legislation regulating the 
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“labor sharks.”187  Manitoba (1918), Saskatchewan, Alberta, and B.C. (1919) and Nova Scotia 

(1920) all passed legislation banning private employment agencies while Ontario and Quebec 

passed laws beefing up their power to regulate private bureaux.  By 1926, there were only 25 

private agencies between the two provinces.188  

3.8 The Myth of the Hinterland 

Beyond charities and civic works projects, back-to-the-land initiatives were trumpeted in Canada 

as a liberal poverty palliative.  The sense of Canada as a land with a limitless frontier hinterland 

prompted many liberals to believe the country would never experience Europe’s dire crises of 

joblessness.  Subsistence, if not remunerative employment, could be had by all who ventured into the 

hinterland.  As Peter Baskerville and Eric Sager have suggested, middle-class reformers thought 

Canada’s arable land posed a test of the “moral strength” of the workless.  But reformers ignored the 

fact that farm labour was seasonal and that “rural demand could not absorb all of the nation’s supply of 

labour.”
189

  When government leaders confronted delegations of the unemployed, they invariably 

responded by pointing to the railway and logging camps and to farmers crying out for labourers.  

Defining the land as the basis for the nation’s economy, promoters argued that when industry went 

slack, the abundant fields and forests would provide work and food for all.  Moral arguments of the 

degradation of city life and fears of rural depopulation provided further impetus to place the “idle man 

on idle land.”
190

  For D.E. Arnold, a back-to-the-land promoter, a return to farm life meant creating a 

“new manhood,” the elimination of “the Undesirable Citizen” and a “modern adaptation of the 
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‘survival of the fittest.’”
191

  As James Struthers comments, the back to the land movement “served the 

class interests of farm and resource-industry employers” by maintaining a “reserve army” of 

unemployed to reduce wages and weed out the “less eligible” workers who refused meagre pay.
192

 

In the Western provinces, where liberal back-to-the-land rhetoric flourished, socialists countered 

the movement by critiquing land monopolies and calling for the single tax.  Land should be fully 

nationalized to distribute more equitably the nation’s “abundant resources,” argued D.P Hornsten of 

Vancouver.
193

  No doubt Henry George’s avowal that property and an unfair tax system were the 

causes of poverty struck a chord with Winnipeg socialists as they attempted to explain the thousands of 

acres of unused private land surrounding the city.
194

  W.D. Lamb argued that God gave the earth as an 

inheritance - one unjustly usurped by capitalists.  D.W. Buchanan employed both religious and 

scientific arguments for the single tax; for Buchanan, land was the “natural material” provided by “the 

Creator,” for humans to use to ensure their “livelihood.”  But the capitalist exploitation of the land was 

also a “violation of natural law” that led to class struggle, “unemployment, poverty, high rents, bad 

housing, city slums, unsanitary conditions, disease, high cost of living, low wages, ignorance, vice 

crime and war.”
195

  Only with the single tax could property be held for the collective interest.
196

 

Back-to-the-land initiatives were applied on the small scale by private citizens such as the 

Edmonton mayor and civic officials who hired unemployed workers to work on their individual 

properties during IWW demonstrations.  Between 1913-1915, the Department of Immigration was 

itself transformed into a “back-to-the-land” employment bureau.
197

  Its involvement was meant to 
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deflect blame that the department was responsible for the unemployment crisis.  As superintendent 

W.D. Scott privately remarked, by engaging in such a movement, “the Department cannot be justly 

censured for having induced more people to come to Canada than can find work.”
198

  With the coming 

of war in 1914, immigration ebbed and officials were charged with placing newspaper ads calling for 

farm labourers, negotiating wages, and providing transportation for the poor across the country.
199

 

Scott’s department was constantly stymied.  Farmers drove wages below Scott’s proposed $10 to 

$15 monthly rate, and many, especially in Ontario and Quebec, refused to employ non-English 

speaking labourers.
200

  When R.B. Faith, the editor of the Ottawa Valley Journal, wrote that valley 

farmlands “bursting with fertility” would solve urban immorality and unemployment, the immigration 

department hastened to locate the requisite labourers.
201

  Scott asked J. Joad of the Ottawa Men’s 

Rescue Mission to handpick suitable farmhands and give them an ultimatum; those who refused work 

should be denied charitable aid.  This measure would serve to “weed out the deserving and 

undeserving.”
202

  Resistance by the unemployed raised Scott’s ire.  Only one in five unemployed 

directed by the Ottawa relief office visited the city’s immigration headquarters and many refused farm 

work.  Others traveled to farm employers only to escape “intolerable conditions.”
203

  An exasperated 

Scott told Labour Minster Crothers: “From what I can see it appears that we will have to let matters 

work themselves out as in other years.  The farmers are evidently going to take advantage of the hard 
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times to reduce wages.”  The shared initiative with the Ottawa newspaper placed 64 applicants in the 

winter of 1915.  More than half received only room and board.
204

  Such back-to-the-land efforts were 

hardly adequate to resolve the unemployed problem in large urban centres.  Socialist-led 

unemployment protestors persistently argued that these schemes ignored capitalist property relations 

and were less about providing work than driving down the price of labour. 

3.9 Problem Solved: Enlist! 

When the Great War broke out in August 1914, politicians and the press expressed hope 

that as the patriotic volunteered and Canadian factories ramped up, unemployment would 

dissipate.  Prime Minister Borden promised that “volunteerism and enlistment would alleviate the 

[unemployed] problem’”205  However, it would not be until the fall of 1915, after the formation of 

the Canadian Expeditionary Force and the removal of over 8,000 “enemy aliens” into isolated 

internment camps, that unemployment returned to pre-depression levels.  While historians have 

noted that socialists were among the few to be critical of the war, their position on the ways the 

war affected unemployment is equally important.  Socialists denounced the war as a capitalist 

tragedy.206  Sophie Mushkat could not understand how the state could levy taxes for the “purpose 

of war” but not to enable Canadians to mutually “support one another.”207  In May 1915 J. 

Wilson, secretary of the Social Democratic Party of Canada, read from a collective letter calling 

for special provisions for public works not war: “Extraordinary expenditures are being levied for 

providing engines for destruction of life, at least some effort should be made by the same 

authorities for the preservation of the lives of our fellow citizens.”208  Even before the war, 

Cotton’s Weekly condemned Borden’s intention to purchase three dreadnought battleships for $35 
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million asking how the government could justify the expenditure given the “breadlines,” “slop 

joints” and the “sod shacks” of poor farmers that dotted the country.209 

Even more troubling to activists were the machinations of officials to cajole the 

unemployed into “voluntary” service.  An IWW activist noted with alarm in his travels across the 

prairies in November 1914 the ways in which municipal officials colluded with Ottawa in 

encouraging the unemployed to register for the draft.  In Edmonton, he reported, meal tickets 

were provisional upon enlistment.210  Toronto socialist J. Groves at an unemployment meeting 

accused the city of deliberately withholding work from the single unemployed to force them into 

military service.  The state was using poverty as a form of conscription, he claimed.  “Single men 

are going to war, not because they love their country, but because conditions force them to join 

the army or starve,” said another.211  Groves’s accusations appear justified.  Two months later 

Superintendent Newman of the Toronto employment bureau complained that “professional 

cadgers” and radicals refused to “register for war service.”212  An extension of the coercive labour 

of the work test and the industrial farm, a policy that forced conscription of the poor through the 

denial of relief represented less eligibility in its most lethal form.  

*** 

In a period of “robber barons,” Liberal progressives prioritized their reforms to solve 

“inefficiencies” that deprived the nation of unimpeded growth.  The compassion of the 

Progressive Era and the ingenious harnessing of private sympathetic citizens by the liberal order 

to aid the workless hid the more duplicitous aims of a social order bent on utilizing techniques 

and repertoires of government to transform the problem population of the unemployed into a 

docile force of productive citizens willing to bend to the dictates of corporate capitalism and take 
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poorly paid remunerative work on farms, construction projects, logging camps and factories.  

Progressive-era liberals were not above employing acts of coercion, exclusion and disorder.  

Various governments spilt much ink on the unemployed problem and gestured towards new 

forms of governmentality and techniques to contain the workless between 1880-1919.  Yet their 

efforts were foiled by a failure to finance the necessary institutions of social control and, despite 

the rhetorical gestures (and a general approval of government intervention to promote economic 

progress during a period of corporatization), Ottawa showed a continued reluctance to make 

serious incursions into the “self-regulating” marketplace.  By the end of the 1890s, 

notwithstanding the perennial appeal of popular liberalisms, there was a strong sense that many of 

the unemployed were both gravitating to socialist leaders and rejecting the “mini-Bonapartes” 

anxious to make themselves famous at their expense.  The dreams of a corporate-inspired 

organization of charity could not contain the disorder of the public-private charitable industry.  

The visions of a similarly designed system of labour exchanges or back-to-the-land initiatives fell 

short exactly because of what protesting unemployed had told political elites all along – in 

depressions, jobs are scarce.  With defects everywhere undermining progress, the liberal order 

was saved from the disruptions of the unemployed only through the coercive denial of aid, up to 

and including the forced conscription of the workless to risk their lives in a capitalist war in the 

trenches of France and Belgium.  Progressive-era liberals did depart from their forebears in their 

recognition that unemployment was endemic to liberal capitalism.  Yet their scientific studies 

provided only one real recommendation that differed little from the dictates of the 1834 English 

Poor Laws; the forced reformation of the individual in order to curb intemperance, a poor work 

ethic and other notable character flaws.  When socialist-inspired unemployment protestors took to 

the streets they demonstrated how the social problems pervasive under liberal capitalism cannot 

be fixed at the level of the individual – what was required was nothing less than the 

transformation of the socio-economic system.
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Chapter 4 

“We are an Organized Mob Now:” Socialists and the Unemployed, 

1907-1915 

Unemployment politics emerged from the shadows with the 1907-1909 economic crisis 

developing new structures, praxis and forms of organization.
1
  By the 1912-1915 depression, 

unemployment movements had become one of the most powerful vehicles that radicals had at 

their disposal for disseminating socialist values.  Socialist-influenced workless protests in Europe, 

the U.S. and across Canada regularly made front-page news.  For the average Canadian, 

unemployment unrest and the socialist threat were synonymous.  Unemployment movements 

were fertile pastures where labourists and socialists, “awkward” classes and working/surplus 

classes, religious and non-believers, Anglo-Canadians and European immigrants, engaged and 

grappled with the promise of an independent socialist politics – one that added to parliamentary 

action and the protective union the culture of the street and new strategies of resistance and 

cooperation.  Between 1907-1915, an innovative and inclusive energy pushed beyond the utopian 

promise of evolutionary change towards new ways of inculcating socialist values by framing the 

experiences of the unemployed within an emancipatory political framework.
2
 

This chapter will delve into the competing socialist visions on the nature and role of 

unemployment struggles in the larger leftist cause.  The assistance of labour and the role of the 

social gospel will be assessed.  A study of Wilfred Gribble and Ernest Drury and the Socialist 

Party of Canada (SPC)’s leadership in unemployment movements in Vancouver, Nanaimo, 
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Montreal and Toronto during 1907-1909 will revise our understanding of the SPC as 

“impossiblist” or as, pace Mark Leier’s assessment, prototype “social democrats.”
3
  Infighting 

among the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW), SPC, and trade unions thwarted an effective 

unemployment movement in Vancouver in 1912, but the IWW had more success in Edmonton in 

1914, especially in comparison to its Calgary counterpart.  The co-operative experiments of 

socialist feminists, the unprecedented operation of a Vancouver labour bureau by Social 

Democratic Party of Canada (SDPC) activist Sam Atkinson and the work of socialist James 

Simpson as Toronto’s city controller in 1914 illustrate how many first-formation radicals 

occasionally leaned towards cooperation and pragmatic problem-solving initiatives over the 

politics of disruption.  Finally, the mobilization of an unprecedented 15,000 unemployed by the 

SDPC in Winnipeg, along with the party’s efforts in Ottawa and Montreal between 1914-1915, 

prove how adept diaspora socialists were at translating immigrants’ indignation towards the 

broken promises of Canada into revolutionary possibilities. 

What emerges as the key theme within the “Organized Mob” phase is the tension between 

organization for disruption versus socialist experiments of governmentality, political participation 

and mutual aid.  The latter experiments (not unlike Louis Blanc’s aim within the 1848 Parisian 

provisional government to initiate worker-run “social workshops”) were projects undertaken by 

socialists who saw an opportunity, not to mitigate capitalism’s worst effects, but to prove to the 

working class that, unlike a frugal and individualizing liberal order, socialism and the organized 

unemployed could investigate and solve the problems of job shortages and unemployment.  While 

such endeavours sometimes curbed the power of disruption and assisted only a minority of the 

workless, they should be understood in the context of the inadequacies of state aid, provisional 

alliances with many local-level “progressive” liberal politicians, labourists and Social Gospellers 

and the evolutionary Spencerian belief amongst many leftists that socialism could arrive 
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peacefully.  And, in many instances, activists engaged in strategies of both disruption and 

cooperation, proving that the two were not mutually exclusive.  Some of these cooperative 

experiments could also be consistent with Piven and Cloward’s theory of interdependent power – 

by creating their own welfare initiatives, activists occasionally contributed to “the breakdown of 

institutionally regulated cooperation” and fostered more equitable sites of interdependence.
4
 

Ian McKay suggests that first formation socialists debated three competing positions on the 

formation of class-consciousness.  There were those who argued that experience “spontaneously” 

elicits a leftist perspective (a kind of “school of hard knocks” or a belief in the persistence of a 

moral economy), others who took the “scientific position” that the working class needed to read 

Marx and understand the history of capital, and finally those who believed that only through 

organized “struggle” could the oppressed discover their revolutionary potential.
5
  While not to 

dispute the hair-splitting these positions caused, unemployment protests between 1907 and 1915 

proved to be a site where all three positions coalesced.  Those whom we might place in these 

warring camps muddied the purity of their positions through their involvement in unemployment 

mobilizations, proving the power of a more flexible understanding of how to make a revolution.  

Despite the disputes pitting rival socialist organizations against each other, all wrestled with the 

promise of the tactics of both disruption and cooperation and there is ample evidence of solidarity 

among the rank and files of respective, ostensibly competing organizations.
6
 

Unemployment movements starting in 1907 helped inspire larger socialist trends that 

combined the spontaneous and the scientific in new forms of struggle.  In fact it was the 

spontaneous unrest of the unemployed that pushed the left to see its role as being broader than 

parliamentary politics or protective unions: “It would be a scholastic first formationist indeed 
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who failed to see in this uprising of the poor and the jobless a beacon of a people’s enlightenment 

extending far beyond the boundaries of the working class.”
7
  That socialists respected the 

spontaneity of the unemployed and increasingly understood the importance of gaining the 

workless relief measures that met their basic needs speaks to the growing importance of 

subsidiarity within unemployment movements.  Subsidiarity, or the principle that decisions on 

demands and tactics should be made by those most affected by them, emerges as an important 

element of praxis amongst unemployment movements in this period.  As Gramsci argued, with 

respect to exploited classes, “any revolutionary work has a chance of succeeding only to the 

degree that it is based on the necessities of their life and on the needs of their culture.”
8
  Socialists 

approved of many of the piecemeal social reforms prompted by spontaneous disruptions, yet their 

first preference was for the exercise of interdependent power to emanate from the ‘organized 

mob,’ one that, especially after 1907, they were instrumental in inspiring.  Local elites still 

needed to think they were confronting a many-headed hydra but a careful calibration between 

reformist demands and revolutionary possibility required organization and the dissemination of 

socialist knowledge.  And based on that knowledge, the next round of spontaneous struggles 

could more readily cohere into a system-challenging movement rousing the unemployed to 

demand yet more.  

4.1 Socialist Parties and the Unemployed 

While previous historians of the left have noted this period as the introduction of the 

“party” in socialist circles, Campbell and McKay have argued that we should avoid thinking of 

these as modern-day parties replete with “well-disciplined organizations” and “stable bureaucratic 

structures.”  Instead, they were more “associations or clubs” that were not designed as bulwarks 

for the revolution or as alliances seeking electoral power but as agencies to educate, debate and 

                                                      

7
 McKay, Reasoning Otherwise, 209. 

8
 Antonio Gramsci, Selections from Political Writings, 1921-1926, ed. Quintin Hoare (London: ElecBook, 

1999), 135.  



 

 

 

154  

disseminate radical values that challenged liberal hegemony.
9
  We might say the same of 

unemployment organizations of this period.  During the 1907-1909 crises, only in Toronto in 

March 1907 do we find the formation of an unemployment committee replete with a chair and 

secretary.  By January 1909, this “Unemployed Association” boasted an elected executive.  

During the 1912-1915 depression, Toronto’s unemployed initiated the Central Unemployed 

Association (CUA) with an elected leadership while Edmonton’s and Calgary’s unemployed 

nominated executives to head the Edmonton Unemployed League (EUL) and Calgary 

Unemployed League (CUL) respectively.  All other unemployment organizations between 1907-

1915 were not much more then ‘organized mobs,’ ad hoc in nature, with both fluid memberships 

and provisional leadership.  They were often offshoots of local labour councils or socialist 

associations. 

For the unemployed, three rival socialist organizations lent their support, guidance and 

influence between 1907-1915.  The first was the Socialist Party of Canada (SPC), formed in 

1905.
10

  The SPC has been characterized by its “impossibilism,” or as the masthead of its 

newspaper, the Western Clarion, put it: “No compromise, No political trading.”  In this reading, 

the SPC held a single platform, “Abolish Wage Slavery” and denounced all reformist proposals, 

including unions which were as “obsolete as bows and arrows against a modern army,” one 

equipped with “the courts, the militia, the lawmaking power, the immigration, the press and the 

pulpit.”
11

  Hardline SPCers took the position that only a seizure of political power could 

transform society.  The SPC’s “crucial insight” was to “systematically present socialism as a 

political movement” that could not be watered down by any other compromise.
12

  The irony, of 

course, was that parliamentary politics is all about compromises and, by playing into the cult of 
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leadership and engaging in the elite game of elections, the SPC directed energy away from the 

larger goal of raising socialist consciousness and inspiring action amongst the working class that 

went beyond the exercise of the vote.
13

  Accusations of reformism against the rare socialists 

successful at the ballot box only exposed just how “impossible” the SPC’s pure parliamentary 

position was in inspiring a stronger, bottom-up left.
14

  Similarly, their rhetorical “shock therapy” 

in which they abused the unemployed and working class as ignorant or in need of the “goad of 

hunger” may have constituted a subversion of polite liberal society as Ian McKay suggests, one 

reflecting an understanding of the role despair continued to play in informing radical resistance – 

yet for every worker who found such tongue-in-cheek rhetoric refreshing, others likely felt it 

demeaned them.
15

 

If the SPC favoured pure socialism over reformism, parliamentary politics over working-

class movements, and shock over commiseration, how can we begin to understand its direct 

involvement in unemployment protests in Nanaimo, Vancouver, Toronto, and Montreal during 

the 1907-1909 depression?  One could consider the SPC’s activities to be crass opportunism to 

promote their parliamentary agenda.  Maritime SPC activist Roscoe Fillmore understood the 

depression as proof of the “absurdity and cruelty” and waste of capitalist society that could only 

be rectified in the political field through “control of the means of government.”
16

  The SPC’s 

Western Clarion believed that the fact that the state was “periodically overwhelmed with armies 

of unemployed” was a “scathing indictment of the criminal impotence of the present ruling 

class.”  However, it thought the efforts of Vancouver’s unemployed in 1907 to win “some slight 

relief in the way of puttering around some park” to be nothing compared to the “conquest of the 

public powers,” even though SPC activists were involved in their mobilization.
17
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The rhetoric of the SPC did not keep up with either the spontaneous indignation of the 

unemployed or the interventions of the party’s more able organizers.  By the spring of 1909, even 

hardline SPCer John Harrington could write in the Western Clarion that the “pressing of a 

solution to any problem which afflicts mankind is not folly; it is when we struggle for it as an end 

instead of as a means to an end that the cup and bells may be justly awarded to the strugglers.”  

Harrington called on his SPC comrades to understand that “continual agitation” would force 

workers to “recognize the impotency of reform, and consequently turn to revolution.”  

Unemployment, even more than the class struggle, convinces the “wage slave” that their 

problems are not invented by agitators but are real and require the “socialist remedy.”
18

  SPC 

interventions in unemployment struggles between 1907-1909 followed Harrington’s lead, 

although their efforts may have done more to prove to the unemployed the bankruptcy and 

corruption of parliamentary politics than its emancipatory possibility. 

The second competing socialism came from the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW).  

Also formed in 1905, the IWW took the opposite stance of the SPC and eschewed parliamentary 

politics as a rigged capitalist game and sought instead to organize workers based on industry, not 

craft.  The IWW understood “culture and community” to be as important as unionism and far 

more important than casting a ballot.
19

  Mixed locals acted as “propaganda clubs” and were 

welcoming to unemployed and seasonal workers.
20

  The priority of the Wobblies was knowledge-

based “agitation”; the IWW was a community of praxis.
21

  The IWW did more to dignify the 

migrant worker and the unemployed’s struggle through music, poetry and culture than any other 

leftist organization of its time; it also proved to be the most inventive in its tactics and strategies.  
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The IWW’s industrial unionism, its commitment to subsidiarity and direct action, and its promise 

to protect even unskilled non-Anglo-Canadian workers made it ideally suited to mobilizing poor 

people.  As one leader of the Edmonton Wobblies heartily proclaimed: “[The] I.W.W. had gone 

to the bottom of the problem in getting the unemployed to think [speak and act] for themselves.”
22

  

While the IWW was renowned for organizing in lumber and railway camps and fruit farms 

in Western North America it was equally well known for its urban agitation.  The free speech 

fights in Spokane, Fresno, Missoula, Aberdeen, Minot, Kansas City (to this list we should add 

Vancouver in 1912 and the SPC free speech fights in Toronto and New Brunswick in 1908) were 

often about activists’ challenging the employment agencies and civic works projects and 

appealing to those unemployed affected by them.
23

  The IWW’s unemployment organizing in 

Edmonton in 1914 was one of the most effective of pre-1914 unemployment movements at 

enmeshing itself within the municipal governance of relief in ways that combined the strategies of 

disruption and cooperation to tangibly improve the political strength of, and quality of life for, the 

unemployed.  As the organization’s Voice of the People put it, the IWW’s influence amongst the 

unemployed depends “on how well we understand their problem.”
24

 

The last socialist organization to enter into the fray of unemployment mobilizations before 

the Great War was the Social Democratic Party of Canada (SDPC), formed in 1911, the result of 

a split within the SPC that began in 1907 over, amongst other issues, its “negative propaganda, 

unnecessarily hostile stance towards unions,” and its opposition to practical reforms.
25

  Socialists 

like William Shier, who would later leave the SPC for the SDPC, demanded as early as 1908 a 

“program of immediate action”: “‘let us recognize,’ he pleaded, ‘that people desire to know HOW 
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to improve their circumstances much more than they desire to be told all about their woes.’”
26

  

“The new militants were not content to wait for the masses to be ‘educated’ to revolution.  The 

object of the new organizations was ‘the immediate bringing about of the proletarian 

revolution.’”
27

  That meant seizing the opportunity to expand upon the spontaneous uprisings of 

the unemployed to push reforms that would embarrass and even threaten to topple business as 

usual.  Much of this drive came from foreign-language SPC locals which grew exponentially 

following 1907 and who became dissatisfied with the SPC’s “impossiblist” stance. 

Yet as McKay has revealed, “the SDPC preached much the same maximalism as did the 

SPC; but it granted much more significance than did the SPC’s old guard to spontaneous protests 

against oppression and exploitation ‘on the ground.’”
28

  A writer in the SDPC organ, Cotton’s 

Weekly, noted that socialists in Montreal, Winnipeg, Great Britain and the U.S. all had diverse 

policies to relieve the plight of the unemployed but the SDPC, like the SPC, called upon workers 

to capture “political power.”  And while this should remain the “grand aim . . . in the meantime 

the workers must live” and “if the Socialists would marshall the unemployed of the various cities, 

show the tremendous waste of energy, the suffering, and DEMAND relief, the capitalist 

politicians would have to get busy.”
29

  Like the SPC, the SDPC believed in the school of hard 

knocks.  Yet SDPC activists clearly wanted to move beyond the cold “scientific approach.”
30

  The 

work of activist Sam Atkinson in Vancouver best exemplifies the practical, cooperative approach 

of the SDPC.  Organizing unemployment demonstrations in Winnipeg, Ottawa and Montreal as 

well as disruptions in Sudbury and Hamilton during the 1912-1915 depression, under largely 
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“diaspora socialist” leadership, the SDPC proved willing to propose reformist demands.  They 

also did not see leadership as a form of cooptation but engaged “in a constant balancing act, 

attempting to guide without leading, advise without controlling, direct without dominating.”
31

   

4.2 Labour and the Unemployed, 1907-1915 

The experience of unemployment inspired radical ideas in many within Canadian labour, 

even as the desire to remain respectable made them cautious of direct action.  Municipal labour 

councils in Vancouver, Edmonton, Calgary, Winnipeg, Toronto, Hamilton and Montreal all 

offered some support to the unemployed, often allowing them access to their labour temples and 

halls and/or providing leadership or backing up their demands in the form of resolutions.  On 

occasion labour leaders tired of the endless meetings of the unemployed and, concerned about 

their often revolutionary rhetoric, limited the use of their facilities.  In certain instances, as in 

Vancouver in 1912, labour initially backed unemployment protests only to distance themselves 

from IWW instigators.  In general, labour leaders encouraged peaceful and orderly conduct and 

stressed cooperation over disruption.  Fearful that the unemployed might cause downward 

pressure on wages, labour tended to be most vocal about maintaining fair wage rates for 

municipal relief work, even if this meant limiting how many unemployed could access it.  Labour 

leaders also supported efforts to register the unemployed to ascertain the extent of destitution but 

also to provide fodder for their campaigns to restrict immigration.  

The life of Toronto-based John Bruce provides an interesting glimpse into how a labourist 

understood unemployment in the pre-war era.  Unemployment for Bruce was international and 

generational.  His grandfather was a Scottish stonecutter who moved to Australia in the mid-

nineteenth century as a “contract immigrant” after repeated bouts of unemployment.  Bruce had 

just finished his apprenticeship as a plumber when his father was thrown out of work during the 

economic slump in 1897-1898.  Bruce later recalled the humiliation his father experienced 
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breaking stone for relief.
32

  Arriving in Canada in 1906, Bruce became the secretary of Local 46 

of the United Association of Plumbers, Gas and Steam Fitters.
33

  Bruce supported independent 

labour politics.
34

  In 1910, he became a full-time organizer for the International Plumbers’ 

Union.
35

  In 1917, Bruce was hauled in front of the courts after striking Saint John plumbers had 

heeded his advice to “hound the scabs” but ignored his insistence to refrain from violence and 

were implicated in arson and the murder of a strikebreaker.
36

  Always respectable, Bruce was 

conservative in appearance and was stridently anti-communist.
37

 

In 1909, Bruce found himself unemployed.  For the past year he had lobbied the city’s 

Board of Control to open public works.  Bruce advocated the construction of a sea wall from the 

Humber River to the Exhibition grounds to provide work for the unemployed.  Resorting to 

charity himself, Bruce could not believe the poor quality of the soup provided at the municipally-

run kitchens.  Despondent, Bruce attended meetings of the unemployed in the Labour Temple.  

After socialists held an unemployment parade without a permit, police arrested Bruce and a 

handful of others.  Shortly afterwards, Bruce received $1,000 from none other than liberal guru 

Goldwyn Smith to start a relief fund administered through the Toronto District Trades and Labour 
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Council (TDTLC).
38

  Bruce’s involvement in the unemployed struggle was a formative one which 

led him to seek cooperative, practical and immediate solutions to aid the workless.
39

 

4.3 The Social Gospel and Unemployment Movements, 1907-1915 

Critiques of Christianity were important to pre-war unemployment movements because of 

the role religious organizations played in the delivery of charity, their involvement in United 

Kingdom immigration schemes and their street evangelizing to the poor and unemployed.  

Conversely, Christianity could be a source of radicalism.  Unemployment activists, both religious 

and secular, understood how the ideal of equality and cooperation espoused in the gospel 

continued to resonate amongst the working class.  They used scripture to denounce elite “Church-

ianity” and their reiteration of Christ’s anti-poverty messages contested the ways in which 

religion was used as a form of social control.  They asked the striking (and for some revolutionary 

question) first posited by Charles M. Sheldon in In His Steps (1897): “What Would Jesus do?”
40

 

Christian socialists believed Christ’s ethics might educate those of “God’s children” who 

had “grabbed more than their fair and rightful share of the earth” to repent and redistribute their 

wealth.  God plays no favorites, argued the Lance, so the fault of poverty must rest on society.
41

  

F.J. Dixon believed that all Christians who preached poverty was eternal were “attempting to shift 

responsibility for poverty onto the shoulders of the Almighty.”
42

  The Wage Earner warned that 

the pro-capitalist church would provide no hope until “she preaches justice and her adherents 

practice justice.”
43

  Christian Socialists drew on scripture to call for a move beyond religious 

charity towards an ethical solidarity that would support a living wage and the equitable 
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distribution of goods.  Such solidarity demanded that the poor overcome their fatalism and 

organize.
44

 

IWW-inspired Edmonton unemployment activists in 1914 were among the most forceful in 

exposing the hypocrisy of “Church-ianity” after the elite congregations of the city’s Presbyterian 

and Methodist Churches discredited protestors, maligned their revolutionary ideology and helped 

end municipal relief.  In response, on Sunday 1 February 1914, 230 unemployed men marched to 

Edmonton’s First Presbyterian church.
45

  Denied the opportunity to speak, onward they marched 

to McDougall’s Methodist Church, where they demanded a place to sleep.  They denounced Rev. 

Dr. Armstrong who had smeared the unemployed with accusations of alcoholism.  Relief officer 

Turnbull argued that the protestors had violated the public/private divide.  “While a church is a 

semi-private place,” said Turnbull, “it is for private worship.”
46

  The Edmonton Daily Bulletin 

was incensed: “people do not like to be publicly censured on a charge of personal meanness or 

greed; especially people who – like the well-to-do in Edmonton – have never been found deaf to 

an appeal of deserving need.”
47

  The protestors won a night of lodging but police warned them 

not to reattempt the tactic.
48

  Sympathetic Mayor William McNamara, no doubt familiar with 

Charles Sheldon’s writings, opined that "Instead of looking on sarcastically from the hotel 

windows and scoffing while the I.W.W. parades were going past, I believe Christ would have 

been in the parade and probably carrying one of the banners.”
49

  Although the Wobblies were 

known for their anti-Christian polemics, by entering the churches they did not spout atheism so 
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much as challenge the pious to confront the divide between their professed Christianity and their 

profligate lifestyle.  As one IWW unemployed activist put it, church leaders did not care about 

workers’ employment condition, “just so long as they bow their heads.”
50

  Aware of the 

resonance of Christianity, IWW activists used Christ’s teachings to draw in the religiously-

minded unemployed and challenge local pious capitalists.
51

  

Similarly, the Winnipeg SPDC-organized unemployed congregated on a vacant lot beside 

Broadway Church on Sunday 18 April 1915 to provide a counter-sermon.  The minister of the 

Broadway church had recently declared “socialism” a failure, but the unemployed instead warned of 

the miscarriage of the church: “Where now are the well-fed, well paid, easy going preachers who are 

anxious to ‘save souls’ – are they standing in the rain with their comrades?  Which is falling down, 

Christianity or Socialism?”  “Boosters,” real estate speculators and “some of them occupying front 

pews” were guilty of indifference and exploitation.  The Voice called on the “whole of the churches” to 

use next Sunday to tell “the people what is the right thing to do to meet the extremity of those twelve 

thousand brothers who so quietly, but so effectively, projected themselves on the public conscience.”
52

 

On other occasions, demonstrators could count social gospel figures as allies.  In 1909 Rev. 

Dr. G.S. Eby, minister of the People’s Church on College Street in Toronto, otherwise known as 

the Church of the Revolution, addressed a crowd of unemployed.  Eby talked to the crowd about 

how he had arrived “down and out” in Toronto, but then established the People’s Church as a 
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place to worship the “brotherhood of man” and Christ as the “people’s savior.”  “The day has 

come when men are tired of talking of hell and heaven.  There are multitudes of people in the 

churches who want to bring heaven to earth,” Eby intoned to a multitude of cheers.  Rev. Eby 

promised the use of the People’s Church for gatherings of the unemployed.
53

  

Congregationalist Rev. W.E. Gilroy helped organize a meeting of the unemployed attended 

by over 1,500 in Hamilton in January 1914.  Gilroy blamed civic boosterism for painting too 

optimistic a picture of the city’s economic health and called on the city to embark on a relief 

program.  The following Sunday, Gilroy declared that unemployment was the fault of capital and 

that “false stories” that “lure the ignorant to Canada” only exacerbated the situation.  Gilroy 

called for shorter hours, believing liberal capitalism to be “drunk with work.”  Finally, he argued 

that since “factories are now run for private gain and greed, the system must be revolutionized,” 

so that industry is “run for the good of the public.”  SDPC activists were not convinced, however, 

and reported that the local labour MLA caused a “flutter” by calling Gilroy and other religious 

speakers a “clerical hen roost” and “assembled skypilots” who would be better off “considering 

the here and now instead of the hereafter.”  Such dismissals point to the distrust aroused within 

many leftists by religious leaders weighing in on the unemployment problem.
54

 

At times such skepticism proved warranted.  Because of the legitimacy bestowed on 

religious leaders, they could serve to neutralize the power of disruption.  After SDPC activists 

had organized the unemployed in Ottawa in the spring of 1914, Father John J. O’Gorman walked 

through Rochesterville with parish priest Father Knapik and was dumbstruck by the starvation, 
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and overcrowding.  Calling for “justice” not “alms,” O’Gorman evoked the Christian moral 

“right” of the poor “to help [themselves] to what [they] need to preserve life.”  In fact, the 

“starving stranger” has more of a right to food than “those who had paid for it.”  Preservation of 

life under “the present capitalist regime,” argued O’Gorman, meant the right of the poor to “an 

opportunity for employment and a living wage.”  O’Gorman suggested that appeals to Christian 

compassion might prompt the state to live up to its moral responsibility.
55

  O’Gorman fashioned 

himself a rival leader and denounced SDPC organizing efforts. 

Whether drowning out “Pie in the Sky” Salvation army street evangelizers with their own 

subversion of classic hymns, occupying churches or associating with social gospel ministers, 

socialist-inclined unemployment protestors took umbrage at the degrading religious top-down 

charity model and the discrepancy between the words from the pulpit and the actions of wealthy 

parishioners.  In doing so, they revealed the ways in which the secular state relied upon 

“Churchianity” to inculcate the inequitable principles of liberal capitalism.  But activists also 

drew upon the messages of cooperation within the gospel, not to dampen dissent, but to 

encourage new forms of mutual aid and community among the country’s most marginalized.  

4.4 SPC Voices amongst the Unemployed: Wilfred Gribble and Ernest Drury 

Full-time socialist soap-boxer Wilfred Gribble epitomizes how an “impossiblist” SPC 

activist aligned himself with the protests of the workless.  Gribble was a British carpenter and ex-

sailor from Queen Victoria’s navy who went on to write Rhymes of Revolt (1911) a collection of 

polemical poems.  He became a socialist “lecturer” who occupied the “awkward classes” as 
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neither a worker nor a member of the bourgeoisie.
56

  With a thick cockney accent, piercing eyes 

and an impenetrable beard, Gribble held audiences in rapture on street corners from Cape Breton 

to Vancouver.
57

  One historian dubbed him one of the “ultramontanes of Canadian Socialism.”
58

  

He admonished workers as “stupid” and infamously critiqued trade unions as “no use to the 

working class.”
59

  Yet, contrary to the stereotype, Gribble did not believe workers could only find 

socialism via study, but also by struggle and the “hard school of experience.”
 60

  Gribble also did 

not place all his hope in parliamentary action.  It is a stretch to claim that Gribble’s 

recommendation to free speech protestors in Vancouver in 1912 to “send members of their own 

class to parliament” is evidence that he believed that “direct action was not appropriate.”
61

 

In fact, Gribble, as suggested by his actions in Toronto in 1908-09, assumed the street to be 

at least as important in encouraging a socialist consciousness as the ballot box.
62

  As the secretary 

of the first SPC organization of Toronto’s unemployed, Gribble demanded the reform of the 

municipal labour bureau and the “dirty miserable shed” the city provided as a daytime shelter– 

hardly revolutionary demands.  Gribble warned the unemployed that it would not be any 

“kindness” or “humanity” that would induce the municipality to make work.  They needed to 

press their demands persistently “till the city authorities got sick and tired of the men, and did it 

to get rid of them, or more or less from fear.”
63

  He encouraged the unemployed to “Organize, 

drill, discipline, so that when you go they [city officials] will say to themselves, ‘These men come 
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now with empty hand, but some day they may come with arms in their hands.’”
64

  Yet Gribble 

was also exasperated by how few of the unemployed were attracted to socialism: “We Socialists 

have talked to you for years – we have been arrested for you, we have paid fines for you, we have 

suffered for you, and some of us may have to die before it’s over, but we’re with you because we 

belong to you, not because we love you and still you won’t help yourselves,” Gribble complained.  

“Fools – don’t be always thinking of your stomachs – look to the future,” he concluded.
65

  

Perhaps Gribble’s pessimism following the 1908-1909 unemployment protests led him to favour 

the vote over the street when he spoke to free speech protestors in Vancouver in 1912, but it 

would be difficult to believe that a man who, just four years earlier, championed disruption to the 

unemployed had wholly abandoned direct action as a tactic. 

   

Figure 1 Ernest Drury (1884-1967), SPC 
66

 

An “intelligent looking young fellow,” Ernest Albert Drury led “every unemployed 

deputation that had crossed his threshold over the course of the last year-and-a half,” remarked 

Toronto’s Mayor Joseph Oliver in January 1909. 
67

  Drury began his rabble-rousing in 1907 at the 
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age of 23, as an organizer of the International Brotherhood of Electrical Workers.
68

  Following 

the SPC’s penchant for electoral politics, Drury ran unsuccessfully for the Toronto Board of 

Education in 1907 and in the 1908 Ontario election in Toronto’s immigrant district.  Drury was 

allied with the emerging “diaspora socialists” and with the socialist feminists within the SPC.
69

  

Drury was a leading socialist in the 1907-1908 free speech fights in Ontario.  His first 

arrest occurred in Ottawa on 2 February 1907, when, in an effort to organize local telephone 

operators, he violated a city-bylaw by distributing circulars without a license.
70

  On 19 May he 

was arrested again, this time in Toronto, alongside SPC members Gribble and Frank Zalkind for 

obstructing the corner of Keele and Dundas.
71

  The free speech fight in Ontario in 1907-1908 was 

as much about the unemployed as it was about democracy.  Between April and June 1908, Drury 

was arrested three times.  On the first two occasions he deliberately chose the corner of Melinda 

and Bay streets because it was undergoing major excavation and up to 500 unemployed 

congregated there daily in the hopes of securing pick-and-shovel work.
72

  Perched atop a rickety 

chair, Drury was arrested alongside Morris Smith (Russian) in late April 1908 and again on May 

Day 1908 after crowds 400-strong gathered to hear his message.  After both arrests, Drury used 

the court to expound his socialist values.  Drury pointed out that “there’s one law for the poor 

man and another for the rich.”  The Salvation Army, church missions and the T. Eaton Co. could 

obstruct the streets with their speeches, charitable solicitations, advertisements and sidewalk sales 
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while the poor and the socialists were arrested for conducting their own “business.”  When the 

Magistrate complained that socialists were a party of those who did not work, Drury noted that 

“they certainly do.  When they don’t it is because of overproduction.  We say the capitalists own 

and control the means of production.”  When the magistrate suggested a doctor investigate 

Drury’s sanity, Drury questioned, under his breath, the magistrate’s own mental health.
73

 

Drury was at the first socialist organized unemployment protests in March 1908.
74

  When 

the unemployment problem exploded in the winter of 1909, Drury, himself unemployed, became 

chair of the Association of the Unemployed.  Over the next few months, Drury was a tireless 

advocate.  Drury maintained the need for a political socialist party – but in the meantime, he was 

content with using direct action to expose the failures of the liberal order.
75

  When the city denied 

the unemployed use of St. Andrew’s Hall, Drury mobilized the workless who demanded and won 

access to the public space.  He chastised the new city council for eating at the upscale restaurant 

McConkey’s as the unemployed starved.  He censured Mr. Milligan “the skypilot” who offered 

wealth in heaven but not on earth.
76

  Drury took aim at the Toronto House of Industry (THI), 

calling it a “bug trap” that degraded men with the “work test.”
77

  When words proved insufficient, 

Drury led crowds to eat meals at the THI and then bail before complying with the work test; 
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several hundred took part in the dine-and-dashes.  Drury thought it deplorable that for a weak 

bowl of soup, inmates were forced to crush stone for four hours; a bowl of soup was not proper 

legal tender for manual labor, he argued.
78

  “I advise you, men, to go there not with the intention 

of breaking stone, but of stealing a loaf,” cried Drury.  Committed to subsidiarity, Drury 

encouraged the unemployed to stick by their demand to transfer control of all charity from the 

Associated Charities to the Association of the Unemployed.
79

 

4.5 SPC Unemployment Activism, 1907-1909 

The SPC organized the unemployed in Vancouver, Nanaimo, Montreal and Toronto during 

the 1907-1909 economic slump.  Their activities suggest the SPCers were not mere 

“impossiblists” and vote-getters and that they were dedicated to a politics of disruption.  Victor 

Midgley – another SPCer accused of stifling the IWW free speech protests in 1912 – was a 

prominent unemployed leader in December 1907 when Vancouver’s unemployed reached an 

unprecedented 3,000.
80

  Midgley “cautioned against “riotous proceedings” but he threated the city 

that it would be responsible for disorder.  Deviating from the SPC’s single plank, Midgley 

advocated the abolition of false advertisements to immigrants, the provision of relief work, 

construction of working-class homes, and the creation of a municipal employment agency.  

Midgley led as many as 500 unemployed in several demonstrations and began an unemployed 

registration in which he collected over 1,300 names.  Midgley said the unemployed were left with 

no option but to “steal or starve.”  The rival, xenophobic Asiatic Exclusion League confounded 

the SPC.  When the SPC did secure a public labour bureau, it catered to the white unemployed 
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only.  Much to the chagrin of labour, it undercut the city’s wage by-law by 50 cents a day.  To 

make matters worse, city council called in the Salvation Army to administer relief – an idea 

particularly loathsome given the Army’s involvement in immigration.  Midgley did not 

emphasize parliamentary politics to the unemployed: instead, he advocated disruption to win 

modest reforms.
81

 

The unemployed had marginally more success in Nanaimo that same winter, although there 

too, racism played a leading role in the protests.  When James Dunsmuir laid off over 400 coal 

miners in January 1908, James Hawthornthwaite, the SPC MLA, recommended a three-day 

industrial strike to impeach coal baron Dunsmuir for his advocacy of Asian immigrants as cheap 

labour.
82

  Local SPC leader James Young refrained from anti-Asian rhetoric and placed the 

layoffs in the context of a global crisis in coal prices and the influx of recent English immigrants 

brought under “false pretense.”
83

  On 3 February 1908, 350 unemployed held a mass meeting 

where they demanded Victoria provide work.
84

  Hawthornthwaite in the true “school of hard 

knocks”  fashion hoped the world would “see such a crash as it never saw before – the sooner the 

better” as it would lead to a new socialist order.
85

 

Nanaimo’s Mayor Albert Planta, who refused to spend more than $300 a week on relief 

street labour, stymied relief work.  Planta dismissed Premier Richard McBride’s assistance.
86

  In 

frustration, 150 Nanaimo unemployed met with the mayor.  The mayor proved unsympathetic and 
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blamed alcohol for their woes.  As socialist W.J. Curry deduced, Planta wanted to curb the 

“nuisance” of the unemployed as it threatened the “prosperity” of the city.
87

  After over a month 

of demonstrations, and a visit to the Premier, the province opened up work for 100 men clearing a 

local cemetery site.  The positions were filled although the unemployed made charges of 

favouritism.
88

  After the foreman discharged several socialists on 12 March, the remaining 86 

workers went on strike.  They admitted their inexperience but argued that this was not a capitalist 

project but relief work and progress should not be as important as meeting the needs of the 

workers.
89

  The former mayor of Nanaimo, William Manson, investigated the strike and weeded 

out potential agitators.  Manson required that the unemployed fill out an affidavit declaring 

nationality, place of residence, days of unemployment, cash on hand, property and dependents.  

Manson hoped to limit relief to the bona fide resident.  A large number of the striking 

unemployed refused to register.
90

  Socialist Jack Place believed requiring the affidavit to be a 

“high-handed and tyrannical action.”
91

  One week later, the strike was broken.
92

 

When Premier McBride held a meeting in Nanaimo at the end of March, a crowd 

threatened riot when unable to force their way past a posse of police.  They censured McBride’s 

government for strikebreaking.
93

  Hawthornthwaite warned McBride: “Men are apparently 
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helpless so keep your foot upon their necks.  But never forget that their turn will surely come.”
94

  

Although unable to win their relief strike, Nanaimo’s unemployed, likely because of their 

solidarity as coal miners, were able to win relief through the threat of unrest. 

By February 1909, unemployment in Montreal seemed dire.  Over 28,000 were out of work 

according to the socialist paper Cotton’s Weekly.  Cotton mills, sweat shops and other 

manufactures closed or worked at half-staff over the winter.
95

  Knowing the “authorities, 

ecclesiastical and civil, are false to the needs of humanity,” the unemployed would turn to 

“thieving and the jails will be filled to overflowing,” warned Cotton’s Weekly.
96

  Ultimately, 

unemployment would bring revolution: “Yea, through your cruelty, and oppression, [you] are 

sowing the seeds of a revolution that will sweep you and your families into the same gulf that 

swallowed up the oppressors of France in the days of Revolution.”
97

 

The SPC Montreal chapter held a mass meeting of the unemployed on 2 February 1909.
98

  

Socialists then led a small crowd of the unemployed to the home of Mayor Louis Payette.  Payette 

claimed he was “powerless” and could not “see any possible solution of the unemployed trouble.”  

The SPC delegates offered such relief measures as building homes for workers or making shoes 

through a municipal corporation.  “‘But that would be municipalization and socialism,’ cried the 

Mayor aghast.  ‘It is inevitable, Your Honor,’” was a delegate’s reply.
99

  Their direct action 

opened up work for 2,000 men shoveling snow after the mayor backed a change to the city by-

law making it the responsibility of the city to clear the sidewalks.
100

  Albert Saint-Martin and 

other delegates regularly called on city hall and exposed the “self-satisfied florid and incompetent 
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men in the City Council whose ears are deaf to the cry of suffering.”  Cotton’s Weekly went on to 

call for more socialist political leaders.
101

  Having won few results, Saint-Martin threatened 

invasions of city hall and more home visits to council members.
102

  

The SPC’s greatest success in organizing the unemployed was in Toronto.  Labour Bureau 

correspondent Phillips Thompson warned of an impending job crisis as early as November 1907, 

citing the scarcity of money and the contraction of staff by leading employers.  At least 1,500 

men in the building trades were seeking employment.
103

  Skilled mechanics also felt the pinch – 

both the Canadian Shipbuilding Co. and the American Abell Engine and Thresher Company, 

employing over 500, closed until spring.
104

  The city’s response was more regulatory than 

charitable.  The THI’s outdoor relief budget rose from $10,000 to over $25,000.  Over 240 

“tramps” were sheltered daily at the THI and faced criminal charges if they failed to comply with 

the “work test.”  Vagrancy arrests doubled to over 800 annually.
105

  

The Associated Charities advised the municipality that the city must open public works 

“promptly and ungrudgingly.”
106

  On 15 December, after lobbying from labour, the city granted 

$60,000 for unemployed work on the Parkdale sewers and on the grading of Riverdale Park.
107

  

By 9 January, 1,900 unemployed men had registered at the city labour bureau.
108

  The city offered 

work to only a few, on three-day relief rotations for eight hours at $2 a day.  In mid-January, a 
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deputation of unemployed spoke on behalf of a crowd in front of city hall, demanding work.  

“‘We have a little independence left,’ said one of the deputation, ‘and we prefer to work for what 

we get.’”  It was not until late January that a snowfall gave many work.  “‘Fancy coming over 

3,000 miles to shovel snow from the sidewalk,’” said one embittered recent English immigrant.
109

  

On 17 February 1908 an impromptu march of 500 unemployed left the labor bureau to city 

hall then moved on to the Salvation Army headquarters, first to ask for work from the city, then to 

denounce the Army’s immigration policies.
110

  The following day a few hundred marched to city 

hall.
111

  The Board of Control scrambled to provide more work.
112

  Populist Mayor Joseph Oliver 

postured as friend “of all the people” but proved to have neither “the will or the power to insist 

upon adequate and instantaneous relief measures.”  For Phillips Thompson, the city’s response, 

alongside charitable outpourings, was not as effective as the “revolutionary efforts” of the 

unemployed.  While not wishing to “sneer” at benevolence, Thompson pointed to the culpability 

of the charitable citizenry in electing leaders who promoted immigration and an overabundance 

of labour for the benefit of employers: “it is like praising a man for rescuing a drowning man after 

deliberately shoving him into the water,” Thompson explained.
113

 

By mid-March, local members of the Toronto SPC had organized the unemployed.  A.W. 

Mance, present at the SPC’s founding convention and a future editor of Cotton’s Weekly, was 

named president of the unemployment committee.
114

  The first SPC-led unemployed 

demonstration in Canada occurred on 16 March 1908 when 1,000 people marshaled by Mr. W. 

Waterworth marched from the labor temple to city hall.  James Lindala, the Finnish SPC 1907 
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mayoral candidate, addressed the crowd.
115

  Four policemen stood sentry outside city hall as the 

SPC committee interviewed Mayor Oliver, who claimed the city had spent $41,000 in relief work 

and provided $13,000 to charitable organizations in 1908.  The SPC provided a number of work 

proposals.
116

  Mayor Oliver was unmoved although “sympathetic”; he believed 400 men could be 

sent out on farms and thought the city “might as well be pitching money in the bay” for all the 

unnecessary public works.
117

  Activists waited on Premier James Whitney the following day 

demanding “work, not charity.”  Over 800 waited outside Queen’s Park.  The premier professed a 

blind confidence in Canada’s job market: “There is a future for every willing worker in this 

country outside of the congested cities.”
118

  Willing to protect hydroelectricity as a resource 

within the public’s interest, Whitney was unable to countenance assistance to individuals in need.  

Individual mobility was Whitney’s only solution – if the Toronto employment market could not 

solve one’s problem, one only had to cast his/her net further afield. 

Reactionary policies were prepared to contain the unemployed during the 1908-1909 

winter.  The city council decided to provide special grants for outdoor relief only to those 

complying with the THI’s “work test,” demanded that churches deliver aid through the 

Associated Charities, and called upon the police to report to the federal Immigration Department 

all “undesirable immigrants” for deportation.  The following winter it reopened the temporary 

employment bureau but allowed relief only to those who could prove twelve months residence in 
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Toronto.
119

  In mid-December, the unemployed held an impromptu meeting in the Labor Temple 

critical of city council’s effort to deal with the approaching winter distress.  
120

 Once again, the 

city was unable to find work for the bulk of Toronto’s unemployed.  Applicants complained of 

the registration system and the lack of preference given to the “English-speaking” married 

unemployed as they supposedly refused to tolerate the ill-treatment of city foremen.  By 3 

January 1909, 1,800 had applied at the bureau but the city doled out work to only 100.
121

 

Charles Lestor and Drury initiated the 1909 unemployed protests.
122

  Speaking to a crowd 

of unemployed on the infamous soapboxing corner of Bay and Melinda on 4 January 1909, Lestor 

proclaimed that the lot of the unemployed was worse than slavery and “if we cannot mend our 

condition we can at least smash something else.”  Drury cited the blue book statistics that 

indicated that in Ontario $88,000,000 in wealth had been created, but only $15,000,000 found its 

way back to the working class.  If the workingman made the automobile, he should also be able to 

afford one, Drury argued.
123

  It was apparent, concluded Drury, that the legislators and 

newspapermen did not represent the interests of the unemployed.  When Inspector Irwin asked 

the crowd to disperse, Lestor said that he supposed if they did not move on that they would be hit 

with sticks.  “‘It’s funny, isn’t it, when we buy the sticks for him?” quipped Lestor.  Lestor and 
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Drury urged the unemployed to join them the following day in front of city hall.  Fearing further 

unrest, the newly-elected council granted another $2,000 for park relief work.
124

 

Over 1,000 unemployed responded to the socialists’ call and swarmed over the city hall 

lawns.  A resolution passed asking for the city to grant the use of St. Andrew’s hall for 

unemployed gatherings.
125

  Inspector Alf Cuddy demanded the crowd move on; Drury, Gribble 

and Lestor led the crowd to a muddy Bayside Park to hear further speeches.  Alex Lyon told the 

gathering that the failure of the city to respond to the demonstration was proof that “this is a 

dying social order.”
126

  Drury led the crowd in complaints against the paltry $2,000 granted for 

relief and the association conducted an informal survey of those who were in debt and broke.
127

 

Allowed the use of St. Andrew’s Hall, the unemployed held a meeting that led to a series of 

resolutions.  Far from seeking the immediate “abolishment of wage slavery,” SPC activists were 

alert to bread-and-butter needs and sought initiatives that would specifically aid the working 

class.  The unemployed called for ten public lavatories, public swimming baths, a municipal 

lodging house, the construction of 150 six-roomed houses for working families, the completion of 

the City Hall assembly hall, playgrounds, and the cleaning of streets and lanes.
128

 

Two days later 1,000 unemployed gathered outside city hall.  The latest appropriation of 

$2,000 for relief was already exhausted.  Refused entrance, the crowd, buoyed by the singing of 
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the “Red Flag,” twice tried to forcibly enter the municipal offices.  Amongst the mittless men in 

faded coats and leaky boots, the need to show their indignation was palpable.  Angry voices 

suggested raids on city hall and encouraged bricks as ammunition against police clubs.  Albert 

Hill, an unemployed member of the Lathers Union, insisted the city had something to fear now 

that the men were organized.  Several speakers advised stealing food and clothing from city 

businesses.
129

 When the unemployed committee presented their resolutions to city council, thirty 

police stood sentry.
130

  Mayor Oliver chastised Drury for turning unemployed demonstrations into 

a business and the Mayor suggested those in need should comply with the THI’s “work test.”  

Controller Horatio Hocken advocated deportation for those “unfit to work or too lazy to work.”  

Despite the reaction, the city granted use of St. Andrew’s Hall but expressed concern that it 

would be used by socialists to promulgate “the doctrine of discontent.”
131

  

With 3,500 names on the Associated Charities relief registration, the city estimated that 

work at three days a week at $2 a day would empty city coffers of $21,000 a week.
132

  As many 

as 1,500 unemployed gathered in St. Andrew’s Hall.  The building overflowed and 1,000 were 

forced to gather outside.  Furious that the city had turned over employment registration to the 

Associated Charities, they began their own registration and gathered 905 signatures and 

information on length of unemployment and severity of distress.  “That is the reason we have 
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organized,’ said Herbert Brown, as he called to mind the principle of subsidiarity: “Nobody 

knows the unemployed and their condition as they know themselves.”
133

 

Direct actions escalated.  Crowds of forty or more took meals at the House of Industry only 

to bail before complying with the work test.
134

  The police were out in full force after it was 

rumoured that the Unemployed Association intended to shut down the intersection of Queen and 

Yonge, if the city refused to grant further use of St. Andrew’s Hall.  Instead of the shutdown, 

demonstrations were held outside the labour bureau.
135

  City officials bribed the unemployed 

leaders with work.  Socialist James Simpson warned the delegates, “‘If you accept employment 

you are traitors to the men you represent.’”
136

  The committee stuck fast and refused to take the 

jobs.  The Mayor responded: “You want to run the city, I suppose.  Well, we’re running it just 

now, and when we get tired of running it we will send for you.”
137

  

One thousand unemployed attended the follow-up meeting in St. Andrew’s Hall.  They 

resolved to ask city council to abolish the civic relief department, establish free “running baths,” 

provide proper clothing and more substantial meals than an 11-cent meal of soup and bread to 

those breaking stone at the House of Industry, to engage “visitors” to investigate cases of distress, 

and to remove control of charity distribution from the Associated Charities and vest it in the 
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Unemployed Association.  Alfred Cheeseman complained that at the THI men slept in rooms 

considerably smaller than the 600 square feet called for in Toronto’s own health bylaws.
138

 

The city promised to look into the THI complaints but refused the association’s demand to 

distribute city relief.
139

  Instead, city officials blamed the unrest on “ragged, dusty individuals” 

who flocked to Toronto as the “‘mecca’ of broken men.”
140

  Council urged that the Associated 

Charities provide a list of those who could be deported.
141

  Despite this reactionary response, 

socialist Alex Lyon remained optimistic: “The City Council is beginning to realize that the 

workers are awakening from their long sleep and that the Socialists who are amongst the 

unemployed will stir the spirit of revolution in the workers until the red flag is flying 

triumphantly.”
142

  Other socialists believed a breakthrough would only occur when the 

unemployed demanded more than just “toil” and acknowledged that the respective interests of the 

workers and state were “diametrically opposed” to each other.
143

  Gribble praised Drury as his 

“chief object is the spread of revolutionary truth.”
144

  The SPC’s Unemployed Association forced 

the city to rack up its relief expenses.  That winter the city granted $83,925, $20,000 more than 

the previous year, to the THI and other charitable institutions.  The city’s employment bureau 

stayed open until June.  After conducting more than 3,115 relief investigations, the city had still 

expended more money on relief than in any previous year.
 145

  SPC activists had won relief 

increases, albeit with an intensification in liberal coercive repertoires.  They also sought 

cooperative control over relief measures, while disseminating the “revolutionary truth.”  
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4.6 Squandered Solidarity: Free Speech and the Unemployed in Vancouver 

The free speech fights in Vancouver in 1912 comprised the most significant instances 

before the Great War in which activists with competing socialist visions clashed over the 

leadership and tactics of the unemployed struggle.  In January 1912, as railway construction and 

logging camp workers were laid off, Vancouver first formation socialists became the first to 

organize the unemployed in a localized downturn that would evolve into the 1913-1915 

depression.  Mark Leier’s thorough treatment narrates the demonstrations as a sectarian tragedy.  

Leier appropriately characterizes the Wobblies’ tactics of subsidiarity, antiracism, syndicalism 

and direct action as a holistic and viable approach to modern capitalism.  However, “chances for a 

real solidarity and organization of the unemployed were squandered on the chimera of social 

democracy,” argues Leier as he highlights the vilification of the IWW by the British Columbia 

Federation of Labour (BCFL), the Vancouver Trades and Labour Council (VTLC) and by 

members of the SPC, many of them active on the BCFL and VTLC executives.
146

  Yet SPC 

organizations of the unemployed during the 1907-1909 depression challenge the notion that the 

party could be analytically reduced to “social democracy.”
 147

  While the fragmentation of 

Vancouver’s left in this period was very real, SPC members actually deviated from what had been 

a growing commitment to non-parliamentary forms of struggle, in a desperate attempt to secure 

their leadership on Vancouver’s left over the up-and-coming IWW. 

The SPC leadership felt threatened by the IWW.  In essence, they had a more parochial 

interpretation of the possibilities of the unemployed, and saw their rivals’ differing analysis to be 

the work, not of fellow leftists, but of the enemy.  The decisions of the SPC’s leadership must be 

placed in the context of an unraveling party; the SDPC had poached most of the SPC membership 
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in Ontario, while high profile SPCer James Hawthorthwaite had resigned less than a year earlier, 

as did D.G. Mackenzie, the editor of the Western Clarion.
148

  SPC and VTLC leaders were more 

interested in the upcoming provincial elections and wanted to discredit the IWW and harness the 

energy of unrest towards the ballot box.  To deny those indigent prepared to escalate the battle 

even in the face of police repression did nothing but mute their agency.  Yet as Leier points out, 

the SPC and VTLC rank-and-file were not all “opposed to the IWW.”  A similar free speech fight 

in Victoria exhibited more solidarity.
149

  Still, the SPC and VTLC leadership backed themselves 

into a corner that limited their tactics to leadership without direct action.  Their decision would 

have dire consequences for Vancouver’s unemployed during the 1912-1915 economic crises.  

In the winter of 1912 the IWW, the BCFL, VTLC and SPC led unemployed 

demonstrations to demand the city open up work projects and against the importation of British 

immigrants.
150

  Two thousand unemployed joined the first demonstration on 17 January.  The city 

fathers immediately provided work but their patience quickly wore thin.
151

  At a demonstration on 

20 January 1912, police clubs rained down and six men were arrested; another four were picked 

up the following day.
152

  The pro-business, “law-and order” mayor James Findlay and city 

council passed a by-law forbidding all outdoor meetings.
153

  Police charged many protestors with 

vagrancy.  Shocked by the arrests the SPC, the VTLC and IWW decided to support the right to 

“free speech” and on 28 January, a nonsectarian meeting led to a confrontation with 40 constables 

and 14 mounted men swinging “their heavy quirts with hearty impartiality.”  Police arrested 

twenty-two, including R.P. Pettipiece, a SPCer and member of the VTLC.
154
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Weekly February demonstrations led to numerous arrests.
155

  While the IWW continued to 

organize protests, the VTLC and the SPC decided to use their political lobbying power to 

overturn the city’s anti-demonstration by-law.  Although unsuccessful, they were content with a 

compromise that once the unemployed crisis had abated, street demonstrations would once again 

be legal.  The labour leaders met with the mayor on 12 February 1912 to discuss the possibility of 

regulating open-air demonstrations.  When two IWW members crashed the closed-door meeting, 

city officials and their labour comrades ejected them.
156

  The solidarity that had existed a scant 

two weeks earlier was no more.  The VTLC and SPC convinced Premier McBride that the riots 

would deter global investors.
157

  In consultation with McBride, Mayor James Findlay proclaimed 

a compromise formula that allowed limited free speech and dropped legal proceedings.  Findlay 

later reneged on his promise to release IWW prisoners.  The judge acquitted Pettipiece, and 

despite his betrayal of his IWW comrades, Pettipiece claimed that he had done “his best for the 

unemployed.”
158

  

The SPC, BCFL and VTLC leadership painted the IWW as violent and in doing so 

denounced one of the most powerful tactics the working class had at their disposal and one that 

SPC had used before with some success – direct action.  Why?  IWW competition is one 

explanation but the judgments of leftist presses also suggest that the SPC’s impossibilist “shock 

therapy” was no longer a goad to action but a path to passivity.  To be fair, the Western Clarion 

called the demonstrations a coup for socialism.  They helped “some to think,” with the workers’ 

“bruised craniums enlightened by the brutality of capital.”  The B.C. Federationist saved their 
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greatest denunciations against violence for the authorities’ resort to “Cossack Rule.”
159

  However, 

without “bruised craniums” the unemployed were “ignorant” of their position in the class 

struggle, according to the Western Clarion.  Similarly, the B.C. Federationist believed that “the 

moment [the poor] can provide for their needs through employment, even though the wage be 

small and the employment but temporary, they at once become quiet and patiently await the 

turning of the tide of their fortunes.”
160

  The IWW, unlike the leadership of the SPC or the VTLC, 

saw the unemployed as important agents in their own right in the struggle against capitalism.  The 

needs of the unemployed that triggered the free speech fights in the first place were silenced and 

their political power neutralized by those who claimed to act in their interests. 

4.7 Tale of Two Cities: The IWW in Edmonton and Calgary, 1913-1915 

The IWW had more success in organizing the unemployed in Edmonton in 1914 than in 

Vancouver two years earlier.
161

  Strong leadership, left solidarity and an unusually sympathetic 

city council allowed the local IWW to exert more control over the administration of relief 

benefits.  A more draconian municipal governance and leftist infighting in Calgary places 

Edmonton’s experience in sharp contrast.  The empirically rich analysis of the Edmonton and 

Calgary IWW organizing of the unemployed by David Schultz comes to a different conclusion.  

Schultz’s commitment to studying the “practical effects of IWW ideology” leads him to the 

pessimistic assertion that the IWW, when taking on police repression and budget-restrained 

municipalities, could not overcome the “social and economic marginality” of the unemployed.
162

  

A more generous evaluation of its efforts suggests that the IWW channeled the indignation and 
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despair of the unemployed into an organization that, for a time, won significant relief from the 

state.  Unemployment movements are “unstable” and even “short-term material gains” are hard to 

come by but other measurements like human dignity, encouraging the unskilled to hold a line on 

wages and inspiring a revolutionary consciousness are even more important than meagre state 

capitulations.  The Edmonton agitators procured more than $30,000 in extra municipal relief in 

the winter of 1914, developed tactics such as church occupations and mass eat-ins and won, 

however briefly, some control over relief administration.  They pointed the way to a politics that 

combined the disruptive with prefigurative forms of cooperation. 

There is no evidence of the SPC or the local labour council interfering in Edmonton, 

perhaps contributing to the agitation’s relative success.  In contrast, there was friction among the 

IWW, SPC and mainstream labour in Calgary.  As in Vancouver, the Calgary SPC may have felt 

some proprietorship over the unemployed; there is tangential evidence that the SPC may have 

organized Calgary’s unemployed back in 1907 and they did participate in the 1914 struggles 

before the movement “collapsed amid mutual recriminations.”
163

 

By late 1914, the IWW was a ubiquitous socialist presence in the west, organizing 

unskilled, transient workers constructing two transcontinental railways.  Strikes in 1911 and 1912 

ended acrimoniously and with few gains.  In October 1912, the IWW organized a strike of 

Edmonton city workers to demand a 35-cent hourly wage and an eight-hour day.
164

  When 

depression hit and railway expansions were postponed in the spring of 1913, the unemployed 

flocked to the cities seeking work and shelter.  More gathered with the end of the harvest.  In late 
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December 1913, with 4,000 unemployed in the city, the newly-dubbed IWW Edmonton 

Unemployed League (EUL) marched through the streets 1,000 strong.
165

  “There are four or five 

hundred men starving and starving men recognize no law when it stands between them and their 

lives,” the EUL warned.  On 26 December, a delegation of Edmonton’s recently elected city 

council led by Mayor William McNamara, and made up of reform-minded businessmen, trade 

unionists, single-taxers and populists, met with the league at the IWW hall where they evinced 

sympathy for the unemployed and acknowledged the EUL as a legitimate representative of the 

city’s indigent.  The EUL’s demands for city work for all the unemployed, married or single, and 

regardless of “race, creed or colour,” at 30 cents per hour and at least $9 a week, were accepted 

and the city agreed to provide the exhibition grounds for free to lodge the single unemployed.  

IWW organizer James Rowan wrote to his fellow organizer in Calgary, W.S. McConnell, that the 

recognition of the league and the acceptance of its demands constituted a “complete victory.”
166

 

City bureaucrats and local newspapers were less than sanguine.  T.R. Turnbull, the civic 

relief officer, warned the league and those unemployed with “drink in their faces” that “we are 

prepared to help you now, but do not think that with assistance you are going to lie back and take 

things easy.”
167

  A few days later, after the city placed over 200 men clearing vacant lots, the city 

commissioners insisted Edmonton root out non-bona fide residents and dismiss any IWW 

agitators.
168

  A. T. Cushing, the director of the Edmonton Welfare League and Mayor 

McNamara’s right-wing nemesis, argued that the only solution to the unemployment problem 

would be to enforce an ethics of work: “We need in this country the gospel of work.  We are not 
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living unless we are working.”  The Wobblies were work-shirkers, Cushing claimed, and were 

thus not safe leaders “for the unemployed and not safe for the sake of the city.”
169

  

The EUL executive rejected the oft-repeated dismissal of the so-called “I Won’t Works” 

and claimed that “less than half of one per cent” of the league’s membership were IWW 

members.  Upholding an ethics of work, the EUL “wish[ed] it to be understood that idlers, bums 

and drunks will not be admitted into this organization...”  The EUL offered up their books for 

examination and argued they sought a “peaceable solution” using “civilized methods.”  The EUL 

organized the men on the fairgrounds into sixteen captain-led companies that ensured no liquor 

on the premises; decisions were made democratically.  While seeking respectability, the executive 

remained anti-capitalist and adhered to a logic of subsidiarity; the unemployed deserve “an 

opportunity to be heard, in solving a social problem that is of far greater importance to them than 

to all of the other parties concerned.”
170

  The Edmonton Daily Bulletin disagreed; the true victims 

of the unemployed crisis were not the poor themselves, but the taxpayers of Edmonton.
171

  

As of 6 January 1914, the city housed for free and fed daily at the exhibition grounds an 

ethnic kaleidoscope of over 400 unemployed.  Another 500 men were supplied with work.  Over 

three-fifths of the city’s emergency relief budget of $25,000 had dissipated in less than a week.  

As a result, the city instituted new regulations; all men housed at the exhibition grounds had their 

hours reduced from 5 to 3.5 a day and, while the 30-cent-an-hour-bylaw remained, 75 cents 

would be deducted for room and board.
172

  Frustrated, but cognizant of “public opinion,” the 

League accepted the offer.  Within two days the exhibition grounds population had dropped from 

404 to 260.
173

  On 16 January the city took advantage of EUL executive infighting (the city 
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provided a plum job to an executive member, thus rankling the rest of the EUL) and, on the 

advice of the Health and Safety Committee, the exhibition hall was closed.
174

  EUL members 

struck the following day but they were unable to mount an insurrection; the transients who 

remained crowded into the IWW hall for lodging.
 175

  By 26 January, public works funds had 

dried up and 800 of 900 men were laid off.  The EUL won 300 to 400 men meal tickets as a 

meagre palliative.
176

  Meanwhile, civic officials promoted private initiatives to employ those in 

penury – McNamara, Cushing and others hired men to work their farms and cut their firewood.
177

 

After relief officer Turnbull refused to supply EUL members with new lodgings, the EUL 

decided to touch a nerve by exposing the hypocrisy of the city’s wealthy and pious by occupying 

the First Presbyterian and Methodist churches.
178

  Although heavily criticized, the EUL won a 

place for all the men to sleep and more meal tickets; Rowan argued that “they would not do that 

much if the unemployed had not made demonstrations.”
179

  Following the church occupations, the 

IWW occupied Relief Officer Turnbull’s office demanding blankets.
180

  Turnbull resolved that 

the relief office would no longer recognize the EUL.  On 4 February civic leaders descended on 

the IWW hall and, citing the building’s unsanitary conditions, evicted the men.
181

  Afterwards the 
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men were taken to the Salvation Army where they were searched for money.  Each was promised 

a job.  If they declined such employment, they would be left to their own devices.  Police arrested 

many of the organizers.
182

  McNamara relinquished control of relief to Cushing’s Welfare 

Association in which relief recipients were required to chop wood for room and board.
183

 

The EUL was revived on 11 May after “foreigners” spontaneously gathered at the IWW 

Hall.  Throughout the month, they marched to the legislature and city hall and threatened to 

parade through the “aristocratic” west end.
184

  Rowan warned of violence but, after a week of 

demonstrations, they had achieved little.  Desperate, thirteen recent immigrants, seemingly 

without IWW backing, went to three restaurants, ordered food and refused to pay; all were 

arrested.  Organizational energy had dissipated.  Within the year, the last three Canadian IWW 

mixed locals collapsed “‘on account of the war” and with the exception of a non-affiliated and 

xenophobic demonstration in the spring of 1915, the organized unemployed drifted away.
185

 

In Calgary police repression, a fiscally conservative mayoralty and the work test of 

Reverend C.A. McKillop, secretary of the Associated Charities, who refused to deal with any 

unemployed collective, undermined the IWW’s ability to obtain relief for the unemployed.  

McKillop ran a bunkhouse for the unemployed where they were required to split wood for four 

hours a day without payment.
186

  The Calgary Unemployed League (CUL), organized in late 

December 1914, was spurred to fight for the same relief conditions granted in Edmonton.  After 

several peaceful demonstrations of up to 1,000 strong were dispersed by Police Chief Alfred 
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Cuddy, William S. McConnell, IWW organizer for Calgary, soapboxed outside city hall and was 

arrested.  A melee ensued as “husky” police clashed with belligerents; six organizers were 

jailed.
187

  The city did, however, open up more relief work.  The day after the arrests, the EUL 

threatened to march to Calgary to demand the liberation of the jailed.
188

  The march did not 

materialize.  While IWW meetings continued, with speakers such as socialist Sophie Mushkat 

insisting that “only by united effort could the rich men of Calgary be made to furnish 

employment,” the poor were daily individualized in their encounters with police and state.  More 

were arrested.
189

 The IWW EUL folded and the courts convicted McConnell for sedition for 

counseling the unemployed to steal.  He was given a “suspended sentence” requiring him to 

“keep the peace” for two years.  The SDPC’s Cotton’s Weekly congratulated McConnell for a job 

well done.
190

  Without organization, Edmonton was not able to maintain a hold on relief work 

wages.
191

  The CUL briefly resurfaced in May with a call for a “Coxey army” to march from 

Calgary to Ottawa to present a petition for aid, but it was unable to organize as authorities 

cracked down on vagrants riding the rods.
192

 

4.8 Mutual Aid: Women and the Unemployed 

The unemployment movement, although male-dominated, was not without feminist 

influence.  Women participated in unemployment protests.  Others were socialist theorists who 

pushed the left and the state to grasp the particular effects of unemployment on females.  A more 

organized and inclusive effort that signified an advancement on either the bread riot or the ad hoc 
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and selective cooperation of families arose during the 1912-1915 Depression.  Helena Gutteridge 

in Vancouver and the Women’s Day Toilers Motherhood Protective Union (WDTMPU) in 

Toronto developed modern co-operative lodging and employment opportunities for out-of-work 

women.  Mutual aid, geared to the creation of power outside the purview of the liberal state, was 

the guiding progressive imperative behind these unemployment organizations. 

Discourse around women’s labour and unemployment was embedded within a White, 

Christian-dominated society that judged working-class women according to “their perceived 

distance from the paradigmatic female working-class vice, prostitution.”
193

  Socialists built upon 

this dominant moral discourse.  While charities, police and immigration officials sought to 

remove women from the streets, socialists argued prostitution was inevitable under capitalism.
194

  

Mainstream labour also moralized about women’s work.  Although the movement relaxed its 

exclusionist strategy vis-à-vis single women, married women were still discouraged from entering 

the labour market.
195

  In 1913, the Ontario Executive of the Trades and Labour Congress of 

Canada (TLCC) lobbied government to provide grants to mothers to “enable them to stay at 

home.”
196

  It was best that the “gentler sex” have babies and clean house. 
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When women critiqued the gendered effects of unemployment, they often met with labour 

opposition.  When Rose Henderson spoke to the Montreal Central Trades and Labour Council 

(MCTLC) in favour of parading a contingent of child and women workers, including the 

unemployed, during the Labour Day march in 1914 to educate “the public to what she believed 

constituted a social and race hindrance,” her proposal was defeated by council.  “To include 

children workers in the parade was tantamount to organizing child labourers, certainly to 

recognizing them and their position in industrial life,” argued the MCTLC.  The meaning of 

Henderson’s gesture is up for debate and does not comfortably jibe with Peter Campbell’s 

emphasis on her maternal feminism.
197

  Exposing the reality of the hardships encountered by 

children and women workers was Henderson’s way of critiquing capitalist patriarchy that eroded 

family ties and ran roughshod over non-commodifiable motherhood.  But the MCTLC also 

accused Henderson of essentially abandoning the role of protective mother, by politicizing 

innocent children to make her point.
198

 

Immigrant women were vocal members of the unemployment movement.  In May 1914, a 

“mere slip of a girl,” Asya Choultz, Emma Goldman’s Russian-speaking niece and herself a 

“fervid Socialist,” held 1,500 unemployed “spell-bound while she poured forth a torrent of 

words”  for almost an hour in Montreal’s Champs de Mars.
199

  As Varpu Lindström notes, the 

Finnish socialist press, unlike the English, did not spill ink on whether or not women ought to 

work and there appeared to be a general consensus that women had the equal right and need to do 

so.  The problem, says Lindström, was that men were too busy organizing themselves to devote 

their energies to the particular plight of women workers.
200
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While there were more than a few male feminists within the left, women in general were 

left to deal with their own unemployment.  In the pre-war period, they opted for mutual aid over 

appeals for state relief.  Such actions suggest recognition that women’s poverty was related not 

just to work dependency but also to a dependency upon men.  British suffragette Emmeline 

Pankhurst influenced the WDTMPU in Toronto and the Women’s Employment League in 

Vancouver.  Pankhurst had visited Toronto six months prior to the formation of the WDTMPU 

and Gutteridge “unabashedly admired the Pankhursts” not only for their direct action tactics but 

also for their insistence on the intersectionality of gender and labour oppression.
201

 

In 1912, the WDTMPU was born in Toronto.  It focused on single mothers of all ages.  The 

organization stressed the role of women as both “toilers” and “mothers.”  Leasing a 16-room 

house, the WDTMPU ran a union laundry and public lunchroom and housed women in need.  

“Here were women who knew something about the battle of life, what it meant to do hard and 

laborious work for which they were inadequately remunerated, and in spite of their meagre means 

had banded together in attempting the accomplishment of what must have seemed to them a 

stupendous undertaking,” enthused the Industrial Banner.  By insisting on forming a “union,” the 

women were, the newspaper declared, “pioneers in a great movement yet to be a power in the 
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land.”
202

  These women were also deliberately avoiding the male-dominated state and labour 

movement in a way that stressed their desire for independence and liberation. 

In the fall of 1913, local women formed a Vancouver Home and Domestic Employees 

Union.  It promised to protect women workers and advance the position that the “home has a 

greater influence on the community than the community has on the home” and to “dignify” 

domestic labour.
203

  A year later, Helena Gutteridge and the Vancouver Local Council of Women 

initiated a major leftist make-work project.
204

  Citing a growing number of unemployed 

stenographers, domestic servants and restaurant workers, and cuts to wages from between 25 and 

50 percent, Gutteridge insisted women wanted work, not charity.  In September 1914, the 

Women’s Employment League was born; by the 23 October, the women secured a $2,000 

municipal grant to set up a co-operative 33-room house on Robson Street to act as a shelter, 

women’s employment bureau, lunch counter and Christmas doll-making factory.
205

  Between 1 

October and 9 February, 1,189 women registered at the home; 483 were hired as domestic 

servants while another 250 women made dolls for $3.50 for a three-day week.
206

  The dolls and 

dresses made by the unemployed women brought in a total of $2,593.
207
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Despite taxpayers claiming Gutteridge’s co-operative assisted non-residents, the Women’s 

Employment League was praised as a success.
208

  Gutteridge argued that competition for women’s 

work was pitting single women against the married; mothers who ought not to “neglect the home and 

children” but did so out of “sheer desperation” were driving wages down to poverty levels.
209

  While 

insisting on the “sacred” importance of motherhood, Gutteridge attacked liberals who proposed 

marriage as a solution to women’s unemployment: “It is not the fear of being unable to cook that 

causes the modern woman to think more seriously of marriage than formerly,” wrote Gutteridge, “but 

perhaps an unconscious feeling of general insecurity, the uncertainty of having the food to cook.”
210

  

For Gutteridge marriage should not be a choice made out of financial necessity.  While maintaining a 

critique of capital, the welfare efforts of Gutteridge were meant to relieve the burden of poverty 

through the activism of poor women themselves. 

4.9 Cooperation and Disruption: Vancouver and Toronto, 1914 

 

Figure 2 Sam Atkinson, SDPC
211

 

The emphasis on mutual aid and cooperation in the “Organized Mob” phase reached its 

apogee in Vancouver in 1914 with the work of SDPC activist Sam Atkinson.  That winter, Mayor 
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Truman Smith Baxter refused to open up a free public labour bureau.
212

  With as many as 15,000 

unemployed and a frugal municipal government, Vancouver seemed ripe for a return to the 

disruptive acts of the unemployed.  Indeed, in early January 1914, after being denied relief work, 

Martin Swift attempted to assassinate J. Montgomery, the clerk of the civic board of works.
213

  

Yet no organized unemployment movement arose.  Instead, Sam Atkinson opted to raise the 

prestige of socialism amongst the unemployed by attempting to “create a self-sufficient 

community not reliant on charity or municipal relief.”
214

  Atkinson elicited the support of populist 

ex-Mayor and owner of the World, renegade liberal L.D. Taylor.  On 26 January 1914 Atkinson 

opened a free labour bureau, “officered by idle men, who give their services for free” under the 

auspices of a newly-formed organization called the Associated Enforced Idle or Unemployed.
215

  

Although relying on charitable donations (unemployed workers engaged in a door-to-door 

fundraising campaign), the bureau – a survey of the donors revealed that most gave less than 50 

cents – was funded primarily by and for workers.
216

  In addition to donations, the association also 

held benefit concerts and boxing matches featuring local unemployed talent.  At its height, over 

$1,500 was raised and 4,500 unemployed registered at the free, socialist-run labour bureau.
 217

  

Given that the city and province refused to open public works, the bureau did not have much 

success in placing registrants.  Approximately 500 unemployed received temporary employment 
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while another 100 secured permanent work.
218

  In March, the Associated Enforced Idle or 

Unemployed changed its name to the Co-operative Labor Bureau.  In its reorganization, the 

bureau began to charge $1 per month to those who could afford it.  They also expanded their 

services to include legal and medical aid as well as a $100 death benefit.  Hoping to offer 

franchises across Canada, the bureau appears to have dissolved shortly after April.
 219

   

Taylor’s relationship with Atkinson and the Associated Enforced Idle or Unemployed 

was a pragmatic and self-serving one.  At the zenith of his political and newspaper career, Taylor 

was no socialist.  He fashioned himself as a “middle-class self-made” man who was wary of large 

corporations and the rise of monopoly capitalism.  Championing “the single tax, the vote for 

married women, the eight-hour day, and various civic improvements,” Taylor appealed to 

Vancouverites with his “rags-to-riches” story and his civic boosterism.
220

  Promoting the socialist 

labour bureau was Taylor’s way of distinguishing himself from Baxter, his political rival.  But he 

also firmly believed that the city should not “shirk its responsibility to the idle men ‘within our 

gates’” and he commended the SDPC bureau as a necessity for all of “humanity,” as it aided 

labourers and ensured “the security of busy citizens.”
 221

  But Atkinson and the SDPC were not 

out to protect the “security” of capital, but to offer a social alternative.  Atkinson arrived in 

Vancouver in 1913, after a stint as an organizer during a car-men’s strike in Buffalo, to assume 

the role of district organizer of the SDPC.  A former ex-preacher and evangelist, Atkinson was a 

superb public speaker who drew large audiences in a series of Sunday lectures over the 1914 

winter.
222

  In one lecture on “The Crime of Poverty,” Atkinson blamed capitalists and the 
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“gigantic trusts and monopolies” for driving the poor to crime.  Railing against immigration 

policies, national debts, and the “moneyed interests” who induce war and “muzzle” the press, 

Atkinson pinpointed the “laws of man” as being stacked against the poor.
223

  Performing in a skit 

entitled “A Rooster and His Chickens” at a bureau fundraising event, Atkinson skewered 

“political economy” and the “local government” to wide applause.
224

  Atkinson also directed his 

vitriol against Premier Richard McBride.
225

 Although Atkinson advocated that socialists should 

parade the unemployed through “the business section of town” or occupy a church in order to 

“strike terror into the hearts of the powers that be,” he avoided the disruptive.
226

  Not unlike Louis 

Blanc’s 1848 dream of worker-run “social workshops,” Atkinson’s bureau was a means to make 

socialism practical and operational.  At a time when the state had yet to perfect the art of 

governmentality, seeking non-state solutions made some sense – at least this way socialists, not a 

capitulating liberal order, could take credit for alleviating some of the suffering of the 

unemployed.  Had Atkinson and Vancouver SDPC activists pursued a tandem strategy of 

disruption and cooperation, they may have lost the support of Taylor and other liberal supporters, 

but they would have added force to their critiques of the inadequate response to unemployment 

by the municipal and provincial governments. 

The cooperative spirit may have also blunted unemployment unrest in Toronto between 1914-

1915, had it not been for some attempts to combine socialist forays into conventional politics with the 

power of disruption.  Instead of providing an independent cooperative alternative to state aid, James 
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Simpson, with the backing of socialists and labour, was elected as a city controller in 1914 with the aim 

of introducing socialist values into the operations of city hall.  Simpson (who himself had led 

unemployed demonstrations to city hall in 1903 and provided some support to protestors between 

1907-1909, as he would again in the 1920s), proved to be a sympathizer and, with the support of 

progressive reformer Mayor Horatio Hocken, was able to provide a comparatively high level of relief 

over his term in office.  Controller Simpson also encouraged the unemployed to direct their power of 

disruption towards the provincial and federal governments.  

By early January 1914, there were 15,000 unemployed in the city.  At the first meeting of 

the Board of Control, newly-elected controller Simpson faced socialist John Kirby and a 

deputation of the unemployed.  Simpson insisted that since industry “had grown rich upon the 

profits from the workers” it ought to provide employment.  Workers, he suggested, should appeal 

to the provincial and federal governments.
227

  In the meantime, Simpson was able to push through 

substantial concessions, including $25,000 to provide park-grading work for 300 of the 

unemployed, the establishment of a municipal labour bureau, and the promise of more municipal 

work.
228

  Not content with the city’s offerings, socialist Harry Wilson led a spontaneous parade of 

400 unemployed to the Labor Temple.  Many had no fixed address and were sleeping on a 

lodging house floor for five cents a night.
229

  A deputation of the unemployed met with the Board 

of Control and requested a municipal lodging house “under proper sanitary conditions” for the 
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single unemployed; Wilson suggested the use of the old General Hospital.
230

  Two days later, 

over a thousand unemployed besieged the newly-opened municipal labour bureau.
231

   

On 28 January 5,000 unemployed marched from the Labour Temple to Queen’s Park.  

James Watt, the president of the TDTLC, Controller Simpson and Mayor Hocken, joined them.
232

  

They demanded the opening of public works, the building of working-class homes and $100,000 

in relief.  As the month ended, there were as many as 20,000 unemployed in the city.  
233

  When 

the Ontario cabinet shirked responsibility and Mayor Hocken pooh-poohed erecting working-

class homes, H. Wilson warned the unemployed “shall adopt militant methods.”
234

  

Further demonstrations did not occur.
235

  Over the summer, unemployment remained 

abnormally high.
236

  In September, the TDTLC held a mass meeting of the unemployed where 

activists complained about their failure to secure relief from the federal and provincial 

governments.
237

  By October 1914, Toronto was home to more than 20,000 unemployed.
238

  

Spurred to action, the TDTLC embarked upon a house-to-house canvas.
239

  The idea, according to 

Simpson, was that if the canvas proved that a large proportion of the unemployed had not long 

been city residents their hand would be strengthened in appealing for provincial and federal 
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assistance.
240

  The canvas provided a list of over 17,000 unemployed and proved that rather than 

wielding statistics to exclude and divide the unemployed, the workless could gather statistics on 

their own and for purposes that challenged the governmentality of the state.
241

   

To provide some relief the city earmarked over $1,000,000 in city improvements over the 

winter.  They also appropriated another $30,000 to keep the THI afloat.  The suggestion of 

socialist H. Wilson a year earlier, to open the old General Hospital as a refuge for the single 

unemployed, was pushed through by Simpson in December.  The city appropriated $6,000 to 

keep the building open to one hundred single unemployed for a four-month period.
242

  On 3 

December, 700 unemployed marched to Queen’s Park.  “A hungry stomach has no conscience,” 

said one of the representatives to the premier.  “We are not going to starve, we are going to fight,” 

said another.
243

  On 8 December, 2,000 unemployed marched to city hall.  Mayor Hocken 

promised to match every dollar the province supplied.  Controller Simpson suggested adding two 

mills to the tax rate to raise a million dollars.
244

  The next day, Hocken said the THI would feed 

the unemployed at the city’s expense, and taking him up on his offer, 1,500 of them marched to 

the THI to receive a meal.
245

  Police arrested seventy-five foreigners at the THI, many of whom 

they identified as participating in the unemployment parades.
246
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Shortly afterwards Toronto’s unemployed formed the Central Unemployed Association 

(CUA) and met regularly at St. Andrew’s Hall.  SPC activist Frank Watkinson encouraged 

disruption: “Any means is justified by the end,” Watkinson said, and, instead of being “satisfied 

with a bowl of soup” he encouraged them to “swipe something and go over the Don where they 

have to keep you.”
247

  After Simpson failed to win re-election, delegations of the CUA stormed 

city hall and demanded $7,500 to open an office to take over the work of the Social Service 

Commission.
248

  Although the CUA remained active into 1915, the unemployed were not nearly 

as successful in wresting relief from the city as they had been when Simpson was their inside ally.  

Simpson did little to prevent police repression of the unemployed.  He neither critiqued the 

degrading work test of the THI nor called for the overhaul of the quasi-private distribution of outdoor 

relief.  Such political pragmatism had already led to Simpson’s expulsion from the SPC in 1910 and 

would prompt his censure as an opportunist and class collaborator by Communists in the 1920s.
249

  

When Simpson lobbied for federal unemployment relief in February 1915, he insisted that the 

unemployed suffered “not by any fault of their own,” yet, without assistance they “drift into a condition 

of indifference . . . and will lose their ambition and social status.”  Governments should work to put 

“idle men” “under some physical exercise” for a dollar a day to stave off the unemployable and 
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promote “nation-building and the building up of citizenship,” argued Simpson.
250

  Becoming a socialist 

embedded within the liberal order did not stop Simpson from endeavouring to meet the practical needs 

of the unemployed, but at the expense of excluding them from the decision-making process.  That said, 

other Toronto radicals were willing to push the disruptive potential of an organized unemployed and, 

with Simpson determined to bring a spirit of equality and socialism into city hall, Toronto’s 

unemployed benefited from the twin strategies of disruption and cooperation. 

4.10 SDPC Unemployment Protests, 1913-1915 

Driven largely by diaspora socialists, the SDPC organized the unemployed in Ottawa, 

Sudbury, Winnipeg and Montreal.  Although many Winnipeg Anglo-Canadian SDPC activists 

cautioned against disruption, the diaspora socialists appear to have been more militant.  In 

November 1913, members of the Winnipeg SDPC and SPC and 2,000 unemployed gathered in 

Market Square to pass resolutions to demand Mayor Thomas Deacon provide municipal work at a 

rate of $2.50 a day or $15 a week.
251

  Their anger was palpable.  One speaker urged the raiding of 

stores and attacks on the police.  Socialist Bill Hoop dismissed the idea as “impractical:” “crime 

detection” and a capitalist “militia” made it foolish to steal.
252

  A hundred unemployed met with 

Mayor Deacon who advised all unmarried men to find farm work.  The unemployed met 

Deacon’s proposal with scorn; “one of the enforced idlers” called Deacon’s farm palliative a 

return to “chattel slavery” that would subvert the unemployed’s “sense of manhood.”
253

  

Winnipeg authorities maintained their hardline approach to delivering aid.  Some men were hired 
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for snow removal, another 100 were shipped to work for the Hudson’s Bay Company, while 

another 100 were sent to farms; those still unemployed could break stone for 45 cents a day.
254

  

During the 1914 winter, Winnipeg’s Market Square became the “workingman’s ventilator.”  

Spontaneous demonstrations of 500 strong paraded the streets and congregated to hear fiery 

speeches.
255

  By May, the unemployment crisis was unabated and the city halted winter civic work.  

Joseph Dubar and other SDPC activists marched with 1,200 unemployed on 26 May 1914 only to be 

attacked by Winnipeg police.  Dubar was badly beaten and, along with two others, faced assault 

charges.  The authorities called the skirmish a “bread riot.”  The Voice censured the authorities for “an 

utter lack of wisdom in handling an unusual situation.”
256

  The SDPC concluded at a special meeting 

that “the riot was caused by the unwise action of the police . . . especially when the majority of those in 

the crowd were unable to speak the English Language.”
257

  A mass meeting followed on 31 May 1914 

at Market Square, orchestrated by the Winnipeg Trades and Labour Council (WTLC) and the SDPC.  J. 

V. Johnston of the WTLC maligned those advocating violence and called for “a sane discussion of a 

serious situation.”  To move beyond bread riots, Beech and Armstrong insisted on a socialist education.  

Direct action enthusiasts who called for “broken heads” were thwarted by the “sane” speakers who 

were “carefully selected” to provoke thought but proposed “little of action.”
258

 

Throughout the 1914-1915 winter the unemployed were sporadically organized and the city in 

conjunction with the province spent over $100,000 on relief purposes in order to allay unrest.
259

  But 

when it threatened to cut relief in April, the largely immigrant and “enemy alien” unemployed gathered 
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en masse.  After assembling 12,000 strong on a vacant lot outside Broadway church on a Sunday 

morning to protest a minister’s anti-socialist message, the next day 3,000 to 5,000 unemployed 

converged on City Hall for a silent protest.
260

  The crowd was “delusional” in its demands for civic 

work, claimed the Manitoba Free Press, and the demonstration teetered on the edge of a full-blown 

revolt.  All that was needed was a “little, perhaps a hasty action on the part of a constable, an undue 

pushing or shoving by him, or the presence of a magnetic leader, to have turned the sullen, brooding 

men into a mob of vandals, ready to go to any ends.”  Despite the peaceful protest, the police were in 

full force and the city provided no extra relief.
261

 

Unsatisfied with the city’s response, the SDPC led 15,000 unemployed from North Winnipeg to 

the provincial parliament in a two-mile-long procession.  Over fifty constables armed with revolvers 

looked on.  A delegation including F. Saltzman met with Premier Rodmond Roblin.  Roblin questioned 

whether high wages during years of prosperity had led to the current unemployment crisis; Saltzman 

replied that the real issue was “production for profit, instead of for use.”
262

  The unemployed once 

again marched on city hall.
263

  The following day, Mayor Richard Waugh met with the provincial 

cabinet with an agreement that Manitoba would pay half the costs of work relief for the unemployed of 

Winnipeg.
264

  During the week of unrest, the city provided over $500 in meals for the unemployed and 

protestors extended relief for single men of three meals and a lodging ticket per day until 24
 
July.

265
 

As in Winnipeg, SDPC activities in Ottawa between June-July 1914 were well organized.  

The activists championed an array of reforms, from the end of private employment bureaux to 
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compulsory insurance to public education catering to the culture of Ukrainians.  The Ottawa 

Ukrainian SDPC made it clear that without relief, political upheaval was inevitable:  

Hundreds of thousands of men willing to work are now unemployed and in danger of 

starving and the government still remains inactive, in spite of the danger of outbreaks, for 

men will not starve quietly.  Sooner or later a crisis will come and it will be too late to 

adopt pacific methods of alleviation.
266

 

 

After over a month of street demonstrations, the end result of the Ottawa SDPC protests was the paid 

deportation of several dozen Ukrainian unemployed.  

When Montreal SDPC activists that same spring also demanded paid passage home for 

workless immigrants, the scene was equally militant.  A “Committee of the Unemployed’ was 

formed consisting of ten leaders of different nationalities.
267

  In March 1914, over 10,000 

labourers were unemployed and another 7,000 unionized workers were jobless.
268

  Over the next 

three months, Albert Saint-Martin led delegations to Mayor Médéric Martin demanding the 

government pay “unemployed foreigners” to return home, start a municipal housing programme 

and begin relief work.
269

  After Mayor Martin offered the workless city jobs at $2.25 per day, 

5,000 stormed city hall; police drove the “jobhunters” back.  Montreal provided only 2,000 of 

them work.  Almost 5,000 returned the next day, but the mayor had no jobs to offer.  

For the SDPC the protests proved that “capitalism has failed” because “it cannot feed the 

men who create the wealth.”  Uninterested in polite discourse, the party’s newspaper warned that 

“hungry men are the greatest danger confronting the property-holding class of a city.”  Mayor 

Martin dropped his aim of providing work and instead admonished the working class to exercise 

“strict economy and the conservation of the last cent of their earnings.”  “Lickspittle” Martin’s 
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advice was an insult, said the SDPC.  If the unemployed fought back, “Mayor Martin and the 

robbers he stands for would be hurled from off the bent backs of the working class.”
270

 

*** 

As an organized “mob,” the identity of the unemployed, in the rhetoric and actions of 

socialists between 1907-1915, was situated between the random and individualized assortment of 

“les misérables” of the late nineteenth century and the “unemployed army” of the Communists 

post-1919.  The spontaneity, indignation and moral economy of the unemployed was harnessed to 

a socialist ideology that understood unemployment to be one aspect of the immiseration of the 

working class.  While capitulations, compromises and relief came with coercive work tests and 

vagrancy laws, local nativism and exclusion, the protests of the unemployed proved instrumental 

in wresting thousands of dollars from the state and into the pockets of the workless.  But such 

struggles held even more value in creating a culture and reinforcing an identity amongst the 

unemployed that encouraged dignity instead of shame and indignation over apathy.  In the 

process, not a few demonstrators became enamoured with “reasoning otherwise.”  Whether 

belonging to the SPC, IWW or SDPC, socialist unemployment activists went beyond the labour 

movement and the ballot box in making the streets a petri dish of revolutionary possibilities.  

The repertoires of action amongst unemployment activists proved creative and multi-

faceted.  Public meetings, petitions, registrations, mutual aid and networking with third parties 

like labour councils, single taxers and social gospel enthusiasts – all these activities gave activists 

legitimacy and contributed to the emergence of a shared language and culture that was co-

operative and not just adversarial.  The mutual aid efforts of Helena Gutteridge and SDPC activist 

Sam Atkinson, and the infiltration of liberal governments by such socialist advocates as James 

Hawthorthwaite and James Simpson, brought practical socialist reforms within the realm of 
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possibility during the “Organized Mob” era.  Demonstrations, marches in cities across Canada 

and relief strikes in Nanaimo and Edmonton showed that despite their relative powerlessness, the 

unemployed could contest space and disrupt the everyday operations of liberal capitalist rule.  

Finally, riots and the occupation of city halls, labour bureaux, relief offices, restaurants and 

churches demonstrated that the unemployed could wage a direct attack on the liberal sanctity of 

property and authority.  By 1915, the unemployed had organized, however fleetingly, in Victoria, 

Nanaimo, Vancouver, Edmonton, Calgary, Saskatoon, Winnipeg, Sudbury, Hamilton, St. 

Catharines, Ottawa, Toronto and Montreal.
271

  Although isolated and localized, together such 

movements mounted a dramatic remonstrance against liberal rule in the first decades of a century 

Wilfrid Laurier had promised would belong to Canada.
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Chapter 5 

Whiteness Unwaged: Empire, Immigration and the Unemployed, 1880-

1919 

Unemployment was not just an individualizing experience, a local phenomenon or an issue 

prompting consternation for liberal capitalist nation states – it was also enmeshed within the 

problems of Empire, Imperialism and the globalization of capital.  The fin-de-siècle ruling classes 

relied not just on the free flow of goods but also on the movement of surplus labour to dilute 

wages and working-class strength in the hinterlands without entirely draining the surplus at the 

metropole.  An ethnically diverse and mobile working class proved, for even the most pro-British 

and xenophobic capitalists, that racial division undermined class solidarity, creating wage 

gradients and a non-homogenous labour force that increased profits and held wage demands in 

check.  Transportation companies and government propaganda billed the hinterlands as the 

needed pressure valve to quell working-class unrest at the heart of Empire.  The Globe argued as 

late as 1910 that emigration from Britain relieved “the incubus of unemployment” in the mother 

country, leaving “more room and employment for those remaining.”
1
  

It is no surprise that the earliest leftists concerning themselves with unemployment 

believed labour surpluses were inexorably linked to immigration.  How successful were leftists in 

turning working-class mobility into a strength?  How were they hindered and challenged by their 

own espousal of racist, protectionist rhetoric and an adherence to Anglo-Canadian imperial 

nationalism?
2
  David Goutor’s groundbreaking work on racism and white privilege within the 
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labour movement provides ample evidence that labourists articulated demands within the 

framework of Anglo-Canadian imperial nationalism.
3
  Mark Leier’s insistence that “socialism 

was no vaccine against racism” within Vancouver socialist circles has been confirmed to be as 

equally applicable across Canada.
4
  Yet, as Ian McKay has observed, “positions did shift over 

time,” and “diaspora socialisms” alongside a growing adherence to “abstract universal 

internationalism” reduced some of the symptoms and most virulent strains of the racist “disease,” 

even while white privilege in the socialist movement remained, conveniently for some and 

tragically for others, largely invisible.
 5
  This chapter seeks to add to this scholarship by focusing 

on how unemployment activists navigated the consolidations, ruptures and challenges to Anglo-

Canadian imperial nationalism within the broader left.  To do so it is necessary to juxtapose the 

difference in treatment of British immigrant unemployed to the non-British immigrant 

unemployed within the unemployment movement.  If McKay is correct in postulating that any 

anti-racist “breakthroughs” came “not so much in theory than in practice,” nowhere was this more 

evident than the grassroots struggles of the unemployed.
6
  

Immigrants are among the most important and the most vulnerable of unemployment 

protestors, yet their subject position and agency has escaped scholarly scrutiny.  We still need 
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Whiteness Unwaged: Race and the Making of the American Unemployed to complement David R. 

Roedigers’s seminal Wages of Whiteness.
7
  Philip H. Slaby, in an examination of protests by 

unemployed Polish immigrants in the French coalfields in 1934, reveals how immigrant 

protestors rebutted nativism by drawing on “French republican principles.”  They did so despite 

labour and Communist organizations which failed to maintain a “rapport” with immigrants and an 

overarching xenophobic climate.  For Slaby, “foreigner” unemployment protest was unable to 

halt racism or win relief.
8
  It is my contention, notwithstanding the nativism of the “White” 

Canadian state and within labour and the left, that “foreigner”-led unemployment protests were 

able to effect change, however marginal, because of: a) their base in significant and often 

cohesive communities, especially (after 1907) in the Western provinces; b) the fragility, 

inconsistencies and novelty of Canada as a project of Whiteness; and c) their concentration less 

on rights than on the (broken) promises of opportunity within a liberal colonial state.  

Imbedded in a colonialist landscape that was predicated on Native displacement and the 

creation of a “White” nation, many leftists of the fin de siècle politicized unemployment as a 

particular White-Anglophone problem that required protectionist immigration policies.  The 

demand for cheap labour and the influx of thousands of non-British colonists under Clifford 

Sifton’s immigration policies prompted a growing multi-national Canadian left by the 1907-1908 

recession to be more inclusive in its understanding of who was affected by, and who needed 

protection from, unemployment; “abstract universal internationalism” became a tentative and 

contested premise within unemployment movements.  The economic crisis of 1913 to 1915 

ushered in massive unemployment protests led largely by “diaspora socialists” which forever 

changed the landscape of unemployment struggles in Canada. 
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5.1 A White Colonial Project: Immigration and Unemployment, 1674-1900 

Unemployment appeared with waves of immigration.
9
  By the nineteenth century, it was 

difficult to avoid the link between immigration and poverty.
10

  Immigrants were “othered” and 

their ethnicity often predetermined perceptions of their employability.
11

  In Britain, the New Poor 

Law (1834) came shortly on the heels of the Slavery Abolition Act (1833).  Postcolonial scholars 

have suggested that “racial ideologies structured both political problems.”  Emancipation raised 

concerns “about the rise in pauperism and indolence of the slave population” while “studies about 

poor relief often compared the pauper’s reluctance to work to that of a slave.”
12

  The undermining 

of black communities, white emigration schemes, Houses of Industry and the Indian reservation 

system were all projects “committed to restricting, instructing and rehabilitating deficient 

populations.”
13

  The racist foundations of Canadian social welfare policy and the ways in which 

the unemployed, “black settlers and aboriginal populations” were targeted by a “white colonial 

elite,” and pitted against one another, deserve further scrutiny.
14
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To make the colonies white, and to remove surplus labourers, British authorities increased 

levels of emigration after the end of the Napoleonic war.
15

  The “shovelling out of [British] 

paupers” came with misleading promotions of British North America as a land of opportunity.
16

  

Irish immigrants fleeing famine in the 1830s and late 1840s “crowded into the poorhouses” of the 

East Coast and were among the “casual poor” unable to find permanent labour.
17

  The Irish found 

their way into colonial towns which became little more than “repositories for useless persons, 

rather than active economic entities.” 
18

  Elite colonists shrugged with despair and believed the 

influx of immigrants was natural and uncontrollable.
19

 

Yet immigration also spurred voluntary charitable associations.  When such voluntary 

charities proved insufficient the government stepped in, setting a precedent that immigrant relief 

was a state responsibility.
20

  Government and foreign merchant investment on the St. Lawrence 

canals created Canada’s first sustained “home grown economy” that relied on the cheap labour of 

Irish immigrants and created a class of unemployed that persisted long after the canals’ 

completion.
21
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The immigration shed became a ubiquitous institution in Canada in the mid-nineteenth 

century.  Initially designed to deal with epidemics, immigration sheds served as a way of 

physically separating migrants and “contributed significantly to the stigmatization of the 

immigrant population.”  While immigrant sheds offered food and medical treatment, they were as 

much about affording “the host community with a sense of social and physical distance from the 

immigration chaos” as they were about providing assistance.
22

  

Between 1820 and 1880 there was no “monolithic state regulatory response” to immigrant 

poverty, but a “labyrinth” of shifting and confusing supports and regulations for immigrants.  

While the government promised relief to newcomers through the emigration agencies during their 

first year in Canada, these funds were inadequate and municipalities, voluntary organizations and 

individuals were left to pick up the slack.  Since state assistance was part of an immigrant’s 

survival strategies, individuals frequently protested changes to or cancellation of such assistance.  

Authorities worried their complaints might sour future immigrant schemes.
23

 

Between 1871 and 1901, 1.5 million immigrants came to Canada and Canadian births 

accounted for a further increase of two million – yet the “long depression” caused an exodus and 

a modest population increase of only one million.
24

  As the depression descended, the Ontario 

Workman, Toronto’s first labour paper, insisted that a “liberal” immigration policy was a 

“conspiracy among capitalists” that created unemployment and eroded wage levels and craft 
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controls.
25

  The first convention of the Canadian Labour Union in 1873 condemned the duplicity 

of immigration agents and called government collusion “legalized robbery.”
26

  In Montreal in 

1875, bread riots wreaked havoc and unemployment took on an ethnic dimension – English 

speakers complained that the city unfairly allotted relief work to French Canadians.  W. H. Waller 

blamed Montreal’s riots on the federal government’s lackadaisical and paternalistic immigration 

policy: “The Government are the fathers . . . of this country; and if through a loose immigration 

policy, they have overstocked the country with poor people, who are now in a starving condition, 

most certainly the Government will be held responsible. . .”
27

 

Between 1877 and 1880, labour soured on Macdonald’s lofty promise that the National 

Policy would solve unemployment.  Protesters argued that tariffs were “framed solely in the 

interest of capitalists” and that restriction of trade helped little so long as there was no control on 

immigration.
28

  At Ottawa’s unemployment protests in 1877, James Bullman denounced Canada’s 

immigration policies.
29

  Even Macdonald supporters like William Gibson, secretary of the 

Liberal-Conservative Workingmen’s Association and a leader of Ottawa’s unemployment 

protests, insisted in 1880 that unemployment had become a federal issue because the government 

unwisely encouraged immigration during a period of depression.
30

  

Throughout the 1880s the Knights of Labor, labour and recent immigrants decried 

immigration policies as contributors to unemployment.
31

  Recommendations by the Royal 
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Commission on the Relations of Capital and Labour (1889) called for the end to all bonus 

schemes and assisted immigration.  The commission reported that workers believed “their 

business has been disturbed more by foreigners than by those living under the same flag” and 

demanded immigration restriction, not on British subjects, but on all other “aliens.”
32

  

Occasionally British immigrants expressed displeasure with their treatment.  In Winnipeg, the 

Dominion Immigration Agent pleaded with the CPR to open up work over the 1883 winter as 

press reports of starving British immigrants created a public stir against immigration schemes.  

Despite the agent’s efforts, a number of CPR employees returned to England “owing to the CPR 

robbing us of our money.”
33

 

Such minor disturbances did little to stop the big business of importing labourers.  In fact, 

the massive socialist-led protests of the unemployed in London in 1886 spurred the creation of 

numerous emigration organizations that believed jettisoning Britain’s riff-raff to Canada and the 

colonies would help absorb the mother country’s “surplus population” and “relieve the dangerous 

stresses associated with mass unemployment.”  Organizations like the East End Emigration Fund 

and the Salvation and Church Armies were only moderately successful in dumping England’s 

poor onto the colonies; it was not until the early twentieth century that their schemes brought 

significant numbers of immigrants to Canada.
34

  

It was partly the homogeneity of immigration that limited the extent to which 

unemployment in Canada was politicized.  German anarchists escaping post-1848 Bismarckian 
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rule and French socialists fleeing post-Commune Paris were more likely to emigrate to the United 

States than Canada.  Bringing with them their radical sensibilities these radicals were leading 

instigators of large and militant unemployment protest during the long depression in the U.S.
35

  

Toronto, meanwhile, whose pre-twentieth century unemployment movement rivalled that of 

Montreal in its persistence, remained overwhelmingly English.
36

  Still, at an 1896 demonstration 

in Toronto, a Star reporter described a “motley and picturesque” fraternity “representing more 

than one nationality . . . for their poverty probably makes them forget . . . their national 

prejudices.”
37

  Toronto labourist Alfred Jury urged “abstention from race cries” in 

contradistinction to liberal and one-time organizer of the unemployed, L.A.W. Proulx in 

Montreal, who frequently lambasted Italian labourers as a cause of distress.
38

  

Non-English speaking immigrants were not major participants in Canadian unemployment 

protest until Minister of the Interior Clifford Sifton (1896-1905) opened the door for greater 

European settlement.  The changing ethnic make-up of Canada in the early 1900s added 

complexity, tension and eventually strength to unemployment movements.  On one hand, Anglo-

Canadian labour and the left was forced to wrestle with its nativist impulses and, after toying with 

xenophobic-driven unemployment movements, found a tentative solidarity with those J.S. 

Woodsworth called the “strangers within our gates.”  On the other hand, immigrants – often 

radicalized in their home nations and aware of the persistence of global capital’s creation of 

surplus workers – injected new energy into the agitation of Canada’s dispossessed. 
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5.2 Immigration, the Left and Unemployment Activism, 1900-1919 

Anti-immigration rhetoric and nativist thought persisted in the Canadian left into the 

twentieth century.  For the Industrial Banner, “every newcomer [in] was a native worker out.”  

British Fabians Sidney and Beatrice Webb censured the “stupidity” of the Canadian government 

taking in “even the Ruthenians and Armenians” while letting “its own Canadian babies die in 

quite unnecessary holocausts.”
39

  The Industrial Banner actually had the temerity to argue that if 

immigration was banned, “there need be no unemployment in Canada.”
40  In Winnipeg, leftist 

aldermen R.A. Rigg argued that “If a man was able to earn ten cents a day in Russia and live on 

it, it was far better for him to stop there, than come to Canada and take the bread out of somebody 

else’s mouth and face starvation himself.”
41

  Others tempered nativism with a critique of 

immigration policy as both Anglo-Canadians and desolate new arrivals felt the pangs of hunger.
42

  

The Voice argued immigration restrictions were necessary to protect “a large body of unemployed 

of all nations,” and the B.C. Federationist asserted sardonically that the ineptitude of immigration 

policies led not only to the difficulty for Canadians to find employment, but led to the “slight 

inconvenience” of starvation amongst the foreigners.
43

 

With the work of Mark Leier, Peter Campbell and Ian McKay, Canadian left historians 

have arrived at a more sophisticated understanding of the culture of whiteness and the racist 

underpinnings of the labour and socialist movement in the pre-war era.  While not ignoring the 
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exclusionary aspects of the movement, Campbell insists that socialists were “on the whole 

significantly less prejudiced than the political culture in which they lived.” 
44

 As Leier has argued 

the left’s racist impulses cannot “be understood outside of “explicitly racist capitalist social 

relations.”  Racial division was encouraged by capitalists as a means of driving down wages and 

eroding working-class solidarity.  The “rational economic argument” for exclusion and 

immigration restriction was the need to protect white workers from employers using 

“undesirable” aliens to drive down wages.
45

  But racial intolerance is predicated as much on the 

irrational as the logical, Leier explains.  Beyond the defensiveness of the left’s anti-immigrant 

rhetoric, its roots were in deeper and more emotive impulses: a “pioneer ethic, nativism, pride of 

craft and xenophobia.”
46

  That said, the perception that non-British immigrants were stealing 

white jobs and sending Anglo-Canadians into the pool of surplus labour was a powerful impetus 

for racial intolerance, even if it was, as in the case of Asian immigrants, largely a non sequitur – 

the Chinese and Japanese population in British Columbia was under 30,000 and made up less 

than 5 percent of the province’s population.
47

  Other than competing for jobs in the mining sector, 

B.C.’s Asians were isolated and they were either self-employed or ran small businesses.  They 

were scarcely a threat to the white unemployed or unskilled white labourers, let alone the white-

dominated skilled workforce.  Yet even in Toronto, where there were an estimated 2,200 Chinese 

in 1915, the “Toronto Canadian Laundry Men” called for Chinese laundry closures to make work 

for the white unemployed.  The Toronto Chinese Mission vigorously opposed the plan.
48
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Leftist answers to the “race question” were not static and the pre-war left did experience 

serious fissures in its culture of whiteness at a time when the liberal order was ramping up its 

anxiety over the immigrant hordes and their threat to a White Canada.  While Sifton’s policies 

brought an unprecedented number of non-United Kingdom settlers to Canadian shores, the 

Immigration Act was also altered to weed out undesirables and those who did not live up to 

expectations as independent workers.  The Industrial Workers of the World (IWW) and other 

Canadian socialist organizations, in large part due to their interaction with radicalized continental 

European immigrants, did move the left from outright exclusion to the position that class trumped 

racial difference.  Yet as McKay reveals, the “abstract international universalism” that insisted 

global working-class solidarity trumped the race “problem” did not itself alter the reality of racial 

oppression and inequality amongst proletarians.
49

  Far more powerful were the post-1907 

challenges made by “diaspora socialists” to “Anglo-Canadian Imperial Nationalism.”  Radical 

Finns, Ukrainians and Jews took implicit aim at class and racial inequities within the British 

Empire and revealed themselves to be allies of the Anglo-Canadian left.
50

  Nowhere was this 

solidarity so pronounced as it was in unemployment struggles. 

Unemployment movements were fertile sites for the Canadian pre-war left to express its 

shifting attitudes towards immigrants and immigration.  Critiques of assisted immigration and 

especially the efforts of the Salvation Army in bringing British paupers to Canada implied an 

inherent if inconsistent subversion of doctrines of British superiority.  Employers who hired 

British-assisted immigrants frequently used racialized language to complain that modernity and 

industrialization in the homeland had created a degenerate race that, unlike previous waves of 
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British immigrants, lacked the brawn, brains and the solid work ethic needed for success in 

Canada.
51

  On the left, assisted British immigrants were not maligned and denigrated in the same 

way as Asian workers or even Eastern European unemployed, yet assisted immigrants challenged 

the left’s regurgitation of mainstream racial hierarchies by undermining the rationale of White 

privilege that presumed the English to be hardier or more loyal workers.  

The Anti-Asian unemployment protests in Vancouver and Nanaimo in 1907 were the 

zenith of left-led, racially-driven remonstrations.  By 1914, racist-centered unemployment politics 

was alienated from the left.  Immigrant-influenced protests punctuated the 1913-1915 depression.  

It was during this economic downswing that it became impossible to think of unemployment 

protests without the involvement of politically aware immigrants.  That many of these protests, 

especially in Ottawa and Montreal, revolved around forcing the government and transportation 

companies to pay their return fares to their home countries was an indication of the 

marginalization of non-Anglo-Canadians and an indictment and rebuke of the “promise” of 

Canada especially given that many of these immigrants chose to return to occupied, poverty-

stricken countries and oppressive, non-democratic regimes. 

5.2.1 Deportation and Internment: The non-British Immigrant Unemployed 

Three million immigrants arrived in Canada between 1900 and the beginning of the Great 

War, many of whom came directly from Central and Eastern Europe under Clifford Sifton’s 

policy that romanticized that the “stalwart peasant in a sheepskin coat” as the desirable immigrant 

to cultivate the prairies.
52

  Though the state hoped immigrants would populate the prairies, the 

primary destinations of the majority of immigrants were Quebec and Ontario, significantly 
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increasing both provinces’ populations while concomitantly creating competition within the  

urban workforce.
53

  While Central and Eastern European immigrants changed the ethnic and 

cultural composition of Canada, at no time during Canada’s third wave of immigration did 

immigrants from continental Europe and elsewhere exceed those arriving from the United 

Kingdom and the United States.  British subjects constituted 38 percent of Canadian immigrants, 

U.S. immigrants 34 percent, with 28 percent arriving from other locations.
54

 

In order to deal with the doubling of the Canadian population, the Department of 

Immigration modernized its practices to develop ways to weed out the undesirable.  If possible, 

they barred the perceived indigent.  The likelihood of becoming a public charge was among the 

most prominent reasons for rejection at the port of entry.
55

 By the end of the nineteenth century, a 

policy of deporting the “helpless, ill, feebleminded, or insane” guided the Immigration 

Department.  With the passage of the 1902 Immigration Act, the Department was empowered to 

set up a system to deport all “undesirables.”  It was not until the passing of the 1906 Immigration 

Act, closely modeled after the New British Aliens Act (1906) that the department systematized 

the deportation process.
56

  

By the 1907-09 economic slump, the Immigration Department, under pressure from 

municipal authorities financially beleaguered by local provisions for the indigent, was proactively 

seeking to deport all undesirables, primarily those it deemed “lazy or unwilling to work” who had 
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become a charge on local charities and municipalities.
57

  In 1908, 825 immigrants were deported; 

the number rose a year later to 1,748.  Those ousted from Canada climbed again during the 1913-

1915 depression with 4,849 immigrants deported at a time when Canada allowed in a record one 

million new settlers.  “The single most important cause of deportation . . . was becoming a public 

charge.”
58

  Because the government sanctioned assisted British immigrants, it was settlers from 

the British Isles, not continental Europeans, who were most likely to be deported.  British 

immigrants accounted for no less than 61 percent of those expatriated between 1900 and 1914, 

while those deported to the U.S accounted for 17 percent and immigrants deported to other 

countries accounted for only 22 percent of the total.
59

 

While British and U.S. immigrants were more likely to be deported, non-English 

unemployed immigrants were the most pathologized by the press, employers and the public.  

Statistics fail to illuminate the extent of the suffering amongst impoverished non-British 

immigrants nor do they account for the discrimination and exploitation immigrants endured from 

fellow workers, employers, labour agencies, immigration officials and a culture predicated on 

Anglo-Canadian superiority.  Cases of unfair dismissals abound, as in the case of eight 

Hungarians who trudged 400 miles to Toronto from Cobalt in the winter of 1908 after completing 

                                                      

57
 For examples of the Toronto municipal leadership and police commissioners actively working with the 

Department of Immigration to deport public charges, see “ Work For Citizens,” Globe, 14 December 1907, 

23; “Unemployed to parade,” Toronto Star, 3 December 1908, 1. 
58

 Roberts, Whence They Came, 44.  
59

Number of deportations after admission, by nationalities, 1903 to 1917, 

“http://www65.statcan.gc.ca/acyb02/1917/acyb02_1917011429-eng.htm, accessed 23 April 2013.  Total 

number deported between 1900-1914 8741.  British deported 5310, U.S. Deported, 1471, Other Countries 

8741.  In 1907, 141 British emigrants were rejected at the port of entry and 441 were deported.  See Labour 

Gazette, March 1908, 1135.  Between January 1908 and November 1908, the Immigration Department 

deported 1,011 immigrants while 1,266 were refused entry from the United States.  See Labour Gazette, 

November 1908, 525.  During periods of depression, the Canadian-U.S. border seemed arbitrary.  There are 

numerous reports on both sides of the border of unemployed workers “invading” one country or the other 

on the promise of jobs.  During the 1907-1909 economic depression, the border was tightened.  See “The 

Provincial Immigration Department will attempt to deal with the influx of unemployed from the United 

States,” Globe, 23 November 1907, 1, 11; “Modern Crusaders, Western Clarion, 7 December 1907, 2; 

“Conditions Changed.  Canada Now Turning Back United States Laborers,” Globe, 8 July 1908, 3.  Greater 

policing of the border created the existence of an “underground route.”  See “Exodus from States,” Globe, 

14 November 1910, 4; “Unemployed Men coming to Canada,” Globe, 16 March 1911, 11. 

http://www65.statcan.gc.ca/acyb02/1917/acyb02_1917011429-eng.htm


 

 

 

225  

only three months of their six-month contract.
60

  The mainstream press presented lurid 

descriptions of the unsanitary and crowded conditions of immigrant domiciles, but the actual 

suffering of immigrants was of less concern than the management of the issue.  For all the work 

of the “social uplifters” imbued with a new liberalism predicated on progressive principles, when 

Austrians and Hungarians prowled “around the garbage heaps in alleys and at the markets,” many 

observers thought first of deportation, not humanitarian aid.
61

   

Indigent Anglo-Canadians were far more likely to rely on municipal assistance than non-

English speakers who, frequently denied civic relief, resorted to mutual aid, pooled their 

resources, and rented single rooms from their friends and kinfolk where they “simply bunk up a 

little closer and so tide over the lean weeks.”
62

  In Vancouver where the best statistics were kept 

on the unemployed, relief officer George D. Ireland in 1914 maintained a register of 4,000 

unemployed of whom 3,200 were “entitled to claim domicile in Canada.”  Labour leader James 

McVety insisted that the majority of the unemployed were “Britishers.”
63

  When Vancouver 

Mayor A.W. Gray guessed there were up to 3,000 unemployed Chinese in the city, he told 

Immigration Minister William Duncan Scott that there was “no need to give relief to the 

Chinese.”
64

  In 1915, despite widespread suffering, over a six-month winter period no “Orientals 

or Jews” applied for municipal relief.
65

  Municipal work relief and assistance actively excluded 
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non-British immigrants and when non-Anglo-Canadians registered, city authorities earmarked 

them for deportation in lieu of relief.
66

  Based on the racist assumption that they could not 

“undergo hardships in our climate,” immigration officials targeted Black immigrants for 

deportation.
67

  State relief was racialized and exclusionary while the media and public used 

immigrant poverty and self-help as a means to “other” the racialized.  Finally, fraud amongst 

labour agencies catering specifically to immigrant communities was rife.
68

 

If the indigent immigrant was a municipal nuisance, the sensationalized subject of a news-

story about the “other,” a victim of fraud, or, at best, a “stalwart peasant,” after 1914 the label of 

“enemy alien” overshadowed all such mainstream characterizations.  As James Farney and 

Bohdan S. Kordan observe, the decision to intern “enemy aliens” had much to do with their 

public agitation against penury: “From the government’s perspective, the prospect of thousands 

of enemy subjects roaming about amongst a public galvanized by spirited talk of empire and 

conflict was unsettling.”  By recategorizing them as “military prisoners of war . . . the problems 

of the status and welfare of enemy aliens were solved.”
69

  Two months after Canada went to war 

against Germany, Austria-Hungary, Turkey and Bulgaria, the Conservative government called on 

all enemy aliens within twenty miles of civilian registration centres to register.  If any of the 

nearly half-million “enemy aliens” failed to comply with the war measures regulations the 

government interned them.  Ottawa rounded up nearly 8,000 and sent them to camps across 

Canada.
70

  Many of those interned were unskilled labourers who had suffered unemployment in 

Canada’s urban centres since the economic downturn in 1912.  Thousands of others, who were 

laid off work because of their nationality when the war broke out, joined them.  In Sydney, Nova 
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Scotia, the Dominion Iron and Steel Works laid off no fewer than 2,000 Austrians in September 

1914.
71

  The internment decimated the Ukrainian Social Democratic Party.
72

  By December 1914, 

over 200 Montreal enemy aliens were interned in Petawawa, and another 4,500 remained 

registered in Montreal.
73

  As Bill Waiser reveals, these men were considered the “scum of 

Europe,” an “imported proletariat” that “could not be assimilated” and who threatened to “destroy 

forever the British character of the country.”
74

  

The internment of “enemy aliens” and the mobilization of soldiers did much to lessen 

unemployment.
75

  Some officials, like Manitoba’s Premier Rodmond Roblin, thought that the war 

would end unemployment and would strengthen the Empire especially given that many 

Ruthenians, Germans and Italians in the province were willing to fight alongside the Allied 

forces.
76

  For the unemployed who remained, the Immigration Department turned their offices 

into employment agencies.  Immigration’s W. D. Scott said in private correspondence that he 

supposed “the Austrians and Germans who are minding their own business are as much entitled, 

on humanitarian grounds, to relief, as are other foreign born people.”
77

  Not all officials were so 

magnanimous.  In May 1915, Edmonton’s Board of Public Welfare refused to assist unemployed 

Austrians, despite the petitions of the Canadian Ruthenian Association.
78

 

The fact that the authorities found no evidence of enemy aliens engaging in sabotage or in 

any way threatening the Dominion did not deter federal officials or a xenophobic public.  For 

Ottawa internment was a convenient way of ridding urban centres of the “spectre of public 
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disorder” caused by unruly and increasingly frustrated unemployed immigrants.
79

  Compared to 

soldiers who received a $1.25 a day, interned aliens received 25 cents a day to construct highways 

and work on Canada’s national parks.  The media was aware of the benefits of such exploitation; 

the Globe gloated that “interned enemies are adding greatly to our wealth every day, while our 

own unemployed are lessening it with equal certainty.”
80

  Internees attempted to escape, struck 

for better conditions and were unrelenting in their protests against their treatment.  When the war 

ended 2,200 internees were scattered across Canada – the sick, mentally ill or those deemed 

“dangerous, hostile or undesirable” were deported.
81

  

5.2.2 Importation and Relief: The British Immigrant Unemployed 

Unemployed British immigrants were a far greater burden on municipal coffers, yet their 

treatment was predicated on the mainstream desire for a “White Canada.”  True, Ottawa was 

more likely to deport unemployed British immigrants than the non-British unemployed.  

Canadian farm owners characterized British immigrant farmhands as “lazy and thriftless” and 

lamented that the modern British subject was racially inferior to his ancestors.
82

  D. Armstrong, 

organizer for the Social Democratic Party of Canada, defended recently-arrived British “jackknife 

mechanics” from farmers who attacked their character.  Armstrong blamed their unemployment 

on the “development of modern machine methods of productions,” ones that robbed them “of 

their skill.”  “The average industrial worker brought up in one of our industrial hells, called a city, 

is not on speaking terms with nature.  He could not distinguish a field of wheat from a field of 

oats, nor a potato plant from hemp,” wrote Armstrong, demanding more compassion.
83

  Yet 
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despite the misgivings of farmers and employers, sympathy was far more likely afforded the 

impoverished British immigrant over the non-English-speaking “other.”  The government was 

reluctant to curb assisted immigration of Britain’s “underclass.”  Despite the petitions of labour 

and the left, the authorities promoted organizations such as the Salvation Army as valued 

charities and allies with the Department of Immigration.  Trade unionists were highly critical of 

assisted immigration even if they did afford more sympathy to the British immigrant.
84

 

When labour unions called for a meeting of the unemployed in December 1903 and only 

500 unemployed showed up, it was proof to the Canadian Manufacturers’ Association that 

Toronto hardly had a problem of surplus labour.  Nonetheless, that 500 unemployed marched to 

City Hall to urge the Mayor to warn those potential British immigrants “who might be induced to 

try their fortunes in Canada” during a time of economic prosperity was unprecedented.
85

  

Following the Boer War the British economy took a nose dive while Canada’s economy 

flourished, creating fertile conditions for emigration societies.  Appeasing advocates of a White 

Canada, Ottawa subsidized the Salvation Army’s London office.
86

  The Salvation Army brought 

nearly 32,000 men and their families from England between 1904 and 1907; the East End 

Emigration Fund and the Church Emigration Society imported another 17,000.
87

  Toronto 

labourist Alfred Jury was working as an immigration agent in Liverpool at the time and warned 

the Department of Agriculture and Colonization of the Army’s “indiscriminate recruiting 
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methods.”  It collected “the social and moral wrecks of society” only to dump them in Canada as 

farm hands.
88

 

With Canada slipping into a recession in 1907 numerous assisted emigrants were returned 

to Britain.
89

  Yet right into the 1913-1915 depression Ottawa nurtured its relationship to the 

Salvation Army, granting it over $70,000 to assist its immigration schemes.  The Salvation Army 

attempted to distinguish between its assisted immigration of paupers and its work bringing in 

bona fide, paying British workers.
90

  Finally, in June 1914, at the heart of the depression, the 

Immigration Branch closed the door to all assisted immigration.  As Desmond Glynn argues, the 

failure of assisted immigration exposed how an “imperial labour market” would not solve 

unemployment any more than a national one.
91

 

Canadian unemployment protesters did not articulate assisted immigration as an imperial 

embarrassment.  However, the left’s hostile relationship with the Salvation Army was born not 

just from competition on soapbox corners; assisted immigration made a mockery of labour’s 

efforts to control the workplace.  In 1907, Vancouver activists were furious that the city invited 

the Army to assist in the local economic crisis.  Salvation Army Adjutant Collier said that since 

30 October the institution had registered 335 unemployed and that they could not be held 

responsible for immigrants flocking to cities instead of knuckling down on farms.  Socialists J. 

Burns and Victor Midgley retorted that the Salvation Army registered the unemployed, but 

offered them no jobs, while concomitantly promising to assist another 20,000 immigrants.
92
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On 17 February 1908, 500 of Toronto’s unemployed marched to the Salvation Army 

headquarters to denounce its immigration policies.
93

  An Army officer scurried to gather clothing, 

but the protestors demanded work, not clothes.  Colonel Howell, head of the Salvation Army 

immigration department, asserted that the Army would not assist those who refused to work for 

room and board on farms.  He dismissed complaints that out west wages were low owing to Asian 

competition in the labour market, or that underpaid farm labour was tantamount to “slave labour.”  

He insisted that no one was “going to starve.”  While the Army would not give “feather beds to 

sleep in” or the “comforts of home,” it would provide beds and meals if necessary, Howell 

promised.
94

  When activists challenged Howell on the profits taken in by the Salvation Army 

from the steamship companies, he stated that the Army used the surplus to bring more men 

over.
95

  The following day a few hundred marched to city hall and loudly cursed the Army.  One 

young man stated that the Salvation Army had promised him a home in Canada, and here it was 

“on the steps of city hall . . . while General Booth is touring England in a motor car.”
96

 

A month later H.B. Dickson, secretary of the Toronto Welcome League along with 

socialists and unemployed sympathizers met with Premier James Whitney.  After calling on the 

province to petition the federal government to stop all Salvation Army immigration, Whitney 

defended the Army for being “better than any other organization in carrying out its duties and 

taking men to their destinations instead of allowing them to congregate in the cities.”
97

  Whitney 

backed up his words with $10,000 in grants to the Salvation Army.
98

  Later that month Howell 

attacked the unemployed for their disturbances in Toronto and Vancouver and for their refusal to 

take farm work.  Howell justified increased immigration to provide work for outsiders who would 
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“gladly” take farm labour with small remuneration.  Attacking Dickson’s character, Howell stated 

that the Salvation Army had sent Dickson to Vancouver before he returned to Toronto only to 

refuse another farm job.
99

  While most relationships between political leaders and the Salvation 

Army were cozy, municipal leaders, burdened with the relief of many indigent immigrants, 

occasionally joined with labour and took aim at the Army and other emigrant societies.
100

   

In 1911, after Salvation Army Commissioner Coombs insisted that the unemployed in 

Canada were of the “I won’t work variety,” Vancouver Trades and Labour Council president 

James McVety turned the blame on the Christian charity for “dumping immigrants” into Canada 

instead of “reliev[ing] the distress caused largely by its own acts.”  The Salvation Army, wrote 

McVety, filled their coffers with money from the poor and worked hand-in-glove with 

manufacturers with a promise to maintain “a source of cheap labor.”
101

 In February 1915, a 

deputation of labour, municipal officials and the unemployed protested that between March 1913 

and March 1914 the provincial government had spent $40,000 in bringing immigrants to B.C., 

$14,000 of which went to the Salvation Army.  Vancouver had spent $45,000 on transient relief 

in six months and $15,000 in January 1915 alone.
102

  Similarly, in Toronto the socialist Central 

Unemployed Association censured the Salvation Army not just for its immigration policies but 

also for being made up of “dupes and nincompoops.”  It “doped [the unemployed] with religion 

and chloroformed [them] with patriotism.”
103

 

Whether as IWW soapboxers singing Joe Hill’s working-class revisions of old Salvation 

Army tunes to drown out Army street-corner missionaries or as angry mobs outside of Army 
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headquarters denouncing its emigration practices, the left and the unemployed took aim at 

imperial solutions to poverty that conveniently spread the surplus population across the Empire.  

As Anglo-Canadian settlers, British-assisted immigrants did not face the same racist rhetoric and 

denunciation from the left as other “foreign” unemployed.  By concentrating on an Imperial 

government and capital, and not immigrant British workers as the target of their wrath, the left 

flirted with a critical politics of immigration that did not resort to racism.  However, the 

preferential treatment of British immigrant unemployed can only be understood within an Anglo-

Canadian imperial nationalism that was as pervasive in the left as it was in mainstream society.  

5.2.3 Stealing “our” Jobs: The Left, Unemployment and Racism, 1907-1915 

It is not surprising nativist and racist sympathies persisted to a degree within labour and the 

left.  Workers felt threatened.  Labour viewed the increased immigration that resulted from 

collusion among emigration societies, transportation companies, manufacturers and the 

government as a brazen attempt to overstock the labour pool and drive down wages.  For many, it 

seemed easier to blame the immigrant than immigration policy.  Labour and the left also had to 

operate alongside and within a larger Canadian project of making a White Nation.  Nowhere was 

this xenophobia more prevalent than on the west coast, where anti-Chinese attitudes had received 

provincial and federal government support and tacit approval since the Chinese Head Tax of 

1885.  Yet following the September 1907 anti-Asian riots and up to the Great War, 

unemployment protests that made racist, anti-immigrant demands central to their cause waned 

and were marginalized as socialist leaders sought to distinguish between outright racist attacks 

upon non-British immigrants and criticisms of state immigration policies that hurt all workers, 

regardless of race or citizenship. 

Yet much of the labour movement clung to xenophobia.  At the 1906 TLCC annual 

convention it was resolved that for the “welfare of the Canadian people and the betterment of our 

common country,”  certain “nationalities and classes” should be excluded “who, either by 
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temperament, non-assimilative qualifications, habits, customs or want of any permanent good 

which their coming brings to us, are not a  desirable acquisition to our citizenship.”  Among those 

excluded were “Chinamen, Hindus and all other Asiatic peoples.”
104

 

When Vancouver labour bureau correspondent George Bartley reported that the number of 

the city’s jobless had leapt from 1,500 in November 1907 to an unprecedented 5,000 a month 

later, he blamed the arrival of unskilled “hindoos” and Asians.
105

  Asian immigrants really had 

nothing to do with it – a continent-wide recession forced the slowing down of the smelting, 

mining, lumbering and logging trades.
106

  Yet Bartley’s comments make sense given the anti-

Asian riots that swept Vancouver’s Chinatown in September 1907, driven in part by rumours that 

Japanese labour agents were conniving with immigration companies, government officials and 

the Grand Trunk Pacific to import and hire a large contingent of Japanese rail workers.
107

  

Xenophobia was a popular sentiment in the city and cut across class lines.  The Vancouver Trades 

and Labour Council (VTLC) and members of the Vancouver Socialist Party of Canada (SPC) 

were no exception.  Vancouver citizens organized the Asiatic Exclusion League in the spring of 

1907 with VTLC backing.  The VTLC, having recently petitioned for a $500 Chinese head tax, 

invited the League to use their labour hall and a number of their members took prominent 

leadership roles.  Mark Leier and David Goutor expose how socialists within the VTLC, like R.P. 

Pettipiece and James McVety, although occasionally arguing within the Western Clarion that “the 

importation of these Asiatics is but an incident to capitalist production” and highlighting the 

“ruthless and brutal treatments they have received at the hands [of]. . .the white race,” were no 

different from the labourists on council in drawing upon Asian stereotypes of uncleanliness and 
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moral degeneration to press their case for Asiatic exclusion.
108

  Using such rhetoric made it only 

more difficult for Vancouver socialists to make an about-face with the arrival of IWW-led multi-

ethnic unemployment protests in 1912.  

By September 1907, however, the Asiatic Exclusion League was attempting to expand its 

membership beyond labour and had cut itself off from the VTLC in a bid to win the favour of 

middle-class whites of more liberal political persuasions.
109

  Immediately following the riots, the 

League prospered and at least fifteen percent of its membership was composed of merchants and 

professionals, including some of Vancouver’s most eminent politicians.
110

  Perhaps because of its 

desire to distance itself from labour, the League gained little traction with the unemployed 

movement in December and was reduced to a political rump.
111

  No doubt the unemployeds 

insistence that the bourgeois “white man” and his policies were more to blame than the Asian for 

the state of unemployment did not sit well with the League and those unwilling to acknowledge 

racist capitalist relations as a contributor to working-class xenophobic sentiments.  

On 6 December 1907, SPC and VTLC activist Victor Midgley, joined by Matthew Allen 

and Arthur Bason, led 200 to 300 unemployed to city hall under the watchful eye of Chief 

Chamberlain and a posse of police.  Matthew Allen from Glasgow blamed grafters within the 

private employment agencies and British immigration.  He insisted that it was not the Asian 

population that was to blame, but the “white man.”  

I don’t blame the Chinaman or the Jap or the Hindu as much as I do the white man           

. . .They tell you that they would rather have the Orientals in the houses because they do 

not want girls around and then too, the Orientals can cut wood and do other things that a 

girl couldn’t do.  On the other hand the employers will not employ the white man because 

they say we ask too much.  That’s rubbish.  There isn’t a man here today but who would 

work for a low wage rather than starve, and we’re on our way to starvation now. 
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Allen claimed he was one of many who had been duped by false advertising and was frustrated 

that he was told to seek work from a Chinese labour agent.
112

 

The Vancouver mainstream press supported calls by the unemployed for a white-only 

labour bureau and latched upon the racial division of the workless.
113

  Later that night¸ Mr. S.J 

Gothard convened the Asiatic Exclusion League where he incited violence, calling the September 

anti-Asian riots “the grandest thing that had ever occurred in British Columbia.”
114

  For the rest of 

the month the Anti-Asiatic League and the SPC fought each other to lead the unemployed.  On 9 

December, the unemployed paraded 400 to 500 strong.  Two hundred crowded into city hall and 

spokesmen for the “white unemployed” addressed council.  Midgley presented a list of 1,300 

unemployed signatures.  One protestor insisted that if the white unemployed did not receive 

shelter they would be the “worst possible enemy of local peace and order.” The police already 

classed them as criminals, he explained, because “the one individual who has no right to beg is 

the man who has nothing.”
115

  The Vancouver Board of Works granted $3000 to initiate a public 

white-only employment bureau.  It also decided on relief work at 20 cents an hour, or $2.00 per 

nine-hour day, undercutting private contractors by 50 cents a day.  Labour denounced the relief 

wage offer but no one made the connection that the relief rates meant the White unemployed, far 

more than Asians, were a threat to fair wage rates.
116

  Dr. Underhill arranged for the Immigration 

Department to hold the “foreigners” in the immigration detention shed.
117

  Deportation proved a 
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costly venture – Canadian Immigration Commissioner J. Obed Smith found it cheaper to feed the 

unemployed than deport them.
118

 

Like their Vancouver counterparts, Nanaimo’s unemployed also framed their protests in 

the winter of 1907-08 around immigration issues.  In late 1907, Dunsmuir laid off over 400 of 

Nanaimo’s coal miners.  Since Dunsmuir had enlisted the labour of Asians, Nanaimo’s white 

unemployed might seemingly have had greater justification for their xenophobic sentiment than 

Vancouverites.  Yet the true cause of their unemployment was Dunsmuir’s competition with the 

Western Fuel Company, a California-based coal conglomerate whose extra stock caused a decline 

in coal prices.
119

  The night before a mass meeting of Nanaimo unemployed, J. H. 

Hawthornthwaite, Independent Labour Party MLA, recommended a three-day industrial strike 

across the province to impeach coal baron Dunsmuir for his advocacy of Asian immigration and 

use of Asian labour.
120

  A large proportion of the men intended to return to England.  The 

socialist Western Clarion criticized all levels of government for selling off Canada, especially its 

mills and fishing grounds, to the Japanese and Chinese.
121

 

By 1914, although an undercurrent of nativism remained, leftist-organized unemployment 

protests no longer made race and immigration restriction on non-Anglo-Canadians a central 

priority.
122

  Angry, xenophobic unemployed white men were forced to organize alone.  Such was 

the case in January 1914 when unemployed agitation roared onto the pages of local Regina 

newspapers, alarming middle-class citizens, drawing the attention of federal officials and gaining 

the attention of media across North America.  The threats and the fear were inflated, and the self-

dubbed “Unemployed Gang” proved toothless, much to the satisfaction of Regina’s business elite.  
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Not content to be lumped together with “a few good for nothing” immigrants and Asians the 

Regina all-Anglophone unemployed gang reified liberal distinctions of the deserving/undeserving 

along racial lines.  They did so, however, by appealing to violence, thus breaking with “civilized” 

debates of how to maintain a “White” Canada. 

Newspapers across Canada and the U.S. published the Unemployed Gang’s manifesto, 

released on 5 January 1914.  It was 83 members strong, “armed with shooters of the best make.”  

They intended, they said, to force “our rights as we caint [sic] get them peaceably.”  Peaceful 

measures, the gang contended, had been tried but the authorities “just take our names and ASK 

US IF WE WOULD LIKE TO SPONGE ON THE SALVATION ARMY, WITH THE FEW 

GOOD FOR NOTHINGS, that’s not our class, no we won’t do it.”  If work was not found by 9 

January 1914 the gang threatened arson, rioting and “bullet holes” in shopkeepers’ windows.  If 

the authorities deemed them all “crazy lunatics,” the manifesto proposed, then why not employ 

them at building a provincial insane asylum?
123

 

Reactions were immediate.  The socialist Voice called the letter a hoax and refused to be 

associated with its xenophobia or violence.  Cotton’s Weekly, on the other hand, did not report on 

the racist element and smirked at Regina’s “perturbed” elite, arguing that anyone who 

“submit[ted] meekly” to unemployment “has not much grit to his claw.”
124

  The Regina Board of 

Trade was furious that Regina had received such negative publicity – unemployment, ex-

president H.G. Smith argued, was less a problem in this fine city than in others in the west.
125

  

Telegraphs sent by Regina mayor, Robert Martin, and other Regina elite to the Ministry of 

Labour were unanimous in downplaying the intimidation.  Martin called the Unemployed Gang 
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“ridiculous,” while W.B. McNeil claimed “civic authorities were paying little attention” to such 

“unwarranted” threats.
126

 

Regina’s police force prepared for confrontation.  The police scoured the city after Jerry 

Miner’s identity was revealed in a local rooming house; the press was mollified by the fact that 

Miner was not a bona fide resident but had recently come from North Dakota.
127

  Vigilante 

citizens “oiled up their guns” while the entire police force buttoned up with instructions to arrest 

anyone attempting to demonstrate or express sympathy with the Unemployed Gang.
 128

 There was 

panic but no rioting in Regina on 9 January 1914.  Hundreds of “curious citizens’ gathered 

around the square outside city hall, while women and children were kept behind doors.  The 

police maintained their presence until after midnight.
129

  While the revolt of the Unemployed 

Gang did not materialize, their voices shocked the decorum and pride of the peaceable prairie 

city.  Without a list of demands, ostracized from the political elite, and fragmented by their own 

racial overtones, the Regina unemployed gang instilled fear without creating solidarity for 

socially progressive change.  What had happened between 1907 and 1914 to marginalize racist 

discourse within leftist-influenced unemployment movements? 

5.2.4 Solidarity and the rise of Multi-national Unemployment Protests, 1907-1915 

Two factors stand out as the most compelling reasons why post-1907 socialist-led 

unemployment movements distanced themselves from racist demands and politics.  The rise of 

“abstract international universalism,” i.e., the insistence that the shared immiseration of the 

proletariat made racial distinctions irrelevant to the larger revolutionary cause, was the first 

important shift within the left.  However, the dissolving of racial differentiation within a singular 

working class fallaciously ignored the reality of racism within the workplace and the labour and 
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socialist movements in an effort to hastily create an inclusionary leftist politics.  So long as many 

within the labour movement upheld white privilege and maintained a desire to protect the Anglo-

Canadian worker, racism within the class struggle would persist.  Abstract international 

universalism was one of the IWW’s explicit challenges to other labour and socialist organizations 

– a challenge that was widely adopted in left discourse even while many within labour circles 

were not assuaged and remained suspicious of “foreigners.”  In other instances, leftists arrived at 

abstract international universalism independently of the IWW.  At a large gathering of the 

unemployed in Toronto’s Labor Temple in 1914, the Toronto Star remarked that it is 

“remarkable” that “any criticism of a man because he is of a certain nationality is promptly and 

effectually reproved.”
130

 

Not coincidentally, the move away from racist discourse coincided with the arrival of 

organized non-British socialists who, while not eradicating Anglo-Canadian dominance and 

privilege within the leadership of Canadian socialist parties or the labour movement, 

overwhelmed the Anglo-Canadian socialist rank-and-file, produced their own leaders, and made 

unemployment a non-exclusive issue.  Escaping often “brutal repression,” Jews, Ukrainians and 

the Finnish left the Russian and Austrian Empires with a “latent or active penchant for radical 

activism.”
131

  These socialists, Donald Avery suggests, were informed more by rural peasant 

protests than industrial strikes.
132

  Between 1907 and 1915, an increase in diaspora socialists from 

Finland, the Ukraine, Poland, Russia, Germany and Latvia challenged the SPC’s “impossibilism.”  

Many of them would later form chapters in the Social Democratic Party of Canada (SDPC) in 

1911.
133

  Because of the discrimination the immigrant unemployed faced within a “White” 
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Canada, their demands of the state were often about equal inclusion in the paltry municipal relief 

measures usually reserved to deserving English-speaking “Canadians.”
134

 

While Mark Leier and other Canadian scholars of the left have portrayed the SPC as an 

exclusionary British Canadian club that preferred arm-chair socialism to direct action, by 1907 

the SPC could not be so easily characterized.  In 1907, the Finnish SPC mayoral candidate, who 

captured no fewer than 8,000 votes, addressed the first Socialist Party of Canada (SPC) Toronto 

unemployment demonstration.
135

  A year later, the Toronto SPC-organized unemployed met 

regularly in the Finnish Hall after the TDTLC refused radicals access to the Labor Temple.  The 

SPC in Toronto also worked with Rev. Henry Singer to lead a deputation of Jews to City Hall to 

protest discrimination in relief work.  A fight broke out in city hall and the police locked up 

activist Isaac Ginsburg.  The city commissioner suggested that the city foreman would be more 

likely to hire “foreigners” if they avoided applying en masse and instead mixed themselves with 

Britishers before showing up to the work site.
136

  Russian and Polish Jews were front and centre 

of the “free speech” fight in Toronto in June 1908 after the government restricted socialist 

candidates for the provincial election from holding mass street meetings.  Among those arrested 

were Leon Trodler, candidate for the South Toronto ward, Ernest Albert Drury, candidate for East 

Toronto ward and five other Russian Jews in their twenties.
137
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In 1908, Anglo-Canadian socialists in Winnipeg were dumbfounded by the militant May 

Day unemployment protests of German, Austrian, Jewish, Polish and Ukrainian socialists.  The 

English-speaking SPC leadership had decided not to hold a parade but to hold a public indoor 

meeting at night.  Yet a thousand or more mostly unemployed immigrants gathered in St. John’s 

Park in North Winnipeg in the early morning where speeches were made in several languages 

before as many as 2,500 “foreigners, many of whom could not speak English” paraded Winnipeg 

streets with banners inscribed with “we want work.”  Newly arrived immigrants watched from the 

sidelines “and the appearance of the vast concourse of unemployed with their red flags was very 

disconcerting to them.”  For the reporter of the socialist Voice, the protests were a sign that 

immigrants were finding it “just as necessary to demonstrate here as it had been in their own 

land.”  But the protest also showed that Winnipeg socialists “know not one another” and 

prompted the Anglo-Canadian unemployed to suggest a “real inclusive unemployed 

demonstration” of all the unemployed in the city.  At the English-organized meeting held that 

evening, the building was overflowing with English and non-English protesters and the Voice 

concluded that the English socialists heartily welcomed “the unexpected alliances.” 
138

 

The arrival of the IWW in western Canada in 1906, and the creation of the SDPC in 1911, 

challenged white privilege and racism within the labour movement.  The “Wobblies,” who, as the 

legend goes, earned their nickname from a sympathetic Chinese restaurant owner in Vancouver, 

were insistent that all workers regardless of race, gender or religion deserved to be organized.  

Over 80 percent of the Vancouver SPC activists were British, according to Mark Leier, but fewer 

than 70 percent of Wobblies had recognizably British names.
139

  Yet, while the IWW made race a 

central issue in dozens of labour disputes, the IWW’s free speech fights and unemployment 
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protests in the winter of 1911-1912 hinged largely on non-parliamentary tactics, not race.  Still 

immigrants were integral to the protests.  Poverty amongst immigrant populations was 

widespread.  Vancouver’s medical health officer reported in December that “fifty Chinamen” 

were sleeping in one basement, and cited other examples of Italians, Russians and “indeed many 

white people” crowded into basements, boxcars and woodsheds.” 
140

  Police and immigration 

officials charged immigrants “affected by IWW doctrine,” like Montenegrin Boster Valhovich, 

with vagrancy for their protest activities.
141

  The Immigration Department was particularly 

concerned that radical immigrants were finding their way from the U.S. into Vancouver.
142

  

Chinese and Russian speakers were among those who spoke to over 10,000 who gathered in 

defiance of public orders on 18 February 1912.
143

 

Austrian, Russian and other recent immigrants played a large role in the 1913-1915 

Wobbly-led unemployment protests in Calgary and Edmonton where they paraded to the 

legislature, dined and dashed at three local restaurants and entered posh churches.  In Edmonton 

46.1% of the unemployed held at the exhibition grounds were non-English immigrants.
144

  The 

Edmonton chapter of the IWW fought hard against Mayor McNamara’s insistence that only bona 

fide residents of Edmonton were eligible for relief.  It maintained throughout the depression that 

“the city of Edmonton supply employment to all applicants . . . regardless of married or single, 

race, creed, or colour.”
145

  After the IWW was broken, the Canadian Ruthenian Association 
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stepped in to advocate on behalf of the immigrant unemployed while Anglo-Canadians, in the 

absence of a socialist alternative, were prone to nativist influences.
146

 

The SDPC in 1911 could also boast that a majority of their members were non-British.  

Finnish, Ukrainian, Jewish, Russian, Polish and German locals far outnumbered English locals.  

By 1913 only 125 out of more than 1,000 SDPC members in Toronto were of English descent.
147

 

Although it is unclear whether the SDPC could boast of any Asian members, its official organ, 

Cotton’s Weekly insisted that class trumped ethnicity and demanded all socialists “realize that the 

Chinese workers must be made Socialists and that verily the workers of the world must unite 

before international capitalism is overthrown.”
148

  The SDPC encouraged spontaneous actions 

and in the depression of 1913-1915 was central in organizing some of the largest unemployment 

demonstrations prior to the Great Depression.  It was during the 1913-1915 depression that 

unemployment protests, led predominantly by non-English speaking radicals with few ties to 

traditional labour politics, sought to transcend nativist rhetoric and British Canadian 

protectionism and develop a praxis that grounded revolutionary ideology in the oppression and 

mobilization of those largely unprotected by labour unions.
149

 

By November 1913, locals of the SDPC and SPC in Winnipeg were rallying as many as 2,000 

unemployed in the city.  SDPC member William “Bill” Hoop spoke to the multi-ethnic crowd claiming 

the importation of immigrants by the railway companies as a leading factor in unemployment.  Hoop, a 

postal worker and outspoken atheist, had tempered his earlier “impossiblist” stance, yet was still 

coming to grips with his own nativism.  Only a year earlier Hoops ran for alderman promising “race-
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progression and race protection.”
150

  By May, the city halted winter civic work.  An angry crowd of 

1,200 gathered on 26 May 1914 to listen to Joseph Dudar (SDPC – Ukrainian).  When the police 

moved in to arrest Dudar, “foreigners” moved in to protect him.  The police called for reinforcements.  

Dudar was badly beaten and, along with two others, faced assault charges.
151

  The Voice argued in 

defense of street demonstrations as the primary means of organizing such a multiethnic crowd.
152

  At 

public meetings, foreign language speakers received great applause.
153

  

The following spring, an ethnically diverse unemployment movement once again protested the 

end of civic winter relief, only this time the largely Austrian and Ruthenian crowd had to contend with 

being targeted as “enemy aliens.”  Over 12,000 unemployed, organized by the Winnipeg SDPC, 

massed on a vacant lot around Broadway Church on Sunday 18 April 1915.
154

  The next day 3,000 to 

5,000 unemployed, some of whom walked at least ten miles from Transcona, converged on City Hall 

for a silent protest.  The Evening Tribune believed roughly 90 percent of the crowd were foreigners.
155

 

Labour alderman R.A. Rigg argued that while immigration was part of the problem, “the fact was that 

they were here in overwhelming numbers and being unemployed they must find some means of 

subsistence.”  Other aldermen were less generous.  They rationalized the withdrawal of aid by drawing 

attention to the “unskilled foreigner” and the “enemies of the British Empire” they considered 

responsible for the agitation.
156

  Meanwhile, Mayor Richard Waugh called on Ottawa to orchestrate a 
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gathering of municipal officials to discuss the issues of immigration and unemployment.  City leaders 

across the country endorsed Waugh’s resolution.
157

  The press was remarkably sympathetic to the 

protests of “enemy aliens,” albeit in ardent nationalist language.  The Manitoba Free Press insisted that 

most men in “this army of unemployed are not loafers but decent men,” falsely “attracted by 

government and transport agencies.”  In time, they would “make excellent Canadians.”
158

 

On 22 April, the SDPC led 15,000 unemployed from North Winnipeg to the provincial 

parliament where they gathered in the pouring rain and waved banners declaring that “We are not 

Enemies of Canada.”  A leftist Ruthenian paper published an extra edition to draw out more marchers.  

A bystander declared that he had seen “bread riots in Warsaw” but “I never saw such a pathetic sight as 

that army of men, full of muscle and wanting work, but having none.  These men are not enemies of 

Britain, even though most of them are Austrian.  But if there is no relief, these hungry men will become 

a great menace.”  A delegation including F. Saltzman, F. Sirota and W.N. Kolisnyk and at least two 

Jewish socialists met with the Premier Rodmond Roblin.
159

  

Although racial rhetoric reared its head in the leftist Voice, it argued, like the Manitoba Free 

Press, that the unemployed were united in their plight, and that the majority were not “loafers but 

decent men” who were important newcomers to Canada.  While unemployed “Jesse James” divulged 

his anxiety about “vast hordes of yellow men and Hindoos,” he also called for solidarity based on the 

demand for work.
160

  Following the demonstrations, J. Wilson (secretary of the Winnipeg SDPC) 

penned a letter to Premier T.C. Norris.  Wilson’s letter blamed immigration on unemployment but 

insisted that “the interests of society and common humanity demand that the procrastination of 

capitalist governments in dealing with this question be abandoned.”
161

  In his impassioned letters, Jesse 
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James chastised those involved in the immigration racket: “Nothing should be left undone to dissuade 

British or Americans or foreigners of any class from coming to this country to starve.”
162

 

Winnipeg was only one of many places where demonstrations of the immigrant 

unemployed challenged the inequity of relief, exposed duplicitous immigration officials and 

created fertile soil for socialist values.  In the early spring 1914, a motley crew of between 400 

and 900 unemployed English, Swedes, Ukrainians and Finns (between 20 and 70 years of age) 

huddled inside 20 boxcars on the CPR tracks on the outskirts of Sudbury, awaiting stalled railway 

projects and the lumber season.
163

  On municipal election day, 30 June 1914, after surviving on 

handouts of potatoes and bread, and drinking from a nearby creek, the unemployed marched to 

city hall, where “here and there a banner [gave] silent expression to their feelings.”  The parade 

garnered $200 of city relief, while merchants provided $65 in provisions.  The city refused to 

provide further relief until they instituted a registration system.
 164

 

Geo A. Loney, the chairman of the Sudbury relief committee, alarmed that within a week 

he had distributed 2,000 meal tickets and a large order of wholesale provisions, sent an urgent 

telegram to the Canadian Department of Labour.
165

  Mayor Larry O’Connor followed with a 

telegram to the deputy minister of labour, F.A. Acland, “fear[ing] they may do damages.”  Acland 

contacted J.J. Foy, Ontario Attorney General to ensure the provincial police be on call.
166

  

Inspector Arthur Storie of the provincial police investigated the unrest.
167

  Storie chided the city 

for providing indiscriminate aid that would only encourage idleness and denounced the 

unemployed for turning down work at $1.25 a day with board.  The Sudbury Star piped in: “The 
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old adage that half a loaf is better than none apparently forms no part of the ethics of those who 

find themselves in such a position, and the employment agent left without a single man.”
168

  

The demonstrators boggled the local newspaper: “This situation was entirely new to 

Sudbury.” 
169

  Aware of the unrest in Ottawa, Montreal and Winnipeg, the Sudbury Star was 

incredulous that such unemployed militancy would arise in their remote, resource-based town.  

Grasping for possible ringleaders, the newspaper could not decide whether the march was “staged 

for political purposes” owing to its coincidence with municipal election day or whether it was the 

work of the local SDPC, active in the city for over a year.
170

  Visiting the encampment several 

days after the march, the Sudbury Star was amazed at its peaceful atmosphere: “how long that 

spirit will prevail is another question, for undoubtedly, the spirit of discontentment is rankling in 

their breasts.”
171

  The only solution offered by the Sudbury Star was deportation.  Instead, a 

municipal registration system, sanitation inspectors and a strong police presence coincided with 

the summer hiring in the lumber camps, and the Sudbury scare abated. 

Seasonal work could not relieve Montreal’s unemployed immigrant community that same 

spring and summer.  Some immigration agents downplayed the poverty.  They claimed that 

Russians, Spaniards, Italians and Poles were not a burden on municipal relief or local charities as 

they simply crowded tighter into their hovels.
172

  But Russians, Poles and Italians regularly 

besieged city hall and clashed with police.  By April 1914, socialist Albert Saint-Martin made an 

“impassioned plea” on behalf of unemployed foreigners and called for Ottawa to return them to 

their home countries.  Saint-Martin hoped they would arrive home to “tell what a terrible country 

Canada was and of how they had been unable to earn bread in this city.”
173

  On 29 April up to 
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4000 men, the majority recent immigrants, gathered on the Champ de Mars and demanded work; 

the city reluctantly provided employment with preference to married men at a rate of $2.25 a 

day.
174

  Meanwhile W.D. Scott, Immigration Superintendent, promised to deport all foreigners 

who had resided in Canada for less than three years and were a public charge in Montreal.
175

  

Socialists formed a “Committee of the Unemployed” consisting of ten leaders of different 

nationalities that held several protests in mid-May 1914.  At them, numerous speakers spoke of 

how immigrants were “fooled” into believing North America was a land of liberty and 

opportunity.
176

  A month later city officials were still corresponding with immigration authorities 

regarding deportation proceedings.  The Montreal Central Trades and Labor Council (MCTLC) 

sent a protest letter to Prime Minister Borden calling on him to close immigration.
177

  A local 

paper claimed that they could not have immigrants “forcing the taxpayers of the city to be [their] 

brother’s keepers” and argued that the authorities send workless immigrants to rural farms.
178

 

Socialists, on the other hand, were holding regular street corner meetings and reveling in 

the militancy of the immigrant unemployed.  “They are divine breeders of discontent and never 

fail to take advantage of an opportunity to spread their gospel,” said Cotton’s Weekly of the 

Austrian and Russian militants: “Their propaganda work coupled with that of the native 

Canadian, spells the smash of capitalist rule in Canada in a time not far distant.”
179

 

Instead of revolution came deportation.  By mid-July, Montreal, in collusion with 

immigration officials, was deporting Austrian and Russian immigrants; in many cases, the 
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authorities were paying their return fares.
180

  While the MCTLC petitioned Prime Minister 

Borden to close immigration, J.T. Foster, president of the MCTLC, argued that “it is ridiculous to 

lure immigrants to Canada with promises of well-paid work. . .then take measures to deport them 

if, as happened, many of them became public charges through lack of work.”
181

  Deportation did 

not solve the problem.  By November, there were 13,000 unemployed; by February 1915, the 

number had risen to 25,000.  Wm. Harrison Bradley, the American Consul General in Montreal, 

appealed to Sir Joseph Pope, Undersecretary of State for External Affairs, to assist as many as 

10,000 Austrio-Hungarian unemployed who were “prowling around the garbage heaps in alleys.”  

Throughout the winter, the police regularly ejected the crowds of Poles, Russians and Italians 

who besieged city hall demanding work.
182

  

Of all the immigrant and socialist-led unemployment protests in 1914, the SDPC-led 

demonstrations in Ottawa were among the best organized and exemplify how the state and  

capitalists upheld Anglo-Canadian privilege while diaspora socialist activists demanded cultural 

protection and equitable relief.  As in Montreal and Winnipeg, labour leaders in Ottawa were 

lukewarm in their support and generally saw the protests as confirmations of their calls for 

immigration restriction.  In Ottawa, it was the state and public, weary of providing relief, that 

made the first calls for deportation.  For protestors, deportation was a last resort and an indictment 

less of themselves than the liberal order.  That they felt compelled into making the demand for 

paid passage home is indicative of the discrimination experienced by non-Anglo immigrants. 
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Figure 3 Michael Chopowick (1886-1959), SDPC
183

 

Michael Chopowick, the leader of the SDPC Ottawa protests is a curious example of an 

immigrant unemployment leader during the 1913-1915 depression.  Despite being a business 

owner and a police court interpreter Chopowick proved to be a formidable organizing force and 

defender of impoverished Ottawa immigrants.
184

  In June 1914, Chopowick helped organize a 

local of the SDPC in Ottawa’s poor immigrant district of Rochesterville.  Between 600 and 1,000 

unemployed workers – Ruthenians, Ukrainians, Austrians and Hungarians – assembled regularly 

under the leadership of W. Prystaj, John Hnyda and Michael Chopowick.
185

  The Ottawa SDPC 

called for city council to create civic employment to alleviate the suffering of the hundreds of 
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men “anxious to work.”  They attacked military institutions as “parasitical and detrimental to 

progress,” and condemned private employment bureaux, child labour, the high cost of living, the 

tariff and “extravagant business methods of competition.”  To alleviate penury they suggested a 

system of compulsory insurance, public employment bureaux, child labour laws, the abolishment 

of the tariff, and half-rate railway fares for the unemployed seeking work.  They also called for 

the appointment of a Ukrainian teacher to instruct immigrant children in their native tongue.
186

 

Reactions from Ottawa’s elite towards the SDPC local’s resolutions came swiftly.  Mr. 

D.A. Martin, of a private lumbermen’s employment bureau, ridiculed the “polacks [sic]” for their 

enthusiasm for public employment agencies.  Similarly, Mr. F.W. Klock of the Reliance Labor 

Company insisted that the unemployed deserved their fate for holding out for better wages while 

“a large number of them are not worth their board at any rate.”
187

  Labour bureau operators, 

however, admitted that the lumber industry was still in its “slack season.”
188

 

On 12 June 1914, the unemployed presented their resolutions to T.W. Crothers, Minister of 

Labor and Ottawa Mayor Taylor McVeity.  Crothers would not admit a national unemployment 

problem existed.  He insisted there was abundant farm labour, and refused to submit the 

protestors’ resolution to the government.  Crothers dismissed the SDPC’s anti-military 

sentiments, demands for a shorter workday, compulsory insurance and abolition of the tariff.  

“You men seem well educated,” Crothers said, “and can get jobs when you want to work.”  

Chopowick, chairman of the Ottawa SDPC, countered that many of the unemployed had walked 

from as far as Fort William to Ottawa unable to find employment in city or country: “We 

represent Canada’s thousands of unemployed and are not going to leave our friends to starve.  We 
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would rather die with them.”  The delegation met with more sympathy from Mayor McVeity who 

promised to present their resolution to council, but with the caveat that “it was impossible for the 

city to undertake more work than the revenue would warrant.”  The SDPC held a mass meeting 

later that evening to discuss their next collective act.
189

  Later that week, after Chopowick guided 

an Ottawa Citizen reporter through the Rochesterville district, the journalist left convinced that 

Crothers was blind to the poverty in the capital city.  He also was impressed with what he 

patronizingly deemed a “new spirit” of “combination” that diverged markedly from the passivity 

and ignorance he had been expecting.
190

  While the SDPC moved quickly to organize the 

unemployed, the Ottawa Allied Trades and Labour Council looked on from a distance; their only 

resolution came in early July when they endorsed the Montreal Trades and Labour Council’s calls 

for a royal commission on immigration and unemployment.
191

 

Beginning on 22 June 1914, 300 to 400 unemployed gathered daily in front of city hall 

demanding work.  Mayor McVeity assured the crowd that he would order the city engineer to 

open up civic maintenance work.  A dozen unemployed found work, yet many refused 

employment for less than twenty-five cents an hour.  Chopowick was also compelled to answer 

criticisms of insobriety amongst the unemployed.
192

  On the 23 June, the city provided 45 men 

with work, but a crowd of four hundred once again descended on city hall.  As civic work 

proceeded, the Ottawa Evening Journal voiced the familiar complaint that civic work for 

foreigners, “while better than allowing them to starve,” was an affront to resident taxpayers and 

called for immediate restriction of immigration of unskilled labourers.
193

  It was not long before 

Immigration Act reform was proposed as the panacea to their penury.  Rather than rejecting the 
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possibility of deportation, the Ottawa SDPC held a mass meeting of 500 on 2 July 1914, calling 

for a march to wait on Minister of Immigration, W.D. Scott.  That the immigrant workless felt 

their distress so strongly that they considered deportation as a means of escaping their penury 

should not be quickly dismissed; to return home must have felt for many like a personal defeat of 

life-changing proportions.  Chopowick and the SDPC however, were determined to deflect blame 

on to private immigration agencies and a callous capitalist government.  Immigration was the last 

ditch recourse of the Ottawa unemployed.  “If the immigration department have no solution of the 

problem to offer, these men cannot starve,” said Chopowick, “and if they are starving they will 

undoubtedly break into stores and take what they need to live.  I know that I for one would do it if 

I were starving.”
194

 

Six hundred unemployed marched to the immigration office on 3 July 1914.  W.D. Scott 

promised the unemployed that those residing in Canada for less than three years could return to 

their home country at the expense of the transportation companies.  When Scott proposed farm 

work at $10 to $15 a month the delegates “demurred,” claiming $30 a month was required to feed 

their families.  Scott questioned the unemployed’s thriftiness and made no apologies for the 

economic depression: “We are bound to have these periodical hard times,” said Scott, “and when 

men make no provision in the time of plenty for the time of need such a condition of affairs as we 

witness today is bound to result.”
195

 

Chopowick facilitated the certification of the unemployed wishing to be deported.
 
In the 

absence of state governmentality and its failure to ascertain the extent of suffering, the SDPC 

stepped in and conducted its own research.  In engaging in their own “governmentality,” 

SDPCers marshalled data to expose a harsh work environment for recent immigrants and the 

inadequacies of state relief and asserted their right to measure their own poverty.  A meeting of 

300 unemployed on 4 July led to a list of 70 who would “rather go back to our own country than 

                                                      

194
 “Department may Deport Unemployed Foreigners,” Ottawa Evening Journal, 2 July 1914, 1. 

195
 “Six hundred of Unemployed Visit Mr. W. D. Scott,” Ottawa Evening Journal, 3 July 1914, 7. 



 

 

 

255  

stay here and starve.”
196

  Deportation proceedings continued and on 21 July 1914, the first 

contingent of 24 unemployed Ukrainians left with their household effects with another 54 

scheduled for departure.
197

  By mid-July, the lumber camps began hiring and the fountain of 

unemployed unrest dried up in the capital city.
198

  For two months impoverished immigrants had 

taken aim at inadequate and discriminatory relief measures, turned down poor wage offers and 

developed a socialist critique of capital in the face of a largely unsympathetic and racist public.  

Deportation was not their first choice – that some chose free transportation home after making the 

difficult decision only a few years before to uproot themselves from their homes in continental 

Europe was, in their eyes, a testament to Canada’s inequity and lack of opportunity. 

One would suspect that with Canada’s entry into the war and the internment of “enemy 

aliens,” the protests of poverty-stricken immigrants would have ground to a halt.  Yet remarkably, 

in 1915, after the IWW Vancouver local had collapsed and the Great War absorbed the attention 

of first formation socialists, Vancouver’s largely immigrant unemployed staged one last heroic, 

unorganized battle.  In late March, having spent over $40,000 in relief, the Vancouver city 

council announced that all city relief would end on 5 April.
199

  On 6 April the police ejected 200 

Austrians from the Austrian consulate after they demanded aid.  Afterwards, over 2,000 

unemployed “enemy aliens” raided stores and restaurants.  Windows were broken and the police 

were “pelted” with oranges and onions.
200

  The attorney general agreed to provide $10,000 to 

assist Vancouver in aiding its indigent.  Relief provisions resumed less than 48 hours after they 
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had been abandoned.
201

 Neutralized by liberal charities, police repression and an ambiguous 

response from a divided Anglo-Canadian left in Vancouver, immigrant unemployed still 

struggled to have their voices heard and their interests respected. 

*** 

White privilege and Anglo-Canadian imperial nationalism persisted within labour and the 

left well into the twentieth century.  Hungry, restless and politically active unemployed 

immigrants were fodder for municipal labour councils and labour unions lobbying for 

immigration restriction.  Yet, among socialists, and especially after 1907, the militancy and 

energy of non-English radicals led many to adopt an attitude that all workers ought to be treated 

equally.  Most socialists were far more nuanced in their anti-immigration rhetoric than either 

liberal pundits or the rants of the Regina Unemployed Gang, yet racist discourse persisted.  After 

the 1913-1915 economic depression, unemployment could no longer be politicized as an Anglo-

only problem.  Countless immigrants from Eastern and Central Europe took to the streets, 

stormed civic relief offices, dined-and-dashed at restaurants and even demanded their own 

deportation.  They thus exposed the duplicity of immigration agents, companies and officials, 

created anxiety for the authorities, won minor improvements to relief, publicized liberal capitalist 

inequities and, most importantly, weakened Anglo-Canadian imperial nationalism within the 

socialist movement.
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Chapter 6 

Martinets and Moral Degenerates: Authoritarian Liberalism, Work 

Dependency and the Unemployed, 1919-1928 

The Great War intensified the authoritarian tendencies of the liberal project.  Progressive 

techniques of governance were harnessed for illiberal purposes.  Many liberals sidelined older 

conceptions of the limited state and the free enterprise economy and, in part under the pressure of 

war, experimented with ideas of the state as a regulator of civil society.  Although still 

rudimentary in its practical capacities – even the collection of an income tax tested its 

bureaucratic abilities – a “muscle-bound” liberal state was ever more determined to regulate and 

reform the “habits” of all “moral degenerates” who fell outside the “paradigmatic liberal subject” 

(the white, sane, employed, male adult).
1
  For anarchist James C. Scott, this period might be 

called Canada’s “High Modernist” era, wherein the state became preoccupied with “the 

administrative ordering of nature and society” and employed “the “modern state as an 

instrument” to transform a “weakened or prostrate civil society.”
2
 

The liberal order’s responses to the first Red Scare are well known.  First, it passed the 

“anti-loafing law” PC 815 in April 1918 that stipulated that any male adult not “regularly 

engaged in some useful occupation” could be punished by up to a $100 fine or six months in jail; 

the authorities used the law throughout the 1920s against socialists, labour leaders, union 

organizers and unemployment activists.
3
  Prime Minister Robert Borden’s special inquiry into 

radicalism led to Charles Cahan’s report that diaspora socialists and Canadian radicals were 
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“advocating the destruction of all state authorities, the subversion of religion and the obliteration 

of all property rights.”  Cahan demanded laws banning socialist parties.
4
  Together with chief 

press censor Ernest Chambers’ call for a ban on foreign language publications, Cahan’s report led 

to several orders-in-council in September 1918.  The first, PC 2381, prohibited publications in 

any “enemy language,” and the second, PC 2384, banned fourteen socialist and labour 

organizations.  A Public Safety branch, together with a beefed-up RCNWMP (later RCMP), led 

to a blitz against free speech, freedom of movement and the right to organize.  Police repression 

continued well into the 1920s, including draconian responses to the protests of the unemployed.
5
 

But repression of socialists, workers and the unemployed was only one aspect of this new 

illiberal liberalism.  To reduce unrest and embark upon demobilization and reconstruction, the 

federal government made deep interventions into the lives of its citizenry in ways inconceivable 

before the Great War and only made possible by the knowledges and techniques it gained by 

directing the Canadian war machine.  State intervention and qualification of laissez-faire was less 

about maintaining progress and supporting the rise of monopoly capitalism, as in the Progressive 

Era, than it was about placating unrest and instilling social order.  Nowhere was this more 

noticeable than in state policies towards the unemployed.  For the first time in Canadian history, 

Ottawa assisted in relief provision.  Such policies, albeit temporary, were designed to work in 

tandem with the anti-loafing law to stifle unrest, normalize work dependency, and discourage 

reliance on relief.  The creation of the Employment Service of Canada (ESC) was an 

unprecedented federal attempt to co-ordinate labour across the country and enforce a work ethic.  

Laws restricting and qualifying immigration and deportation were codified to define who 
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constituted a “Canadian.”
6
  Two national unemployment conferences were tools to disseminate 

hegemonic understandings of unemployment’s causes and remedies.  Finally, experiments in 

relief camps and the application of the work test as a condition for relief by communities across 

Canada were policed and enforced in ways not seen before the war.  

In all of these incursions, the state did not govern “through freedom” but the opposite; all 

of them involved “overriding the exercise of specific freedoms in order to enforce obligations on 

members of the population,” in this case, the unemployed.
7
  Mitchell Dean and Mariana Valverde 

suggest that, despite the progressive intentions of state-planners, despotism was often the 

outcome of new knowledges of inequality.  They have uncovered “how the liberal conception of 

government as arising from knowledges of civil society feeds the authoritarian dimension of 

liberal government.”
8
  Liberal planners gather these knowledges (unemployment statistics, labour 

demands, private charitable efforts, job offerings, etc.) to employ illiberal techniques to create 

particular “habits” amongst the population.
9
  Rather than increasing freedoms, these knowledges 

are employed to “reinforce the natural-social state of depending on labour rather than relief for 

subsistence” by deepening practices to coerce the unemployed to work.
10

 

Liberal martinets, Red Scare repressive laws, business-designed immigration policies, 

police tyranny and public “workfare” measures demarcate 1917-1935 as an era of Authoritarian 

Liberalism.
11

  If liberalism flirted with socialism in the Progressive Era, in the Authoritarian Era 

its dalliances were with fascism.  Its commitment to authoritarianism, however, was undermined 
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by an equal commitment to austerity.
12

  The costs associated with the war and the demobilization 

of 350,000 soldiers, including provisions for the 149,732 wounded and the 56,634 surviving 

family members, pushed Canada’s debt from $220 million in 1914 to over $3 billion in 1920.  For 

the remaining decade, “debt charges and pension payments together claimed over 50% of federal 

expenditures.”
13

  A fiscally conservative state bent on efficiencies, undercut desired welfare and 

coercive state advancements.  Focusing on the repertoires of exclusion and coercion should not 

suggest that liberalism between 1917-1935 was two-dimensional – the hegemonic order 

continued to rely on consent, compromise and corruption, and inefficiency remained liberalism’s 

bugbear.  Yet now liberals were more apt to ask, not “How may we help you?” but “How can we 

make you work more efficiently and reliably?”
14

 

This chapter will reveal Authoritarian Liberalism’s strategies for targeting the unemployed 

and the ways these techniques were resisted, critiqued, and in some cases, destabilized by 

activists.  If the slogan of the unemployed shifted from “work or bread” during the Producers’ 

Liberalism, to “work, not charity” in the Progressive Era, in the age of Liberal Authoritarianism 
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the unemployed united around the demand for “productive work or full maintenance.”
15

  Not just 

any work and not just any charity would suffice.  Work dependency, the value of relief work and 

the principle of less eligibility – here were the explosive themes in the ideological battles waged 

between the revolutionary unemployed and liberal martinets in the early post-War years. 

To begin, a mapping of the contours of Canada’s employment peaks and valleys in the 

1920s is required alongside an assessment of federal relief schemes.  The creation of the 

Employment Service of Canada (ESC) qualified federal relief.  Here was a system of federal 

funded employment bureaux that, despite the humanitarian impulse of its directorship, made work 

a qualification for assistance and, for those who registered for a paltry job, became little more 

than an authoritarian “spying system.”  Two federal unemployment conferences in 1922 and 1924 

were less exercises in democracy than they were authoritarian and exclusionary attempts to 

offload responsibility for inequality and unemployment from the state and capital onto the 

individual.  In a rare example of consensus-building, anti-Red Halifax liberals attempted in 1923 

to wrest control over the organization of the unemployed to promote Maritime nationalism in a 

manner harkening back to a producers' liberalism and the “mini-Bonapartes” of the 1890s.  

Finally, any discussion of the ways in which the unemployed experienced Authoritarian 

Liberalism would be incomplete without a discussion of the ubiquity of municipal work relief and 

relief camps, the ominous precursors to Prime Minister Bennett’s militarized unemployment 

relief camps of the Great Depression.  

6.1  Roaring or Whimpering?  Unemployment and Economic Stability in the 1920s 

As the war ended, what had once been the unemployed problem had become the 

unemployed threat.  Speaking as a member of the Union government, Newton Rowell warned 

Prime Minister Borden in 1918 that “‘there is less respect for law and authority than we probably 
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have ever had in the country.  If . . . Canada faces acute conditions of unemployment without any 

adequate programme to meet the situation, no-one can forsee what might happen.’”
16

  

Unemployment numbers in the winter of 1919-1920 were as high as 140,000.  Yet it was not until 

the slow spring of 1920 that the signs of the post-war depression grew ominous.
17

  Lumber camps 

proved slow to open with the spring thaw.  Over 300,000 persons were laid off between August 

1920 and April 1921.  Workers in the clothing, leather, boots and shoes and rubber industries 

were hit especially hard.  By November 1920 over 20,000 trade unionists were workless.  By the 

year's end, workers from the Maritimes were leaving Canada altogether and Quebec’s charitable 

organizations were taxed to the limit.  The shutting of the lumber camps created a spike in 

unemployment in Northern Ontario, Manitoba and British Columbia.  B.C.’s shipbuilding and 

mining industries also laid off employees.  Conservative estimates confirmed 17,000 unemployed 

in Toronto, 20,000 unemployed in Montreal and 10,000 unemployed in Vancouver.
18

  Labour 

surpluses in urban centres drove down wages.  Somewhat buffered by a strong harvest, the 

prairies would not feel the pinch until the following winter.  The Trades and Labor Congress of 

Canada (TLCC) reported that media pronouncements that unemployment was not quite as severe 

as 1914 did not factor in inflation and the decreased purchasing power of workers.
19

  By February 

1921, there were an estimated 250,000 unemployed – 12 percent of the Canadian workforce.
20
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Unemployment rates failed to abate over the summer of 1921.
21

  Minister of Labour 

Gideon Robertson believed 17 percent of the workforce to be unemployed in August 1921.
22

  

“Unemployment, or the fear of unemployment and need on the part of both the workman and his 

dependents, tends to make him dissatisfied,” Robertson warned.
23

  By autumn 1921, 

unemployment numbers had escalated to 214,000; and by February 1922, to 263,000.
24

  

There is no denying the severity of the economic depression.
25

  In the summer of 1922, the 

Communist Workers Party of Canada reported to the Comintern that foreign trade, immigration, 

bank profits, and railroad traffic were all in free fall.
26

  In 1923 emigration exceeded immigration.  

In 1924, 250,000 Canadians contributed to the “brawn” drain and left for sunnier work 
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environments south of the border.
27

  Farmers, despite large crops in 1923 and 1924, struggled to 

keep their families out of poverty.
28

 

The post war depression ebbed only in 1925.  The CPC noticed that the “acute industrial 

and agrarian crisis of 1920-1923” had been “partially liquidated” and capitalism “stabilized” as 

witnessed by the rise of bond and stock markets and a reduction in bankruptcies.
29

 From 1925 

until late 1929, Canada experienced general prosperity marked by the “rapid growth of 

agriculture and a definite growth of industry.”  The “roaring twenties” were confined to four short 

years.  But even then, wages scarcely improved.  The “extreme rationalization of Canadian 

industry,” and “friction” between competing industrial interests from Britain, the U.S. and within 

Canada, suggested “contradictions” that undermined stability, reported the CPC.  Certain areas, 

like Cape Breton, Alberta and Winnipeg, continued to maintain high levels of unemployment 

even during the economic upswing.  And, as early as February 1928, Maurice Spector of the CPC 

noted the rise in unemployment in the U.S., a precursor to the Wall Street Crash of 1929, when 

the credit bubble burst, ushering in the worst depression in modern times.
30

 

6.2 Reluctant Expenditures: Federal Relief Schemes 

Given the extenuating circumstances of post-war demobilization and the militancy of the 

“workers’ revolt,” the federal government unenthusiastically entered into the quagmire of 

unemployment relief for the first time in history.  Canadian officials remained wary of the British 

system of outdoor relief and were concerned that if Ottawa provided a “dole” it would set a 

precedent that unemployment was a federal problem.  
 
The authorities stressed the principles of 

less eligibility, work over relief, and the temporary nature of federal interventions.  In December 
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1920, Ottawa promised to cover one third of the costs of municipal relief.  Minister of Labour 

Robertson set aside $500,000 for all emergency relief and on 24 January 1921, Order-in-Council 

PC 139 was passed with the caveat that it was a one-time deal set to expire in the spring.  
 

Provincial relief on an equal scale was suggested but not made compulsory.
31

  People in search of 

relief were compelled to go from pillar to post to establish their eligibility.  The unemployed were 

first sent to their local ESC employment office to obtain a certificate authenticating that they were 

ineligible for work.  (An applicant refusing employment would have his certificate removed.)  

They would then traipse to municipal relief authorities who acted as the “sole judges” as to the 

amount of relief to be disbursed.  After receiving municipal authorization, the certificate detailing 

the amount of relief issued was sent back to the ESC so as to protect “the Federal government and 

the public funds.”
32

 

Ottawa wanted to end emergency relief at the end of March after $341,831 had been spent, 

but unemployment agitation and municipal appeals meant an extension to the beginning of April 

and another $91,092 in expenditures.  Of the total $432,923 of federal relief, almost 85 percent 

was spent in just five of thirty-one urban centres.
33

  A few municipalities continued to receive 

federal relief throughout the summer.  By the end of the year, Ottawa had coughed up $600,000 

in emergency relief.  Given that it had covered only one third of the relief costs, over $1.8 million 

was required to stave off starvation and political unrest in 1921.  

There are several factors accounting for the discrepancies in the delivery of federal 

emergency relief.  Not all cities were as forceful in applying for the relief (Halifax did not apply 

at all while Montreal continued to lean on its hodge-podge of religious-based charities).  

Winnipeg, Toronto and Vancouver were “meccas” of the unemployed with high levels of 
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agitation and, as a result, a greater number of unemployment services.
34

  For some municipalities 

the decision not to enter into the dominion scheme was considered cost-effective and dissuasive.
35

  

With the onset of a federal election and with unemployment rates still high on 7 October 

1921, PC 3831 renewed federal involvement, while issuing the traditional warning that 

unemployment relief was “primarily a municipal responsibility, and in the second instance the 

responsibility of the province.”
36

  All provinces but P.E.I., Nova Scotia and New Brunswick 

participated.
37

  PC 191 revamped the system again on 25 January 1922, promising to cover up to 

50 percent of the extra costs associated with winter municipal relief work so long as the province 

contributed one third.  With this legislation, Ottawa provided incentives to discourage 

municipalities from providing non-work relief.
38

  By continuing to charge municipalities with the 

distribution of relief, the federal government unwittingly encouraged the unemployed to flock to 

cities with larger tax bases and relief measures, raising the ire of urban mayors and media.
39
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Government expenditures for unemployment relief over the 1921-22 winter amounted to 

$1,225,000, over double the amount of the previous year.
40

 

Federal government “emergency” relief measures slowed after 1922-23 despite 

considerable unemployment and growing pressure from unemployment activists, labour and 

municipal and provincial governments.  In 1922-23, $1,300,000 was voted for relief and 

$924,025.29 was released without ever adopting an official “general unemployment relief 

scheme.”  The following year the grant was cut by Canada’s finance minister under the pretence 

of balancing the budget.
41

  For the rest of the 1920s Ottawa maintained that provisions for 

unemployment were not a federal responsibility.  The exceptional days of federal contributions to 

direct relief of the decade’s unemployed were over.
42

 

6.3 Employment Service of Canada: A “Spying System” 

Thousands of demobilized soldiers and the fear of a post war depression forced Ottawa to 

set up a nation-wide system of employment bureaux.  The Employment Service of Canada (ESC), 

born in 1918, was headed by Bryce Stewart.  He believed an interventionist state could solve the 

“technical problem” of unemployment but it had to start with a blueprint.  The ESC would tell the 

government everything it needed to know to correct market forces.
43

  Ottawa contributed a 

permanent subsidy of $150,000 a year and promised to match provincial expenditures.  By the 

end of 1919, 90 government-run employment offices were established, one in every city with a 

population over 25,000.  After its first year the ESC boasted that it had placed 400,000 workers at 
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half the cost normally paid by individuals at private employment agencies.  Most of the jobs were 

unskilled and casual positions.
44

 

James Struthers has argued that in the creation of the ESC, Canada was a “North American 

pioneer” and provided “the most tangible evidence of a new federal commitment to tackling 

unemployment as an industrial, not merely as a reconstruction problem.”
45

  Udo Sautter suggests 

this praise is not “necessarily a great compliment” as “it was not difficult to outdo the United 

States in this respect” but the efforts of Bryce Stewart and future director R.A. Rigg showed “the 

ability and good will of those immediately concerned.”
46

  Struthers, Sautter and John Grundy 

suggest that the ESC was created not just because of “humanitarian concerns” but was also 

prompted by notions of “efficiency” and a concern with “social control.”  “The Service was 

meant to fulfill the same task as censorship by order-in-council, the deportation of British 

subjects, or the activities of the Board of Commerce,” writes Sautter.
47

  Grundy contends that for 

ESC administrators, “instilling the will to work in the unruly was nothing less than their highest 

calling.”
48

  Notwithstanding the “good will” of progressive liberals like Stewart and Rigg, the 

ESC is a prime example of the ways an authoritarian liberal order recast acquisitions of 

knowledge about inequality in more coercive directions.  The record of resistance against the 
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ESC “betrays the existence of those who sought, perhaps even successfully, to disrupt the 

operation of the labour exchange, and to contest the violence of a governmental project that 

mobilized the designation of ‘unemployable’ against people.”
49

  

The ESC was the culmination of a twenty-year international trend towards free public 

employment agencies.  Prior to the International Labour Conference in Washington in 1919, 

which called on participating nations to inaugurate a system of free labour bureaux, every 

province had established an ESC branch with the exception of Nova Scotia, New Brunswick and 

P.E.I.  Manitoba and Saskatchewan had even passed legislation prohibiting fee-charging 

employment agencies.
50

  Alberta and B.C. also prohibited fee-charging private employment 

agencies in 1919 and Nova Scotia in 1920.  Ontario and Quebec did not ban private agencies but 

they drastically reduced private agencies to 25 offices between them by 1926.
51

 

The ESC was not as potent a medicine as Stewart hoped because the organization was 

inadequately staffed, there was virtually no advertising budget, private employment agencies in 

Ontario and Quebec stayed in business, and the Maritime provinces opted out of the bureaux 

altogether.
52

  Farmers and railway operators were indifferent to the ESC, preferring cheaper, 

docile and experienced recent immigrants as farm hands over urban dwellers in need of work.  

When they did post jobs, they were at rock-bottom wages.
53

  Mackenzie King’s decision to 

distance his government from the unemployment problem led to crippling cuts to the ESC in 
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1923-1924, “poison[ed] the entire atmosphere of dominion-provincial co-operation on 

unemployment,” caused federal research into the unemployment problem to be abandoned, and 

left the ESC as “little more than a patronage-ridden clearing house for casual help.”
54

 

For Struthers, King’s failure to support the ESC was shortsighted and meant the loss of 

invaluable research material.  For the unemployed, underfunding was the least of their concerns.  

Poor management made the ESC seem like surveillance-oriented “slave markets.”  Labour did not 

unanimously acclaim the arrival of the new public offices as the solution to labour’s most vexing 

problems.
55

  The TLCC recommended the unemployed register at the public employment 

bureaux, yet as early as February 1919, John Doggett, head of the Toronto District Carpenters 

Council, condemned the Ontario ESC for sending returned soldiers to jobs that were paid at 

below the union scale of wages.
56

  For many within the unemployment movement, the ESC 

bureaux were little better than the private employment bureaux.  They pushed wages down and 

falsely advertised work in rural areas.  Surveillance and police security outside of ESCs were a 

bane to those who went through their doors.  Unemployment organizers turned the ESCs into 

recruiting hubs for new agitators to fight for higher wages and better work conditions. 

The Communist Worker understood the ESC bureaux as “valuable institutions for the 

Canadian capitalists.”  In contrast to Stewart’s belief that the information gathered would help 

curb unemployment, the Worker argued that the ESC records provided tabulations of the “degree 

                                                      

54
 Struthers, No Fault of Their Own, 39-40.  Nonetheless, in 1926 Rigg promoted his offices as being free 

from “bribes” and “deception.”  Two years later Rigg boasted that the ESC placed on average 420,000 

workers annually, even if these were part-time, low-paying and mostly unskilled jobs.  About 25 percent of 

ESC jobs during the 1920s lasted for less than one week.  See Labour Gazette, April 1926, 334; Labour 

Gazette, April 1928, 361; Donald Avery, “Dangerous Foreigners”: European Immigrant Workers and 

Labour Radicalism in Canada, 1896-1932 (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1979), 96. 
55

 “Labor Men Grapple with Work Problem,” Toronto Star, 27 August 1921, 3; “Labor Report Gives Views 

on Unemployment,” Globe, 4 January 1921, 2. 
56

 “Say Civic Authority Holds up Housing,” Toronto Star, 7 February 1919, 5.  On the TLCC and the 

employment bureaux see “Labor Report Gives Views on Unemployment,” Globe, 4 January 1921, 2.  



 

 

 

271  

of shrinkage or expansion of the industrial reserve army,” allowing the capitalist to reduce wages 

during heightened unemployment and cut personnel if the amount of surplus labor shrunk.
57

 

The ESC was often negligent in providing information about the jobs available.  The 

Calgary Trades and Labour Council (CTLC) noted that jobless men were chagrined to discover 

after travelling out of town that they only had a few days’ work with wages so low they were 

unable to pay for the return trip.
58

  In Calgary, unemployment activists provided evidence that the 

ESC clerks expected “presents” and “unless you subscribe you are ‘out of luck’ for a job.”
59

 

Since the labour bureaux raised the ire of so many of the unemployed, they became a site 

of protests.  In a snake march in Vancouver in March 1922, J.H. McVety, a veteran labour man 

who had “sold out” for a job as Vancouver’s ESC superintendent, was pressured until he 

confessed “that there were no jobs for them.”
60

  In 1925, when McVety downplayed Vancouver’s 

unemployed problem, insisting that only outsiders walked the streets, “John Pickenshovel” took 

aim at McVety and his “slave market,” pointed out the lousy jobs on offer in Hope at $3.50 per 

day, minus $1.05 for board.  He called upon the B.C. Minister of Labour to fire McVety for his 

lack of knowledge of the local situation.
61

 

Toronto’s unemployed took aim at the local ESC offices in 1924.  They argued that 

preference for jobs was given to trade unionists and those who accepted work at lower than the 
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union rate of wages.
62

  Many claimed they had applied repeatedly to the ESC yet had never 

received a job.  ESC statistics were “bunk,” many argued.  “If a man was sent out for an hour to 

clean up some old woman’s cellar this appeared in the reports as a man placed,” one of the 

unemployed observed.  Resolutions were passed demanding Ottawa abolish the ESC.
63

 

Bryce Stewart chastised the unemployed for their failure to use the bureaux.  In Great 

Britain, unemployment insurance was conditional upon registering at a labour exchange, whereas 

“there is nothing to induce the unemployed worker to register other than the hope of securing 

employment.”  Stewart was being slightly disingenuous – many municipalities required ESC 

registration in order to receive municipal aid and, until 1923, federal relief.  The ESC thus 

became the de facto ‘work test’ for many cities in addition to wood and stone yards.
64

  

Not only were those who refused ESC jobs struck from municipal welfare lists, they were 

also sometimes railroaded into jail on vagrancy charges.  After W. Robb, a veteran, refused a job 

in the Winnipeg employment office, an ESC officer sent three detectives to his house.  The One 

Big Union Bulletin used Robb’s case to illustrate how the ESC was nothing more than a “stool-

pigeon agency” than pushed workers into “slave jobs.”
65

  Leslie W. Newton, an unemployed 

activist in Toronto, was not so lucky.  Newton refused a job at the ESC at $50.00 a month and 

was sent to jail for six months on a vagrancy charge.  The judge told Newton he should “be 

ashamed of himself” for failing to take a job with so many others in need.
66

  Six months later, 

police constable Tate was still milling about the outside of the Toronto ESC and was the subject 
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of several protests.
67

  Sam Cohen, a young unemployed electrician, regularly harassed Tate and 

“offered to give the officer what was coming to him if he would take off his uniform.”
68

 

Refusal to take ESC jobs was among the ways the unemployed expressed their 

displeasure.
69

  In 1922, the Calgary Central Council of Unemployed (CCCU) appealed to Ottawa 

after learning of bureau regulations specifying that no federal relief would be issued to any 

unemployed person refusing work.  Calgary welfare superintendent C.A. McKillop initially 

refused relief to any who failed to accept farm labour.  CCCU activist E.R. Fay wrote an 

impassioned letter to Mackenzie King.  Fay claimed that if the regulation stayed on the books, the 

resulting state of affairs would be akin to “peonage” and constitute “a reversion of all policy of 

past legislation in the establishment of minimum rates of pay for work.”  He foresaw labour 

conditions worse than those of “any chattel slave empire.”
70

  Ottawa’s verdict was nebulous.  It 

agreed that room and board was not sufficient remuneration but did not specify how much of a 

wage would constitute “employment.”  For William Carnill, superintendent of the Calgary 

employment bureau, the lack of a fixed minimum frustrated his attempts to force the unemployed 

to take work at wages below $10 a month.  Carnill eventually decided with Alex Ross, Alberta’s 

Minister of Public Works, that $5 a month was not a reasonable wage for farm labour for single 
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or married men but only married men would be allowed to refuse higher wages without the threat 

of being taken off relief.  The CCCU continued to advise the single unemployed to refuse any 

farm labour below $15 a month.
71

   

A few weeks later Mayor Samuel Hunter Adams lost patience with those who refused work 

and denied relief to all who failed to register.  Adams insisted that if the unemployed were 

“imposed on by farmers” the city would investigate.  Farmers claimed they were laughed at by 

the unemployed when offering them $15 a month.  Farmer H. Fegan vowed to tell others that the 

“out-of-works in Calgary will not look for employment so long as they are pampered and fed by 

the city and government authorities.”  Despite Fegan’s complaint, there were signs that the 

CCCU’s pressure was working – some farm jobs were being offered with wages as high as $20 a 

month.
72

 

In the 1924-1925 winter, Calgary and Edmonton unemployment activists were so frustrated 

with the ESCs for lowering wages that they advised the unemployed not to register.
73

  They were 

backed by labour alderman James East who told council that the few jobs offered paid less than 

$2.50 to $3.00 a day, were of short duration and were inconveniently located up to 200 miles 

away.  Other labour aldermen dissented, believing that only with registration would Ottawa 

become aware of the extent of unemployment.
74

  Only after A. J. Boulter, head of the CCCU, 
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visited the provincial legislature and was told that the unemployed would not be assisted unless 

they registered, did the CCCU rescind its “neutral” position.
75

 

However, not a month later the unemployed denounced the ESCs as “nothing but a system 

of spying on the affairs of the workers . . . gathering data to use against the workers . . . at the 

public expense.”
76

  At a conference of the unemployed associations of Alberta and the provincial 

government, activists called for “an immediate investigation with a view to reorganization or the 

complete abolition of the Government Employment Bureau of Alberta.”  Boulter told the premier 

that the ESC was a “spying system” that used “despicable tricks and deplorable methods . . . in 

discriminating against men.”  J. Dollan of Drumheller condemned the “stool pigeon system of 

investigation by police”; Dollan even preferred the old “graft bureaus” to the “stool pigeon 

bureaus” and explained that during the recent Drumheller mine strike the ESC induced “the 

unemployed of the province to act as strikebreakers.”
77

 

On 3 April 1926, 200 unemployed crowded into the Calgary ESC building, refusing to take 

the farm jobs offered at $30 a month plus room and board.  Superintendent Carnill called the 

police.  Farmers who entered the bureau expressed their “disgust” while Carnill declared that the 

bureau was not a “restroom.”  Acting Mayor Dr. T.H. Crawford, keen “to get these loafers out of 

the city,” proclaimed: “‘Go to work, get out or go to jail.’”  Twenty-five men were pressured to 

sign up for farm labour.  The following week, farmers raised their wages to $45 to $50 a month 
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and the Calgarian unemployed began to register.  The ESCs – “slave markets” in one pungent 

phrase – continued to receive negative attention into 1926.
78

 

Struthers’s research acknowledges the ways in which Bryce Stewart’s vision of a scientific 

data-gathering bureau went awry through the indifference and lack of foresight of the Mackenzie 

King government.  But even if the programme had been properly funded, the wage-cutting, 

coercion and surveillance would have remained.  The ESC was primarily an institution to instill 

work dependency.  Over time, ESC offices, far from mitigating class tensions, accentuated them.  

In a sarcastic letter to the Vancouver Sun, James Forbes suggested that the B.C. employment 

bureaux should be “wiped out” as they were guilty of “rank stupidity,” “maladministration” and 

wasting taxpayers’ dollars.  The private bureaux coveted all the good jobs, Forbes claimed, and 

the only thing the public offices were good for were as a breeding ground for “communistic 

meetings” and the sowing of discontent.
79

 

6.4 Toying with Unemployment Insurance 

Unemployment was thrust onto the main stage of Canadian politics in the early post-war 

period.  According to Justice T.G. Mathers, the head of the Royal Commission on Industrial 

Relations (1919), the “fear of unemployment” more than any other factor was the “chief cause” of 

Winnipeg 1919.  After speaking to labour and business representatives across Canada, Mathers 

provided the most significant liberal solution to the problem – unemployment insurance (UI).  

Only UI “would remove the spectre of fear which now haunts the wage earner and make him a 

more contented and better citizen,” the majority report concluded.
80

  The government distanced 
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itself from the bulk of the recommendations, allegedly too “wide in scope” to enact.  In many 

respects, it was the minority report that best echoed Ottawa’s authoritarian temper.  The minority 

report downplayed the plight of unemployed soldiers – their experiences in the trenches had 

accustomed them to a hard knock life.  Local authorities could handle Canada’s miniscule 

poverty problem.  And UI would serve only to “seriously affect the ambitions of the worker when 

he had the full enjoyment of his physical and mental capacity.”  The perversity thesis, once again, 

was deployed against any tampering with capitalism.
81

 

The minority report of the Mathers Commission was echoed by capital throughout the 

1920s.
82

  In the judgment of the Canadian Manufacturers’ Association (CMA) – one solicited by 

Ottawa – “conditions peculiar to Canada” made UI “not a practical question.”  The CMA 

believed that forcing employers to contribute to UI would “impose a burden on Canadian 

industry” and make Canada less competitive with its U.S. neighbor.  As Canada was 

predominately agricultural, the CMA argued, UI would tend to encourage rural depopulation.  

Finally, Canada’s employment conditions were “fluid” and should remain so: “it is a substantial 

asset to a new country that workmen who lose one job should seek another rather than remain idle 

and draw unemployment insurance.”  In other words, the CMA was opposed to UI because it 

would take some of the desperation out of Canada’s pool of surplus labour and could have the 

effect of inflating wages and allowing workers to turn down dangerous or undesirable work.
83

 

Yet despite the remonstrations of the CMA, Ottawa felt external pressure to inaugurate UI 

based on the precedent of Britain and other European nations and by virtue of being a member of 

the International Labour Organization which called for member nations to implement such a 
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program.  The Canadian Department of Labour examined the forms of UI in other nations.  They 

ranged from compulsory and voluntary insurance to insurance delivered by unions and 

governments.
84

 

UI became a perennial demand of the TLCC.
85

  At the 1921 annual convention the TLCC 

argued that the “first charge upon industry is of right and ought to be the adequate maintenance of 

the workers engaged in it.”
86

  Two years later, it called on the government to inaugurate a UI fund 

“obtained by assessments on industry.”
87

  In 1924 and for the remainder of the decade the TLCC 

followed the Communists in demanding non-contributory UI.  Non-Contributory UI would derive 

its finances through an assessment on employer payrolls, augmented by state funds.
88

  With 

growing support for UI throughout the 1920s, the TLCC lobbying was augmented by Communist 

organizations, other labour bodies, women’s organizations, the Social Service Council of Ontario 

and, by 1928, numerous municipalities.
89
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Revolutionary leftists believed UI would do little more that “ease the sore places, and make 

the operation of the system a little less onerous during the transition from this system to the next,” 

yet throughout the 1920s the CPC educated its membership on the Mathers Commission and saw 

it as an important document to leverage the demands of the working classes.
90

  At a meeting of 

Toronto’s communist-led unemployed in 1922 it was pointed out that 26 countries had 

unemployment insurance – why not Canada?
91

  Communist leaders, however, expressed little 

optimism that the government would inaugurate UI.  In the lead-up to the 1921 federal election 

Jack Kavanagh, Communist, “ridiculed the idea that unemployment insurance and other blessings 

would be showered down from heaven immediately after the elections were over.”
92

  

Despite the initial foot-dragging of the Borden government, it was seemingly inclined to 

heed the advice of the Mathers commission.  In 1920 and 1921, Bryce Stewart and the ESC, 

senior Department of Labour bureaucrats, the GWVA, and even mainstream papers were in 

favour of a form of contributory UI based on the British 1911 legislation.
93

  Such mainstream 

support was undermined by the spectre of insolvency.  Labour Minister Robertson reported that 

money was not available for even the most cursory investigation of UI.
94

  In July 1920, after 

Borden was replaced by anti-socialist Arthur Meighen, the contributory UI talk was all but 
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abandoned.  Labour had been outmaneuvered.
95

  Politicians occasionally spoke of UI once the 

current economic crisis had passed – cold comfort for thousands in immediate need.
96

  Not 

surprisingly, UI failed to have the same political cachet once the depression released its grip.
97

 

UI received attention in 1928 after Labour MPP A.A. Heaps’s motion calling for the 

Committee of Industrial and International Relations to investigate UI was endorsed by Peter 

Heenan, Liberal Minister of Labour.  The committee consulted with R.A. Rigg, director of the 

ESC and reported on various forms of UI in other nations, federal post-war involvement in 

unemployment relief, and ILO recommendations to inaugurate UI.
98

  The Committee held 

meetings with labour, municipal and provincial governments and business and concluded UI was 

both inevitable and beneficial.  However, the Committee ruled, in line with the Liberal 

government’s position, that UI fell under the constitutional jurisdiction of the provinces.
99

  The 

failure to implement unemployment insurance in the 1920s was partially due to debt and 

economic restraints.  Yet many liberals welcomed and even lobbied for some form of 

contributory insurance.  The deciding factor was an authoritarian discourse that insisted that UI 

would unnecessarily harm capitalist growth and individual initiative. 

6.5 “Privileged Ostriches:” Two Federal Unemployment Conferences 

That Ottawa held not one but two national conferences on unemployment during the post-

war depression might suggest a commitment to democratic deliberation and inclusion.  However, 

both the 1922 and the 1924 conferences were called, begrudgingly, only after numerous requests 
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by the unemployed, labour, and municipal and provincial leaders.
 100

 The conferences were 

exclusionary; labour was given only minority representation, the unemployed and their 

representatives were denied access and municipal leaders were underrepresented.  James 

Struthers echoes the criticisms of 1920s radicals when arguing that King reluctantly called the 

1922 conference “to dismantle, not to extend Ottawa’s responsibility for the jobless.”
101

  

Similarly, the 1924 conference gave reactionaries a chance to discuss how to deflate agitation, 

enforce a work ethic and avoid federal responsibility.  The federal unemployment conferences 

were top-down, authoritarian attempts to minimize relief at the expense of the poor.  

Prior to the 1922 federal conference, provincial symposia were held on the post-war 

unemployment crisis.  Stacked with employer representatives, the conferences were generally 

used to force down wages, avoid outdoor relief or the dole and encourage rural relocation of the 

unemployed.
102

  The expensive relief outlays by the federal government during the 1921-22 

winter were enough to convince Ottawa that a national conference might actually help it shake off 

municipal and provincial dependency on Dominion relief.  Manitoba and Halifax unemployment 

associations demanded but were denied representation.
103

  Unemployment activists denounced the 

elitist conference as no more than a gaggle of “privileged ostriches,” hiding their heads “in the 
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sands of blind optimism.” 
104

  How could the Nova Scotian Premier, who believed there were less 

than 1,500 unemployed in his province when conservative estimates placed the number at closer 

to 6,000, be an expert in unemployment, one Nova Scotian ironworker asked?
105

 

The consensus of conference attendees was that unemployment was, on the one hand, an 

ahistorical phenomenon.  Since the poor are always with us, relief efforts are futile.  On the other, 

unemployment was historically and geographically rooted in war-time disruption, seasonality, 

high wages, immigration and a plethora of miscellaneous phenomena, such as improvidence, a 

faulty work ethic, relief dependency and a reluctance to engage in farm labour.  The conference 

concluded that unemployment had abated, and since conditions would not be serious that winter, 

the federal and provincial governments could save money by leaving the municipalities and the 

unemployed in the lurch.
106

 

In his opening address, King took the position that the war had caused a “centralizing 

tendency” that destroyed “individual initiative, individual effort.”  For King this new inclination 

to turn “to the State for aid and assistance” constituted a threat to liberal individualism and to the 

very “foundations upon which in the past the strength and the greatness of our country has been 

built.”  King’s position was as much economical as it was ideological.  What mattered was not 

the poverty of those out of work but the federal debt.  Continued welfare expenditures by Ottawa 

threatened the nation’s “growth and progress and prosperity.”  Minister of Labor James Murdock 

blamed the “centralizing tendency” on the “unnecessary clamour” of unemployment activists.  
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Murdock was adamant that the government would never adopt unemployment relief at trade 

union rates and that the days of doles were over.
107

 

Situated on the frontline of unemployment unrest, Western mayors crashed the conference.  

Edmonton’s mayor wished the federal authorities could understand what it was like to have “two 

or three hundred men camp on your doorstep crying out for relief.”  The Union of Municipalities 

was eager to reassert the responsibility of the federal government to provide for ex-service men 

and transients.  The municipal delegates were driven to counter the federal government out of a 

fear of social unrest and financial instability.  They argued it was an absurdity and an 

impossibility for municipalities to shoulder the unemployment burden alone.
 108

 

Tom Moore, president of the TLCC, posited that unemployment continued to be the 

principal cause of industrial unrest.
109

  Moore insisted that unemployment was the result of a 

system of production for profit not use but that Canada could “eliminate” unemployment through 

public works, an eight hour day, immigration restrictions, home loans for the working class, the 

abolition of private employment agencies, and non-contributory UI.  Moore attempted to dispel 
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the consensus that unemployment was a personal fault and abuse of relief was rampant.  “We 

cannot,” he urged, “always blame those who would steal rather than starve.”
110

  

Activists argued that unemployment could not be eliminated without a social revolution.  

They did not believe industry was carrying the burden of its own unemployed workers.  Canada’s 

leftist newspapers denounced the “apathy” of all levels of government and their “criminal evasion 

of responsibility.”
111

  William Irvine, Labour MP, East Calgary called the conference an 

“absolute farce” and argued that “building a few chicken houses . . . would have been of greater 

service to the unemployed.”
112

  The conference did not have “the final word as regards the 

handing out of relief,” railed the Worker, as “it rests with the unemployed themselves.”
113

 

The federal unemployment conference in September 1924 continued in much the same 

vein.  Minister of Labour Murdock set the tone by declaring that while unemployment “has been 

a very serious point of contention during the past two or three years,” such controversy had 

largely been the result of agitators and the unemployed people they influenced.  They refused “to 

turn their hand to anything that comes their way.”
114

  Nonetheless, Murdock offered a proposal to 

cover 25 percent of contemplated civic works so long as the province contributed up to 25 percent 

and the municipality the remaining 50 percent.
115

  Unemployment activists and organizations 

were once again excluded, while business leaders and politicians made up the bulk of 

attendees.
116

  The CMA argued there was no need for an unemployment conference.  Wages were 
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too high and “social reformers” were to blame for making “the community responsible for 

individual deficiencies.”  TLCC president Moore challenged Murdock’s constitutional argument, 

goading the minister to consider whether “peace, order and good government was not a matter for 

Ottawa to consider.”
 117

  Irvine declared that the conference revealed “the intellectual barrenness 

of those who hold positions of power.”  The CPC stated that the conference was “an insult to the 

unemployed workers of the dominion” and placed the blame for unemployment on the capitalists 

and government sycophants.
118

 

6.6  Liberal Provincialism: Maritime Rights and the Unemployed 

On the East Coast dire poverty, a mass exodus of unemployed, and anti-Red and anti-

Canadian sentiment led to the formation of a liberal, nativist unemployment association that 

directly competed with socialist activists for the hearts and minds of the workless.  A Communist-

inspired unemployed movement in Halifax faced competition, after a year of leadership, in the 

form of a group of liberal progressive Nova Scotian nationalists.  Combining aspects of the liberal 

“mini-Bonapartes” of the 1890s with the religious anti-Red rhetoric of Ottawa’s Father 

O’Gorman in 1914, these liberal regionalists sowed disorder in the unemployment movement.
 119

  

Their new predominance owed much to the exodus of at least 147,000 people from the region 

between 1921 and 1931, among them many of the unemployed.
120

 

As Ernest R. Forbes and David Frank have elucidated, the Maritime Rights Movement 

shifted the progressive politics of the immediate post-war era in a more conservative direction.  
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Confronting a “legacy of underdevelopment,” defenders of Maritime Rights were ultimately less 

interested in secession that they were in enhancing the political power of the Eastern provinces 

within Confederation.
121

  The movement was “dominated by the professionals and businessmen 

of the region,” who saw a chance to enhance their economic power in the fight to improve 

Dominion subsidies, reduce railway freight rates and better integrate the Maritime economy with 

that of Canada.
122

  As David Frank has noted, their message rang “false in labour circles where it 

was recognized that employers were always keen to appeal to workers to make sacrifices for the 

benefit of their employer.”
123

  However, in a revival of a producers’ liberalism that portrayed 

underdevelopment as the common scourge of rich and poor alike, Maritime Rights activists 

sought to mobilize the unemployed workers to expose their economic suffering.  While not 

wholly successful in “harnessing the dissatisfaction of [unemployed] Maritimers,” Maritime 

Rights did seriously undermine left organizing of the workless and provides a rare example of a 

liberal producers’ appeal to the unemployed in an age of authoritarianism.
124

  

In September 1922 the United Workmen’s Association of Nova Scotia (UWANS) was 

organized under the sponsorship of Rev. Neil Herman, lawyer R.H. Murray, mine union organizer 

Silby Barrett and the YMCA.  It argued that more attention needed to go to the “material needs of 

the unemployed,” not revolutionary “politics.”
125

  UWANS promised to be “non-sectarian” and 
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“non-political” and “cultivate a feeling of comradeship among the Unemployed workmen.”  It 

pledged to find work for its members and “endeavor to uphold the standard rate of wages.”  The 

Communist Halifax Unemployed Workers’ Association (HUWA) deemed UWANS a “dual 

organization,” one that served only to divide workers.  Unlike UWANS, HUWA made clear they 

were opposed to doles, charity, inadequate relief or work at less than trade union rates.
126

 

Rev. Herman drew large crowds to UWANS and wrote lurid articles in the Citizen, just as 

Communists were losing editorial control of the paper.  Herman focused on the moral decay 

caused by unemployment.  Idleness, Herman argued, throws men and women “under the spell” of 

an “awful sex passion.”  He spoke of the danger of “foreigners” taking jobs and leading 

unemployed girls into prostitution.  Communists took turns at responding to Herman’s vitriolic 

attacks on Communist Russia and mild critiques of capitalism.
127

  Backing up Herman, Silby 

Barrett, a known foe of Communist miners, warned Premier Armstrong that it was “sheer folly” 

to ignore the “increasing tendency to extreme radicalism in this country.”  Unemployment was 

particularly troubling to Barrett as a fertile ground for “rebellion and revolution” that, “if left 

unchecked, must break out into disorder and riot.”
 128

 

UWANS held its first major rally on 4 March 1923.  Communist Hugh Pynn reported that 

the meeting failed to include members of HUWA, local labour or parliamentary leftists, or rank-

and-file unionists among its speakers.  Instead, the crowd consisted of city councilors, boy scouts 
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(“future cannon fodder for grasping capitalists”) and middle-class religious “types.”  UWANS 

barred discussion from the floor and closed its membership to Communists.
129

  Pynn argued that 

UWANS leadership was ignorant of “working-class psychology” and the “practical knowledge of 

the gross injustice practiced by church members, the state and individuals” that led the workers to 

revolutionary demands.
130

  Despite HUWA’s efforts to remain a viable body for the unemployed, 

anti-communist sentiment wrested much of the movement away from radicals. 

Instead of mobilizing the unemployed, Rev. Herman’s 1923 campaign, backed by mass 

gatherings, consisted of personally lobbying the government.
131

  Herman’s efforts resulted in 

little.  The city had failed to apply for federal relief and no money was forthcoming.
132

  If the 

creation of UWANS were not enough to deflate the sails of HUWA, the exodus of workers, many 

of whom were HUWA members, sunk the entire ship.  For the Citizen the exodus meant that 

Nova Scotia “can no longer hope to compete with the industrialism of the American Republic and 

the growing populous centres of Upper Canada.”  Confederation was blamed for “debar[ring] us 

from entering the promised land of commercial prosperity.”  “If there is a spark of common 

manhood left; if there is a spice of decent pep left in our veins let us unite to cast off the yoke of a 

patriotism that is proving the hugest joke in Canadian history.”
133

 

Labour Day 1923 epitomized the fragmentation of the left.  UWANS held a Labour Day 

parade through the principal streets, yet despite invitations to the HDTLC, Workers’ Party and 

trades unions, no other labour body took part.  That evening at the UWANS headquarters, Rev.  
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Herman predicted a bad winter of unemployment but believed there was little point in seeking 

relief from provincial or federal authorities.  UWANS focused instead on its “fraternal and social 

program[s].”  With labour fragmented, those interested in the Maritime Rights Movement could 

argue that Nova Scotia suffered from ‘confederitis’ not class war and could wax nostalgically if 

inaccurately about the pre-Confederation Golden Age.  Herman’s patriotic mouthpiece, the 

Citizen, called for Nova Scotia’s secession as the alternative to the “divided homes, deserted 

farms, starving fishermen, an army of unemployed, and an exodus of workers.”
134

  Maritime 

Rights did not end discussion in the Citizen on poverty.  Now it emphasized, not militancy, but 

Nova Scotia’s independence.  With an estimated 400 unemployed in Halifax in January 1924, the 

Citizen attacked Ottawa for its failure to provide a promised elevator and wharf.  “Now instead of 

labour being the oppressed, it is Nova Scotia,” the Citizen argued.
135

  

In the fall of 1924, the Halifax unemployed were once again meeting regularly under the 

auspices of both UWANS and the Communist Party.
136

  The employment bureau reported 400 

unemployed in the city.  Communists and Maritime Rights activists suggested anywhere from 

800 to 1,200 unemployed was the more likely figure.  Communists attempted to start another 

organization, calling UWANS “purely a fraternal organization.”  When that did not work, they 

struggled to infiltrate UWANS but to no avail.  In February 1925 after promises to work only 

along “constitutional lines, offering nothing but respect for recognized institutions,” UWANS 

changed its name to the Maritime Workmen’s Progressive Association (MWPA) to stress its 
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regional aspirations.  With an estimated 1,500 unemployed in December 1924, the Citizen 

contented itself with calls for the city to publicize Halifax to attract investors and sightseers.
137

 

6.7 Confronting Liberal Martinets  

As front-line relief providers, city officials and bureaucrats were the face of authoritarian 

liberalism.  Ottawa’s preference for work relief over the “dole” was shared by municipal leaders.  

Ever since 1834, liberal common sense had held that the poor should not get something for 

nothing and that relief work should be less enticing than the very worst private job.  It is 

impossible to imagine liberal capitalism without the principle of less eligibility.  Without being 

compelled to sell one’s labour for less than its actual value for the aggrandizement of one’s 

employer, who would work in the capitalist economy?  The less eligibility philosophy holds that 

unemployment is an individual, not a social failing.  Paradoxically, it also imagines the social 

phenomenon of joblessness can cure the individual of his or her character flaws.  

Given that throughout much of the 1920s winter farm labourers gleaned the magnificent 

sum of $5 a month and room and board for 16-hour workdays, relief wages had to be very meagre 

indeed.  Relief work often came down to “pick and shovel” jobs.  When feasible, municipalities, 

in conjunction with provincial and federal governments, embarked on public works projects from 

land clearing to digging sewers.  Snowstorms were manna from heaven for the unemployed, 

waxed mainstream newspapers.
138

  Stone-breaking and wood-chopping, despite the technological 

advances of automated rock-crushers and wood-splitters, were also favourites.  
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That relief work was unskilled was often the result of trade union agitation to ensure the 

workless did not usurp union jobs.  The problem of relief work breaking fair wage laws and 

lowering the standard of living remained.
139

  Despite these concerns, labour frequently supported 

plans to create relief work as a way to maintain the “dignity” of the unemployed.  Halifax Labour 

alderman Robert Daw, for instance, promoted manual stone-breaking by the unemployed in lieu 

of the city investing in a mechanical stone crusher.  The now-liberal Halifax Citizen praised Daw, 

as “he cares not so much for machines and machinery as he does care for the fellow who has to 

walk the streets of his native city, and for to live, must take the dishonorable dole.”
140

  Labour, 

like capitalists, denounced charity as the solution to unemployment.  Alternatively, 

unemployment activists argued that an unqualified adherence to an ethics of work over charity 

paradoxically supported capitalism and the exploitation of labour value.  Through their relief 

protests, they mounted a critique of the social value of “productive work.”  

Socialist unemployment associations were unanimous in calling for the abolition of the 

work test.  The Communist National Committee of Unemployed Workers’ (NCUW) policy stood 

against “charity in the shape of unproductive work at breaking stone, or doles of groceries and 

clothing” and demanded instead “justice – either productive work at an adequate living wage, or 

full maintenance.”
141

  In 1922, the Calgary Central Council of Unemployed (CCCU) demanded 

that all relief work be “useful” and deploy “the usual mechanical devices.”  If no relief work were 

provided, the unemployed should still be given a weekly stipend equal to 18 hours of relief 

work.
142

  Similarly, Manitoba Association of Unemployed (MAU) leader Edith Hancox called the 

wood pile work test “archaic” and “uneconomic” as “motorized circular saws” could perform the 
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work more efficiently.
143

  On occasion, labour councils with a strong socialist contingent joined 

the unemployed’s call against wood lots and stone yards.
144

 

Prior to the Great War, the authorities often debated the work test in relation to progressive 

attempts to consolidate municipal charity and place relief on a more scientific footing.  The 

unemployed challenged such initiatives via relief strikes and protests.  In the 1920s a more 

militant unemployment movement, fighting liberal martinets determined to clamp down on 

dissent, made the municipal wood lot, the stone yard and the relief camp battlefields of contesting 

ideas surrounding the value of work, the principle of less eligibility and labour dependency.  

Most Canadian urban centres re-opened the wood pile or the stone yard as one of their first 

post-1918 relief measures following the organization and protests of the unemployed.  The “work 

test” was devised as a crude means of weeding out those who refused to work and/or forcing the 

unemployed to move out of the city.  Greater Victoria, refusing to participate in the federal relief 

scheme in 1921, embarked on several relief work projects, including rock-breaking and cutting 

driftwood on the city’s beaches, after 60 unemployed marched into City Council and demanded 

work.  Victoria paid $4 a cord for cutting wood on beaches.  But the wood was so weather-beaten 

and twisted that most men could not earn more than $1.55 a day.  Conditions at the wood yards 

and on the beaches were so horrendous that it spurred the creation of the Victoria Unemployed 

League (VUL) which demanded better conditions and more useful public works.
145
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The wood pile was a persistent affront to Winnipeg’s unemployed, especially since the city 

was adept at making the work test repugnant.  The city opened the wood pile in November 1921 

as its first response to the newly-formed Winnipeg Central Council of the Unemployed (WCCU), 

but instead of the stipend offered a year earlier, men were required to saw one quarter cord of 

wood for three meals and a permit to sleep in Immigration Hall.  The city’s Social Welfare 

Commission, keenly suspicious of “doles,” was adamant that only “‘relief in kind’ should be 

supplied.”  The wood yard work test was reserved for only those men not fit for work in the 

bush.
146

  The following November, activists were successful in abolishing the work test for the 

physically unfit.  They also forced the city to provide rubber boots for wood pile workers.
147

 

Winnipeg flip-flopped on who was eligible to work at the wood pile.  Single men were 

occasionally granted wood pile “relief” depending on their length of unemployment.  During 

other periods, especially the summer, only married men with proven residency in the city were 

handed the saw and axe.
148

  MAU fought the residency requirement and raised awareness of the 

sordid conditions of the wood yard.  On 5 February 1924, Hancox and 60 unemployed waited on 

Mayor Farmer complaining that the wood yard rate of $1.25 a cord did not equal a union wage.  

The Mayor responded that the wage was a form of relief, nothing else.  Men complained about 

the condition of the saws and called the physician examining their bodies a “horse doctor.”
149

 

After setting up the Cambie Street Relief camp in December 1920 in response to the 

demands made by the Vancouver Association of Unemployed (VAU) to provide for the single 

unemployed, relief officer George Ireland inaugurated relief work.  A few months later Ireland 
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opened a municipal rock pile where the city paid the men an uninspiring rate of $2.10 per yard of 

stone crushed.
150

  Ireland proudly reported that the rock-breaking test eliminated 27 percent of 

applicants for relief work.
151

  VAU resolved to go on strike if the city did not end the rock pile, 

arguing that the work could be done more efficiently by machine.
152

  Communist Jack Kavanagh 

asserted that a possible relief strike was no revolution as “they were not talking about taking 

possession of Vancouver; but about a parade of men as a protest against the kind of work and the 

pittance they got.”  The following day over 5,000 gathered in support of the rock pile strikers.  

The strike lasted only one day after their demand for abolition of the rock pile was refused.  Still, 

it was a partial victory.  The men won the promise that, married or single, they would only have 

to break two yards of rock a day to receive a full wage.
153

 

In November 1924, Edith Hancox and 200 unemployed gathered in Winnipeg city council 

chambers demanding the closure of the wood yard and regular paid work for the men.  

Afterwards, relief workers voted to strike.  Of the 176 wood pile workers, only 14, mostly older 

men continued to chop wood.  The city offered to pay $1.25 for poplar cord and $1.50 for spruce 

and tamarack but the men refused to work at such rates.
154

  On 8 December 1924, 500 

unemployed marched to interview the premier and protest the “abominable work test.”  After the 

premier offered nothing, the striking wood yard workers took over city hall until Labour Mayor 

Seymour Farmer called in the police.  Waiting on the city’s unemployment committee, a 

delegation was told that single men would receive no relief and that married men would be 
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investigated by the Social Welfare Commission.  Several of the unemployed “dined and dashed” 

at local restaurants in response.
155

 The wood yard strike was solid and disciplined but was an 

abject failure.  The strike broken, relief workers laboured for three twenty-cent meals a day and a 

“two-bit flop in a crummy joint without a bath and with one lavatory for 200 men.”
156

  MAU 

continued to rail against the wood pile, but the weapons at its disposal were not intimidating.
157

 

As a cheap work test, wood lots and stone yards were a favourite of municipalities from 

Halifax to Victoria.  Only Calgary Mayor George Webster in 1925 opted against the creation of a 

wood pile and acknowledged the logic of Communist agitation that such work was not a useful 

use of human-power given the advent of technology.
 158

  Given that relief strikes at rock piles or 

wood yards occurred in Hamilton, Winnipeg, Calgary, Edmonton and Vancouver in which 

strikers articulated a desire for useful work at fair wages, one might conclude that demeaning, 

degrading work did not transform the lazy into the industrious, but turned the downtrodden into 

activists who were capable of making distinctions with respect to the value of their labour.   

                                                      

155
 “Winnipeg ‘Boosters’ Rudely Shocked by Parade of the Starving,” Worker, 13 December 1924, 1. 

156
 M.B, “Appalling Condition of Winnipeg Unemployed,” Worker, 24 January 1925, 1. 

157
 “Winnipeg Unemployed Disclose Hideous Conditions,” Worker, 7 March 1925, 1.When Edmonton 

opened a wood pile in January 1922 for the single unemployed the men struck two weeks later in protest 

for being paid in-kind.  Failing to win much more than issues of tobacco, seven men, espousing “socialistic 

views” barged into Mah Sing’s restaurant and obtained a 35-cent-meal, to be charged to the city.  The 

Edmonton Journal chastised the strikers for their disregard of the city’s “service of mutual helpfulness” and 

suggested that if they had been interested in work, not charity, they would not have “gone back on this 

generally accepted principle.”  “Certain Section of Unemployed Went on Strike,” Edmonton Journal, 16 

January 1922, 1, 18; “Unemployed on Strike,” Edmonton Journal, 17 January 1922, 4.  Three years later 

the Edmonton Central Council of Unemployed (ECCU) alongside the Edmonton District Trades and 

Labour Council (EDTLC) protested and supported men striking at the wood pile.  This time, the protests 

won $30,000 in relief work.  “Eighty Unemployed at City Woodpile,” Edmonton Journal, 2 February 1925, 

9; “107 Employed in Woodpile Gangs,” Edmonton Journal, 5 February 1925, 9; “Ald. East Boils Over and 

Scores ‘Shallow’ Unemployed Plaints,” Edmonton Journal, 3 February 1925, 9; “Voice Protest on Piece 

Work in Relief Jobs,” Edmonton Journal, 5 February 1925, 9; “Findlay Takes Serious View 

Unemployment,” Edmonton Journal, 6 February 1925, 9; “Discuss Matter of Unemployed Using Labor 

Hall,” Alberta Labor News, 7 February 1925, 1; “ Workless Protest Slave Driving Work-Test – Demand a 

Decent Wage,” Worker, 21 February 1925, 1. 
158

 “Wood Pile Work for Unemployed not Favored Here,” Calgary Herald, 5 February 1925, 11.  Here is 

an unusual case of the working class, not the bourgeoisie, advocating for the use of labour-saving 

machinery.   



 

 

 

296  

In the early 1920s, Vancouver and Calgary attempted to alleviate the suffering amongst 

single homeless men, predominately veterans, with urban relief camps.
159

  That unemployment 

activists in Vancouver and Calgary successfully agitated for the opening of such camps in the 

early 1920s added to the impression that both Western cities were “meccas” for the single 

unemployed.
160

  Historian Patricia Roy’s argument that the Vancouver relief camp constituted a 

“humane” alternative flies in the face of evidence regarding its poor sanitation, but it can be 

conceded that both cities, by erecting relief camps for the single unemployed at all, did exhibit 

more benevolence under pressure than other Canadian urban centres.
161

 

Vancouver’s first foray into relief camps came in December 1920 after the newly-founded 

Vancouver Association of Unemployed (VAU) negotiated with city authorities to work in co-

operation with Relief Superintendent George Ireland to relieve the suffering of an estimated 

10,000 unemployed in the city.
162

  The VAU insisted that the unemployed have some control over 

the delivery of relief.  By 22 December, after 1,800 men had registered for assistance, the 

municipality opened the old army huts on Cambie Street Grounds to house the single unemployed 

and provided non-work relief including meal tickets to eat in any restaurant in the city at 65 cents 

a day.
163

  By Christmas Eve the Cambie Street huts were home to almost 300 single men.  J.L. 

Miller of the VAU was directing arrangements, moving blankets and preparing facilities to 

provide meals for at least 600 men.  VAU countered claims that the single men were “floaters” 

and not permanent residents and thwarted attempts to close the barracks over Christmas.  
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Eventually, the city removed Miller and the VAU from the administration of the relief camp.  The 

VAU committee of twelve expressed its astonishment and rage.
164

 

The change in administration brought with it increased regulations.  With over 2,700 

people registered by the end of December 1920, the city was anxious to shrink its relief rolls.  

City council passed a motion “inaugurating a work test for relief applicants with a view of 

eliminating possible malingerers . . .” From then on, all able-bodied single men worked two days 

a week brush clearing, cutting wood, and ditch work at $4.60 a day, payable in meal tickets and 

lodging.  According to Relief Officer Ireland, the work test removed over 25 percent of those 

seeking relief.
165

  The single men faced restrictions including policies forbidding smoking, 

drinking, disorderly conduct, public entertainments, or speech-making without the written 

consent of the Relief Officer.  The men were required to register before 5 p.m. each day and 

return to the residences before 10 p.m.  They were obliged to bathe and wash their clothes once a 

week.
166

  Activists raised criticisms of poor sanitation.  By mid-March, with over 3,200 single and 

married men having received relief to the cost of almost $400,000, the city shut down the Cambie 

Street barracks.  Thanks to agitation, single men in the stone yard continued to receive relief work 

into mid-April, but VAU was unable to re-open the Cambie Street grounds.
 
Having agitated 

against their treatment at the relief camp, the unemployed were placed in the paradoxical position 

of lobbying for it to remain open, with activists no doubt aware that with its closure the 

movement was losing a choice location for organizing.
167

 

                                                      

164
 “Have 300 Beds; Can Feed 600,” Vancouver Sun, 24 December 1920, 11; “City Council Makes 

Important Change in Relief System,” Vancouver Sun, 25 December 1920, 1, 5; “Unemployment Continues 

to Increase,” B.C. Federationist, 31 December 1920, 1, 8. 
165

 VCA, City Council Minutes, MCR-1 23, 31 December 1920, p.287; VCA, Relief Officer 

Correspondence 1921, MCR-3-58, file 3, 31 May 1921. 
166

 VCA, Relief officer Correspondence 1921, MCR-3-58, file 6, n.d. 
167

 See “Unemployed to Meet Sunday,” B.C. Federationist, 4 February 1921, 1; VCA, Mayor’s 

Correspondence Series, 14-a-1, file 6, Misc., correspondence, T-U,  6 February 1921; “Unemployed to 

Have Parade,” B.C. Federationist, 11 February 1921, 1; “Relief Work Due to End March 31,” Vancouver 

Sun, 15 March 1921, 3; “Returned Men Beg for Beds,” B.C. Federationist, 25 March 1921, 1, 2. 



 

 

 

298  

With unemployment continuing to plague the city into the fall of 1921, city officials 

hesitantly discussed opening up a relief kitchen and beds at the Hastings Park Pacific National 

Exhibition Centre, yet as of mid-November the city had yet to spell out its relief strategy.
168

  After 

Ireland was forced to provide over $1,000 in relief to single men in only a couple of days, 400 

unemployed held a mass meeting on the Cambie street grounds and met with city council which 

declared itself broke.
169

  The following day 300 single unemployed visited Ireland’s office, 

forcing a meeting of the city’s unemployment committee where it was decided to house single 

men in Hastings Park.
170

  An automobile building was turned into a dining room, kitchen and 

bakeroom.  Medical examinations and a certificate from the ESC office were required before 

entry.  The unemployed were not pleased that Cummings of the Salvation Army would run the 

camp with military discipline.  Curfews, long hours, restrictions on reading material (unless 

Carnegie-approved), bans on meetings and entry restrictions were the order of the day.  Still, 

Vancouver had created another epicenter for unemployment organizing.
171

 

Ireland reported that “the large majority of the boarders at the camp seem to be perfectly 

satisfied with the accommodation provided.”
172

  Yet remonstrations began almost immediately 

after a self-appointed unemployment committee was struck.  At a 4 December mass meeting, the 
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unemployed protested being paid in-kind and not in cash as promised.  The mass meeting went on 

to demand the removal of “Salvation army grafters from control of Hastings Park.”
173

  Their 

protests did lead to the end of Salvation Army oversight and the relief camp was placed directly 

in the hands of the city relief office.
174

  Health conditions were another cause of disagreement.  

Forty-three men were turned away from the camp due to lice and disease, most likely 

tuberculosis.  By 12 December, of the 355 men at Hastings Park, 150 were being treated for lice 

with the Immigration Department’s sterilizing and fumigating equipment.
175

 

After forty Hastings Park men broke the ten o’clock curfew to attend a Communist 

Canadian National Union of Ex-Servicemen (CNUX) meeting, veteran H. Sullivan and three 

others were evicted from the camp by patrol wagon, threatened with vagrancy charges and told 

never to return.  Draconian regulations, Sullivan’s eviction and growing resentment about the 

quality of food led to a mass meeting where it was resolved to strike until the evicted men were 

reinstated, the food improved and curfew changed.  Relief Officer Ireland, the City Council 

unemployment committee and thirty policemen were visiting the camp during the strike vote and 

warned that if the men did not return immediately to work they would be expelled.  The 

Vancouver Sun disparaged the protesters; such men had “all the comforts of home with no one to 

nag and no children to disturb the peaceful slumbers of contentment.”  Alderman Joseph Hoskins 

sarcastically said the men would only be happy if each of them received a personal valet.
176

  

Mainstream journalists praised civic leaders for the accommodation, food and operation of the 

relief camp while criticizing the “mutinies” and uncleanliness of the relief workers.  When one 
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woman representing a Montreal newspaper tried to take a photo of the mid-day meal, the men 

objected to posing “as movie stars” and turned riotous.
177

 

On 19 December, a delegation of relief camp workers presented their grievances to council, 

requesting an hour extension on their curfews and the right to hold meetings.  The city explained 

that Ireland had discretion over meetings and that there would be no relaxation of the closing 

hour.  Ireland was reducing the staff at the camp to keep expenses down, the delegation was told, 

and the city desired to close the camp as soon as possible.  The relief camp workers were unable 

to win the reinstatement of the evicted men who were denied all municipal relief.
178

  

By January 1922, the Hastings Park relief camp was housing no less than 800 single 

unemployed.  They met regularly on Sundays at the Grandstand to air their grievances.  One 

“inmate” writing in the B.C. Federationist explained that the men were realizing that their misery 

was “the inevitable result of a system having for its basis the exploitation of labour power.”  He 

told readers that the inmates included lumbermen, miners, veterans, railway and shipping workers 

and even those “who can paint pictures, write poetry and furnish music by voice or instrument.”  

“There will be no chapter in the history of this city more disgraceful than that which will 

chronicle the fact that at the Hastings Park Relief Camp are men who have been acclaimed as 

‘heroes’ for fighting the battles of the empire,” he concluded.
179

  Inmates loudly denounced the 

camp’s uncleanliness, louse-ridden bedding and inadequate sanitation.
180

 

On 25 January 1922, after J. McDonnell was kicked out for his political activities, and tired 

of being “stung with the gratuitous insults of the relief officer and press,” the Hastings Park relief 

workers went out on their second mass strike.  While the relief camp workers were aware that a 

few among them were addicted to drugs and alcohol, they objected to press reports and Ireland’s 
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aspersions that labelled them all as degenerates.
181

  “We may not be very high socially, but the 

stigma of degenerate is going too far,” said one of the ‘mob.’  On the first night, 400 relief 

workers left the camp and another 100 did so the next day, representing over fifty percent of the 

relief camp.  They paraded to the CNUX headquarters.  J. Clark and A.S. Wells addressed the 

strikers and found overnight accommodation for the men.  Jack Kavanagh warned that 

accusations of drug abuse were meant to break their solidarity: “The old cries of Hun and 

Bolshevik would not now function to split the workers, but the cry of degenerate would cause 

dissension, each man being suspicious of his neighbor,” cautioned Kavanagh.  Kavanagh turned 

the tables and said the real moral degenerates were of the ruling class – as evidenced by “ruling 

class orgies,” condoned prostitution for British soldiers and mass starvation alongside opium 

addiction in India.  Afterwards, 800 relief workers and allies marched to city hall but were turned 

away by the police.  The men were not “moral degenerates” and were wrongly “stigmatized as 

won’t works [and] dead beats.” contended the B.C. Federationist. The B.C. Federationist backed 

the men’s demand to have Ireland removed as he “has neither imagination or sympathy with the 

unfortunate victims of capitalism.”
182

 

The men stayed out on strike for six days with help from donations from labour.  They now 

demanded the closure of the very camp they had wanted opened months earlier.  It was to be 

replaced with cash for downtown lodgings and food.  The city refused, calling the request “utterly 

unfeasible.”  North Vancouver and South Vancouver relief workers laid down their tools and 

joined the strike in solidarity.  On 28 January, 300 people paraded to city hall and the police 

station and Alderman Walter Scribbins called upon the attorney general to bring in the mounted 

police to protect the city.  On Sunday, over 150 police surrounded the parade of 600 strikers at the 
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Cambie street grounds.  On Monday 400 paraded with the red flag aloft to city hall and waited 

three hours in the rain while delegates met with city council.  The city promised to give Ireland 

discretionary powers to re-admit the strikers on an individual basis.  Relief striker William Shaw 

argued that the city needed to investigate the trouble and in particular, “Ireland’s fitness for the 

position he now holds” as “martinets are not popular in Canada.”  The strike was finally called off 

after labour alderman R.P. Pettipiece asked Mayor Charles Tisdall to convene a conference of the 

Premier, delegates from the surrounding municipalities, MPs and MPPs and other interested 

parties on 6 February to discuss the unemployment situation.  Approximately 300 men returned to 

the camp, but Ireland about-faced and turned away anyone deemed an agitator.  A few days later 

the Vancouver Sun provided a rose-coloured report that the 678 men in Hastings Park were filled 

with “honest contentment.”
183

 

Relief Camp workers participated in a number of protests throughout February and March.  

They carried banners during “Unemployed Sunday” on 26 February when over 5,000 marched 

throughout the city.  Kirk of the Socialist Party of Canada (SPC) warned that the Hastings Park 

relief camp would not last, as the authorities would build one outside of the city, a premonition of 

the 1930s federal relief camps.
184

  On 13 March, a Hastings Park grievance committee was struck 

to deal with discrimination.  It heard descriptions of the poorly-ventilated bunkhouse in which 

700 pairs of dirty socks were hung up at night.  The men also opposed the medical department for 
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its “domineering attitude” and complained that the only admissible pastimes were “poker and 

blackjack.”  Many demanded the camp be closed, as it was a “profit-making enterprise” at the 

expense of the poor.  Frustrations ran high – one “inmate” said he was “waiting for a chance to 

grab a rifle” as “a bullet in France or a bullet in Vancouver; it was all the same to him.”
185

 

CNUX completed an in-depth survey of conditions at Hastings Park.  They found many 

sick single unemployed men and learned of several recent deaths.  The flu was ravaging the 

camp.  No special diet was afforded the sick and CNUX charged officials with refusing to 

recognize the problem.
186

  The authorities attempted to use the health scare as an excuse to shut 

down the camp until aldermen Scribbins won a short extension.
187

  On 17 April 1922, Hastings 

Park closed.  Despite protests, the park would not reopen.  Staff expenses for Hastings Park from 

2 December to 17 April came to $11,106.  The full cost of the Hastings Park relief camp is 

unknown but presuming the park averaged 500 “inmates” for its nineteen weeks in operation, in-

kind wages would have amounted to $60,800.
188

  Given that most cities refused to provide for the 

single unemployed, especially non-bona fide residents, the Hastings Park relief camp can be 

viewed as a partial victory.  However, that the unemployed were unable to gain control over the 

camp, end its militarized rule, improve the quality of food or sanitation, protect ‘agitators’ from 

eviction or win better relief wages all point to the limits of what such activism had accomplished.  

While Vancouver’s single unemployed revolted against the conditions at Hastings Park, 

Calgary’s single unemployed were also challenging the conditions at that city’s Victoria Park 

relief camp.  Unemployment was at its post-war peak in Calgary over the 1921-1922 winter with 
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over 3,000 men unemployed – over 11% of the male workforce.
189

  Victoria Park was barely 

opened before the executive of the newly-formed Calgary Central Council of the Unemployed  

(CCCU) toured the premises with Mayor S.H. Adams and Superintendent Rev. D.A. McKillop on 

21 December 1921.
190

 The accommodations were filthy, the blankets were lousy and the Board of 

Public Welfare refused to purchase a steam delouser.  The men were given insufficient soap and 

towels and were washing in cold water and drying themselves off with their handkerchiefs.  The 

men outnumbered the 237 cots and were provided with only four blankets and no mattress.  

Toilets were few and the plumbing was frozen.  Men were kicked out between 7 a.m. and 9 p.m. 

and had no place to rest during the day.  The CCCU won the use of a room in the Beveridge 

building as their downtown headquarters and hall for regular meetings.
191

  It also won the 

reinstatement of an allegedly insubordinate “inmate.”  The Victoria Park relief workers cut wood 

for lodgings but were ill-clothed and -shod for the climate.  The city promised to improve the 

facilities, embark on a de-lousing programme, and ensure quality food but seemed “adverse to 

spending any money or to giving any measure of control over relief either to the unemployed or 

to organized labor.”  The CCCU asked for the right to investigate the financial books of the 

Welfare Board.  City Council refused the demand to pay union wages, fearing that Calgary’s 

3,000 unemployed would balloon to 30,000.
192

 

On Christmas Eve the Victoria Park relief workers struck, demanding better quality 

accommodations and suitable work clothing.  Mayor Adams said there would be “no temporizing 

with those men who won’t work” and promised to bring in the “police force to enforce order.”  

No work equaled no relief, Adams threatened.  McKillop insisted that the strike was the result of 
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agitation by the CCCU that had made the men “insolent in making impossible demands for new 

underclothing, clothes and shoes.”  McKillop also lashed out and stated that less than five percent 

of the men in Victoria Park were “bonafide Calgary residents.”  Chief David Ritchie agreed.  By 

27 December, the strike ended with the agreement that the city would consider the CCCU’s 

resolutions.  Seventy men at a time were put to work on the wood pile for three hours a day; the 

wood was not sold but distributed to needy families.  The poor conditions led to internal unrest.  

A. Alexander was brought in front of the magistrate after throwing a bun at the cook.
193

  Frank 

Fienyard, a “fellow lodger,” was ambushed by relief recipients after he posed as a police officer 

and faked the arrest of one of the unemployed.  Thinking Fienyard was an undercover agent, at 

least twelve relief workers beat him unconscious.
194

 

Complaints about overcrowding, vermin and bad food at Victoria Park persisted into 

January 1922.  Communist E.R. Fay wrote to the prime minister arguing that since Ottawa was 

covering one third of the cost of the park it should immediately rectify the situation.  The CCCU 

demanded the camp be closed down and all the men be provided for in private residences.  In 

early February, after lice had spread through the camp, McKillop and the city commissioners 

approved the transfer to private residences of almost 100 men who could prove they had resided 

in Calgary since last June.
195

  At least four veterans asked to remain in Victoria Park but the 

Board of Public Welfare offices were jammed with those seeking to leave the park, even though 
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many did not meet the residency requirements.  Nonetheless, the policy change marked a partial 

victory for the CCCU.
196

  Meanwhile, those remaining had to deal with the infestation.
197

 

Overcome by the mounting costs, on 31 March, Mayor Adams closed the bunkhouse and 

cancelled funding to the CCCU’s headquarters in the Beveridge building.
198

  Furious, 384 single 

unemployed took over council chambers.  Chief of Police Ritchie and thirty police officers 

roughly threw the unemployed down the steps of city hall.
199

 Mrs. Corless phoned Mayor Adams 

appealing for assistance but Adams “refused to budge and told the men to starve.”  The crowd 

promised a further demonstration while the Chief of Police and Mayor warned that “law and 

order would be maintained at all costs.”  The Alberta Labor News saw the shutting down of 

Victoria Park as an effort to break the valiant union of the unemployed, and praised the CCCU for 

the “sagacity” of its leaders and for failing to “give the authorities an excuse for inciting a riot.”
200

 

While the CCCU was often at loggerheads with the Calgary Trades and Labour Council and the 

Alberta Labor News, solidarity around the Victoria Park relief camp should not be depreciated.
201

 

Conversely, the lack of solidarity amongst the authorities gave traction to Victoria Park 

protesters.  The next day the protest was called off after Mrs. Corless approached Commissioner 

Samis who went over the head of Mayor Adams and Relief Officer D.A. McKillop and provided 

meals and sleeping accommodations in the police station for the unemployed single men over the 
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weekend.
202

  The CCCU did not ask for the reopening of Victoria Park but continued to demand 

that single men be provided with city money to stay in private residences and for the CCCU 

headquarters in the Beveridge building to remain open.
203

  On 3 April, city council chambers was 

packed with the unemployed.  Labour aldermen R.H. Parkyn and Fred White won housing in 

hotels for 75 of the unemployed that night.
204

  McKillop threatened that any man refusing 

employment would be cut off relief.
205

  Over the next several days over 200 single unemployed 

received relief certificates; another 80 took jobs as farm hands for $40 a month plus room and 

board.  However, there were no fewer than 1,795 registered at the employment bureau and never 

more than 60 farm jobs listed at any one time.  Tensions between the Public Welfare Board, 

Relief Officer McKillop and city hall mounted on 5 April after Alderman White accused 

McKillop of “not telling the truth.”  McKillop walked out, but not without stating that the board 

would have nothing to do with the prospective opening of a police station in Victoria Park.  

Meanwhile, the CCCU kept the Beveridge building open by paying the rent themselves.
206

 

It was the authorities who dithered and fought amongst each other over a consistent policy 

towards the single unemployed in Calgary over the 1921-22 winter.  Calgary’s unemployment 

activists wrested further concessions after the closing of the relief camp.  They did so, in part, by 

winning some modicum of authority and autonomy from city officials, either through the opening 

of the Beveridge building or, by playing officials against officials, winning the right to allocate 

hotel rooms for the homeless.  Lack of financial resources led to poor sanitation, work tests 
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created little more than slave labour, crowding encouraged grievances to be shared collectively 

and strict authority limited “inmate” freedom, all of which played into the hands of leftist 

activists.  Such a pattern of rising grievances on the part of newly-congregated unemployed 

workers would be repeated, with heightened intensity, in the Great Depression’s ill-fated federal 

relief camps.  

*** 

What had once been the unemployed problem became the unemployed threat in the 

interwar years.  As liberal martinets demanded the work test and managed relief on the principle 

of less eligibility, unemployment activists responded by mounting a critique of the value of relief 

work itself.  They called for productive work or full maintenance.  Coercive measures and 

reluctant capitulations were authoritarian liberalism’s answers.  Contrary to the stereotype of the 

“Roaring Twenties,” a post-war depression dogged Canada for the first half of the decade.  Only 

with unprecedented federal relief did the liberal order restabilize its hegemony.  While the 

Employment Service of Canada (ESC) represented a considerable step in the direction of a 

welfare state, frugality was not its only shortcoming.  For the unemployed the ESC was a “spying 

system” that compelled them to accept low-paying, degrading jobs.  Liberalism’s best repertoire 

for a passive revolution, unemployment insurance, was abandoned.  Democratic participation and 

debate in the form of federal unemployment conferences was reduced to “privileged ostriches” 

pontificating on the moral degeneracy of the unemployed.  Repressive anti-socialist and anti- 

immigrant laws, the work test and relief camps served only to polarize the oppressed and 

oppressors.  While some of Halifax’s unemployed were swayed by liberal populism as a solution 

to their penury, Canada’s politicized unemployed were not so easily bought off.  In fact, 

authoritarian liberalism’s illiberal response to the unemployed threat stoked the fire under a 

cauldron of revolutionary militancy.
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Chapter 7 

War Against Poverty: An Unemployed Army and the Left in a 

Revolutionary Era, 1919-1928 

In March 1925, when over 100 unemployed Calgarians, having trekked 22 miles towards 

the provincial capital, hijacked a freight train heading to Edmonton to raise attention to the plight 

of the workless, Communist Alfred J. Boulter extolled the marchers as the “vanguard of the 

proletarian army which in all parts of the world will bring about the emancipation of the 

workers.”
1
  True, ever since the 1890s after General Coxey led his march to Washington, the 

unemployed had been occasionally described as an army.  Now the characterization was more 

insistent.  Socialists of all kinds envisioned the unemployed not as a mob but as a force, one that 

alongside labour would “form an invincible weapon against capitalism.”
2
  One Big Union (OBU) 

activists envisaged an unemployed army to challenge not only capital but also the complicity and 

complacency of craft unionism.  A Socialist Party of Canada (SPC) pamphlet produced in 1920 

declared that “unemployment is the rock on which Capitalism will meet its doom,” while SPC 

activist Tom Beattie suggested that the unemployed’s “petty little revolutions” would provide the 

force required to capture the reins of government.
3
  Even E.A. Partridge, an outsider to the 
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revolutionary movement and a throwback to “first formation idealism,” insisted the war on 

poverty would be won by unemployed veterans as “‘shock troops,’” “fighting with brains and 

ballots for communal control of the means of decent living.”
4
  Revolutionary socialists often 

saluted the army of the unemployed – even more than they sang the praises of the “vanguard 

party.”  How should we understand such iconoclasm, dissidence and belief in the revolutionary 

potential of the unemployed?  

Of course, that many veterans were in movements of the unemployed made such a military 

metaphor a plausible one.
5
  Yet the idea that the unemployed might be pivotal actors in the 

overthrow of capitalism had currency far beyond the veterans.  Up until the spring of 1925, even 

the Communist International (CI), while not jettisoning its concept of the vanguard party, 

demanded that activists make the enlistment of the unemployed in the Communist Party of 

Canada (CPC) one of their most important missions.  The renegade British Communist Wal 

Hannington, accustomed to ignoring CI dictates in leading massive and militant unemployment 

protests with or without trade union support, spoke for many Reds in seeing the organized 

disruptions of the unemployed as harbingers of capitalist crisis and a socialist alternative.
6
 

With the post-Great War depression coinciding with what Canadian historians have called 

the “Workers’ Revolt,” the unemployed became in many radical left circles the subject of 
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revolutionary change.
7
  While socialist characterizations of the unemployed as lumpen continued 

to surface, the spectacle of hungry, marching unemployed veterans and the rise of a revolutionary 

socialist formation elevated the unemployed in the radical imagination to the status of a 

potentially revolutionary “unemployed army.”  At its most grandiose, the promotion of the 

unemployed to such a status was hopelessly utopian.  As part of a revolutionary rhetorical 

repertoire backed by direct actions and disruptions, it was quite effective.  In the ten years 

following 1918, only the Winnipeg General Strike and the heated battles of Cape Breton 

mineworkers can compare with the unemployment movement as a revolutionary threat.  It was 

one that riveted the attention of liberals and aroused the hopes of radicals.  

The CPC alongside other socialists brought greater organizational structure to the 

movements of the unemployed in the 1920s.  More cities in Canada were wracked by 

demonstrations than ever before.  The unemployed in Vancouver, Edmonton, Calgary, Winnipeg, 

Toronto, Hamilton, Montreal and Halifax formed associations, with elected leaderships.  Such 

groups persisted over several years, not weeks or months.
8
  The National Committee of 

Unemployed Workers (NCUW), formed in 1922, was an unprecedented attempt at a nationally 

coordinated unemployment movement.  The resources and prominence of the CPC gave many 

unemployed the sense that they were part of something larger than localized struggles.  A wider 

culture of resistance was emerging.  

What prevented further escalation and success was less the overestimation of the potential 

of unemployment protest than the attempt to take the metaphor of the “army” all too literally.  

Here was one of the fatal flaws of Communism, and the second formation more generally – it 

embraced the same organizational structure (democratic/bureaucratic centrism) as the liberal 
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order, with its hierarchy, “military discipline,” and “centralized authority.”
9
  For the unemployed 

movement, this top-down organizational structure served to thwart flexibility and spontaneity.  

Although the incursion of the federal government into relief provisions made a national 

unemployment movement practical and necessary, unemployment movements continued to have 

their greatest success agitating at the level of local relief administration.  But even worse, the 

desire to institute a hegemonic, top-down party, one demanding ideological rigidity, made 

disputes with allied socialists and revolutionaries far more poisonous than had been the pre-war 

competitions associated with the IWW, SPC and SDPC. 

This was made all the more tragic given that unemployment movements in the 1920s, 

whether spearheaded by the OBU, the CPC, SPC, IWW or labour, shared remarkably similar 

tactics and strategies.
10

  Of course, from 1921 to 1928, the CI/CPC policy of “boring from within” 

traditional unions (versus the OBU’s go-it-alone industrial unions) was a prominent point of 

contention.  Yet such a distinction was far blurrier in the field of unemployed activism.  Both the 

CPC and OBU pursued similar tactics in their respective attempts to wrest more relief from the 

state.  So, as a matter of fact, did their much-critiqued enemies, the parliamentary progressives 

and socialists.  Many socialists, communists and ‘syndicalists’ infused reformist calls with 
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revolutionary ideals.  Socialist/labour divisions within unemployment movements were often less 

the result of ideological/tactical dissimilarity than competing hierarchical organizations.  The 

unemployed army was most effective when labour politicians used their disruptive power within 

liberal governments, when CPC activists abandoned regimentation, and radical unemployed 

leaders of all political stripes avoided the often irrational vilification of allies and instead secured 

their support during crucial battles.  

Yet focusing on the problems of hierarchy and divisions within the left misses the upshot 

of what constituted the beginning of the most revolutionary period in the history of 

unemployment activism in Canada.  As the dialectical fulfillment of the turn to praxis intimated 

in the pre-War SDPC, Communists combined a deep theoretical analysis of crisis-ridden 

capitalism with an action-based programme to overwhelm the liberal order.  Even fighting for the 

most basic needs of the unemployed took a revolutionary spin.  Here was no “organized mob” – 

these unemployed activists had a plan, nation-wide strategies, and an ideology that insisted that 

the degrading and inadequate treatment of the unemployed by the liberal order constituted 

nothing less than a declaration of class war.  Now was not the moment for socialist/liberal 

cooperation.  It was time to fight back. 

The most successful unemployment protests remained the spontaneous and the localized.  

Despite the militarizing ethos within both the liberal order and amidst many of its challengers, 

many activists, like H.M. Bartholomew, understood that the revolutionary possibilities of the 

unemployed were built by gaining their consent and showing them the efficacy of organized 

struggle.  While the divisions between the OBU and CPC are well known, in the early post-war 

years members of the two organizations cooperated to a surprising extent.  Notwithstanding the 

CI’s insistence on “boring from within,” CPC activists in municipalities across Canada created 

associations that could exist without dependence upon organized labour.  A close reading of the 

1920s discloses many moments of cooperation between reformers and revolutionaries.  Struggles 
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were regionally distinctive.  Many also harkened back to an earlier age of bread riots and the 

moral economy – suggesting the power of updating such antique repertoires in an age of high 

modernity.  

7.1 Bartholomew: An Unemployment Soldier-Philosopher 

To transcend the tired and tautological arguments of whether or not Canadian Communists 

were puppets of the CI and to understand how the unemployed, not the party, could be heralded 

as the vanguard, we might turn our gaze onto Communist subversive H.M. Bartholomew, 

Canada’s own Wal Hannington.  Active in the Independent Labour Party in Britain before he 

emigrated to Canada in the early 1910s, Bartholomew, in his early twenties, quickly established 

himself as one of the leading leftist philosophers and activists in the SPC, a man who could 

explain Hegel as well as promote practical direct actions.
11

  He was present at the founding of the 

OBU and on the front lines of the Winnipeg General Strike.
12

  Two years later, Bartholomew met 

with a “tall man known as ‘Charlie’” in a Winnipeg hotel with whom he read Lenin and debated 

for four straight days before abandoning the OBU for the CPC.  While Peter Campbell has 

suggested that Bartholomew was won over by Lenin’s notion of the vanguard and was impatient 

with the SPC’s policy of constant education, Bartholomew remained more interested in the 

pedagogical rather than the organizational imperative of the CI.  He wanted to create 

revolutionaries “who fought for the cause 365 days a year.”
13

  As John Manley has argued, 

Bartholomew rejected CI calls to build “overnight mass membership,” and held onto the SPC’s 

praxis-oriented tradition of developing dedicated socialists.  Bartholomew was also critical of the 

disparagements the CPC executive showered on its ethnic members.  Sharing the stage with many 
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Finnish, Russian and Ukrainian socialists, Bartholomew believed their socio-cultural activities 

should be replicated, not maligned, by Anglo-Canadian Communists.
14

 

Bartholomew participated in unemployment meetings and demonstrations in Halifax, 

Sydney, Montreal and Vancouver.  He was most active in Winnipeg and Edmonton.
 15

  In 1922, 

Bartholomew penned a series of articles entitled “The Unemployed and Ourselves.”  In them, he 

described “huge armies of the unemployed” causing “blow after blow to the delicate structure of 

modern capitalism.”  He insisted that it was in the street and amongst the unemployed that “THE 

CLASS STRUGGLE IS BEING WAGED IN ITS MOST BITTER FORM.”  Distancing himself 

from the “shock therapy” of the SPC, he argued that unemployment organization should combine 

theory with “food.”  Activists should avoid “contempt for the ‘bottom dog.’”
16

  Bartholomew 

utilized his organizing skills to knit together the employed and unemployed.  He lamented the 

“sectional fights” among the OBU, IWW, Communist and labour activists with respect to the 

unemployed.
17

  At meetings of the workless in Edmonton’s Rialto Theatre, the local labour hall 

and Market Square, Bartholomew declared his atheism, denounced mainstream veterans’ groups, 

and challenged the unemployed to break the law and not be a “a bunch of suckers and fools to sit 

down and starve in a land of plenty.”
18

  Deeply invested in bringing greater solidarity to the 
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movement, Bartholomew was thrilled when George Bevington, leader of the United Farmers of 

Alberta, attended a meeting of the Edmonton unemployed.  Here was a “milestone in the progress 

of the two movements.”
19

  Finally, Bartholomew regularly explored the international dimensions 

of unemployment.  He wrote on the ways in which the Dawes Plan cheapened labour in Germany 

and, in turn, undermined the world labour market.  He denounced the deplorable treatment of 

immigrants fleeing war-torn Europe to seek a better life in Canada.
20

 

For Bartholomew the unemployed army was not strong enough to single-handedly bring 

about revolution.  However, they were an army because they were at war: “The present retreat 

must be stopped,” wrote Bartholomew in 1924.  “By proper coordination of effort we can gather 

our forces for the offensive against the brutal and cynical battalions of open-shoppers.”
21

  

According to Manley, Bartholomew’s practical understanding of the revolutionary situation in 

Canada made the hierarchy suspicious.  He became “an early, unwitting victim of Canadian 

Stalinism.”
22

  Others have argued that Bartholomew’s homosexuality may have caused his exile.
23

  

Either way, in 1925, Bartholomew disappeared from the movement.
24

  Six years later, in 

November 1931, Bartholomew committed suicide by jumping off the Provencher Bridge into the 

icy Red River; authorities had to wait until the spring thaw before his body was found.
 25

  

Whether the pressure of being a maverick in an increasingly centralized party and/or homophobia 
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led to Bartholomew’s early demise at the age of 37 will remain a mystery.  What can be 

established is his record as a soldier-philosopher in a revolutionary war against poverty. 

7.2 The One Big Union and the Unemployed 

Formed in Calgary in June 1919 at the height of the Winnipeg General Strike, the One Big 

Union (OBU) brought IWW-style syndicalism and SPC politics together at a time when the state 

banned the SDPC, IWW and other radical groups.
26

  Like the IWW, the OBU embraced “all the 

workers of all nations whether skilled or unskilled, whether employed or unemployed, with no 

difference between trade, craft, color or creed.”
27

  Historians have made much of the competition 

between the OBU and the CPC.  Such conflicts played out not only on the industrial and political 

front but also in the unemployment movement.  The OBU wished to acknowledge the ways in 

which labour leaders, and the protection of an elite set of unionized workers, actually contributed 

to unemployment, whereas the CPC, following its “boring from within” strategy, was more prone 

to emphasize the dangers of a surplus population.  However, because little separated the two 

organizations’ respective stances on the unemployed, they were able, on occasion, to collaborate.  

Communists like Bartholomew, Edith Hancox, James G. Smith, and Michael and Becky Buhay – 

all of whom made the shift from the OBU to the CPC – maintained their commitment to the 

unemployed regardless of their party affiliation.  By the winter of 1922, Communists dominated 

the organization of the unemployed but they did so only by building upon over two years of OBU 

mobilizations.  And despite its increasing marginalization, the OBU remained active amongst the 

unemployed, especially in Winnipeg, for the rest of the decade. 

                                                      

26
 None of the historical accounts of the OBU grant much attention to unemployment organizing.  See 

David Jay Bercuson, Fools and Wise Men: The Rise and Fall of the One Big Union (Toronto: McGraw-Hill 

Ryerson, 1978); Todd McCallum, “The Strange Tale of Tom Cassidy and Catherine Ross or Free Love, 

Heterosexuality, and the One Big Union,” Journal of the Canadian Historical Association 9 (1998), 125-

154; Peter Warrian, “The Challenge of the One Big Union Movement  in Canada 1919-1921” (PhD diss., 

University of Waterloo, 1971); Larry Peterson, “The One Big Union in International Perspective: 

Revolutionary Industrial Unionism 1900-1925,” Labour/Le Travailleur  7 (Spring 1981), 41-66. 
27

 Gunnar Soderberg, “Organized Scabbery: British Unemployed Workers see the Need for One Big 

Union,” OBU Bulletin, 8 June 1922, 3. 



 

 

 

318  

The OBU assisted in organizing unemployment councils in Victoria, Vancouver, Calgary, 

Edmonton, Prince Rupert, Moose Jaw, Winnipeg, Montreal, Toronto and Halifax between 1920-

1922.
28

  Activists like Patrick J. Reid stressed spontaneity and supporting direct actions “without 

any prearranged programme.”
29

  The unemployed were provided with free membership cards in 

the OBU’s General Workers Unit.  OBU organizers mobilized the unemployed to lobby local 

authorities for greater relief, hold mass demonstrations and marches, engage in relief strikes, and 

dine-and-dash at restaurants.  The OBU also supported the CPC slogan of “Work or 

Maintenance” and many actually, despite their denunciations of craft unions, worked with the 

more radical elements within local trades and labour councils.
30

  OBU unemployment activists, 

their optimism in their revolutionary strength tempered by pragmatism, helped forge the concept 

and praxis of the unemployed as an army.  After OBU and future Communist activists led a 

protest of over 3,000 unemployed in Toronto in the spring of 1921, the OBU Bulletin argued that 

hunger not revolution had sparked the unrest: “A panic stricken Capitalist Class see the revolution 

looming near ahead.  The Reds are not quite so optimistic.”
31

  

Although officially a labour organization, the OBU often placed more faith in the jobless 

than in the employed.  It also, paradoxically enough, aligned itself with British Communists even 

                                                      

28
 On Victoria, see “Unemployed Would Hold Big Meeting,” Victoria Colonist, 26 November 1921, 5; 

Vancouver, “Unemployed to Meet Every Week,” B.C. Federationist, 24 June 1921, 1, 2.  Calgary, 

“Unemployed in Calgary Organized,” OBU Bulletin, 5 January 1922, 2,4;  Edmonton, “Edmonton 

Unemployed,” OBU Bulletin, 30 March 1922, 3; Prince Rupert, “Unemployed Organized in Prince 

Rupert,” OBU Bulletin, 29 December 1921, 1; “Conditions in Prince Rupert,” OBU Bulletin, 6 March 1922, 

3; Moose Jaw, “Fear and Trembling: Moose Jaw City Fathers Show some Fear of the Unemployed,” OBU 

Bulletin, 2 March 1922, 1; Halifax, “The O.B.U Arrives here in Halifax,” Citizen, 5 August 1921, 1. On 

Montreal, see Chapter 9. Drumheller and Regina were also locations of OBU unemployment organizing.  
29

 “Developments in Montreal,” OBU Bulletin, 26 February 1921, 1. 
30

 OBU activists were among many labour and radical bodies affiliated with the Edmonton and Calgary 

Central Councils of the Unemployed in the winter of 1922.  OBU activists shared the stage in Toronto with 

labourists including John Doggett, secretary of the Toronto District Trades and Labour Council and James 

Simpson.  See “Public Works to Provide More Jobs, Continued Relief and Unemployment Insurance 

Demanded by Massey Hall Mass Meeting,” Labor Leader, 25 March 1921, 1.  In Victoria OBU 

unemployment activists reached out to the Victoria Trades and Labour Council.  See “Unemployed in 

Victoria to Organize,” B.C. Federationist, 16 December 1921, 1.  The Buhays were active in the OBU and 

the Montreal Central Trades and Labour Council before their move to the WPC.  See “Resolutions by 

Unemployed,” Le Monde Ouvrier/Labor World, 19 February 1921, 3. 
31

 “Signs of Democracy in Toronto,” OBU Bulletin, 14 May 1921, 1, 3. 



 

 

 

319  

as it slammed their Canadian counterparts.  OBU members praised the efforts of Wal Hannington 

and the Communists in England, allies who proved the necessity of “one big union” representing 

all workers, including the unemployed.  British Communists ignored the CI’s demands to “bore 

within” when it came to organizing the unemployed, giving them much in common with the 

OBU.  Bill Smith denounced the “week-kneed” British union officials who were unwilling to 

represent the unemployed, leaving the field “clear for the only people who were ready to lead 

when leadership was rewarded with persecution and imprisonment, the Communists.”
32

  

Similarly, Gunnar Soderberg noted that the revolutionary “expressions” found in Out of Work, the 

British Communist unemployment newspaper, were “far ahead” of trade union journals and 

declared that “in the unemployment movement is the germ or beginning of the ONE BIG 

UNION.”
33

  Some OBU activists, having declared the trade unions to be reactionary, posited that 

the “real enemy of the unemployed” was the employed working class.  T.A. Barnard, OBU 

activist, argued that labour was mirroring “soulless capitalism” by ignoring “their brotherly 

obligations” to the unemployed.  Barnard, in an echo of the SPC’s “shock therapy,” suggested 

that the unemployed “teach” the employed by taking jobs at lower pay en masse – “not to act as 

scabs, but as a considered ruthless method, to bring about a mutual responsibility.”
34

  

Nowhere else was the OBU as active as it was amongst the unemployed in Winnipeg.  

Between January and March 1921, city council was inundated with petitions and delegations of 

the unemployed, OBU and labour.
35

  By 20 January Mayor Edward Parnell and council had 

relented and decided to provide single men with $7 a week in relief and married men $12 a week 
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with an extra $3 per child – a generous relief rate by other cities’ standards.
36

  While pleased that 

their protests had led to city council administering relief better than any other municipality in 

Canada, OBU activists Edith Hancox and Mrs. M. Hughes, as members of the municipal joint 

committee on unemployment, continued to bring to council’s attention cases of relief recipients 

being unfairly treated.
37

  Some OBU activists were not content with targeting the elite city 

councilors.  They also went after the “smaller fry” labourists on council and the Winnipeg Trades 

and Labour Council (WTLC) with its narrow craft union outlook.
 38

 Rather than recognize other 

labour bodies as natural allies, the OBU and Harry Pearce were at pains to prove that neither the 

WTLC, Dominion Labor Party, Independent Labor Party nor the returned veterans’ organizations 

had done anything to assist the unemployed.
39

  Yet most labour bodies in Manitoba were 

interested in pressuring city council to step up their efforts to alleviate unemployment.  Hancox, 

for instance, was in regular communication with labour organizations, encouraging them to 

cooperate in direct actions, unemployment workers’ conventions, and petitions.
40

  

The OBU was part of a left/labour coalition when the Winnipeg Central Council of 

Unemployed (WCCU) held its first meeting of 700 to 800 unemployed on 20 November 1921.  

Parliamentary socialist J.S. Woodsworth spoke on the dramatic divide in standards of living 

between workers and capitalists due to the latter’s pillaging of natural resources.  Jacob Penner 

disputed the liberal claim of finite goods, arguing that Canadian factories could provide for 
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almost three times the nation’s nine million citizens.
41

  The WCCU remonstrated against the 

decision to bar unemployed representation on the city’s committee on unemployment.
42

 

Sectarianism began to threaten the Winnipeg unemployment movement in the spring of 

1922 when the economy was still in shambles and the union movement fragile.  Lead activists 

like Hancox jumped ship to the WPC.
43

  At the founding of the WPC’s National Committee of 

Unemployed Workers (NCUW) in November 1922, OBU activists were present but the invitation 

to the Trades and Labour Congress of Canada (TLCC) to participate in developing strategies to 

deal with unemployment did not likely sit well with OBU “dual unionists.”
44

  Following the 

founding of the NCUW, the leadership of the affiliated Manitoba Association of the Unemployed 

(MAU) included both Hancox and OBU activist Harry Pearce.  At a mass meeting in February 

1923 in which Pearce was chair, the majority in attendance resolved that they would dispense 

with the singing of the “red flag” at MAU meetings because it would be “detrimental to their 

interests” and alienate certain members of the unemployed.  The Communist activists present 

were incensed.
45

  Members of the Independent Labor Party of Manitoba warned their body that 

the MAU was splitting into factions and that they should avoid affiliating with any side.
46

 

OBU and CPC infighting within MAU hit a boiling point at a mass meeting 3 March 1923.  

After Labour MLA John Queen suggested that the unemployed should be disruptive, R.B Russell 

dismissed Queen’s call for the unemployed to make themselves “damn nuisances” and insisted 

that the only way to win greater relief was to build “aggressive organizations.”  Russell 

maintained that government compromises were the fruits of OBU activism.  Communists who 
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attended the meeting shouted Russell down on several occasions.
47

  Had the WTLC, OBU, labour 

politicians and the CPC acknowledged their shared desires for immediate reforms and impending 

revolution they might have put aside their rather inconsequential differences in regards to the 

unemployed.  Instead, in their respective struggles to attain hegemony on the left, they failed to 

acknowledge that they shared a common enemy and had a diverse arsenal of strategies at their 

disposal.  For the remaining decade, leftists in Winnipeg continued to uneasily jostle with each 

other for speaking points at rallies of the unemployed.
48

 

After three years of relative prosperity, in the spring of 1928 with as many as 10,000 out of 

work, a united front of the CPC, OBU, Young Communist League and sympathetic labour leaders 

began to organize large unemployment demonstrations.  The movement demanded work or full 

maintenance at a rate of $20 a week with $2 extra for each child, an immediate $15 clothing 

allowance, and $12 for unmarried men with an immediate $10 clothing allowance “irrespective of 

how long a worker has been a resident of the city or country.”  As many as 3,000 protestors 

marched to city hall, where the city’s unemployment committee “scornfully refused to come out.”  

The crowd then paraded to the parliament buildings with red flag aloft and voices alive with the 

“Internationale.”  That evening, the crowd listened to addresses by F.W. Sykes and Jack Clancy 

of the OBU and Tom McEwen and William Kolisnyk of the CPC.
49

 

Rather than attack the OBU, McEwen, the new CPC District organizer for the Manitoba 

region, suggested that both revolutionary bodies acknowledge that trade unions were different 

from unemployment organizations.  Whereas the trade union concerned itself “with hours of work 

conditions, wages etc.,” the unemployment organization was preoccupied with “immediate need, 
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[and] subsistence equivalent to a decent standard at the expense of the expropriating class.”  

McEwen called upon the OBU and CPC to join together in a united effort to weaken capitalism 

through unemployment organization.
50

  McEwen’s magnanimous fig leaf was likely influenced 

by the CI’s 1928 turn to the “third period” “of class against class” wherein Communists were to 

out “social fascists,” labour “fakirs” and the right wing tendencies within the Canadian labour 

movement.
51

  McEwen, knowingly or not, was also developing a long if never fully publicized 

tradition of active CPC/OBU collaboration on the ground.  Despite Russell’s harangues and 

Comintern edicts, the OBU and CPC were often mutually supportive revolutionary forces 

amongst the unemployed in the 1920s.  

7.3 The CPC and the Unemployed 

At its inception, the CPC acknowledged the preeminent importance of the unemployed in 

the struggle to achieve its revolutionary aims.  At the founding gathering in a Guelph barn in May 

1921 the ragtag group of CPC founders agreed with the CI’s pronouncement that the “chief 

contemporary political task of the Party is to stimulate and direct the masses of the unemployed in 

the severe crisis now approaching.”
52

  In a report later that year on “The Economic Crisis and 

Unemployment,” the CPC reported on the particularities of post-war depression in Canada, 

where, by the fall of 1921, it estimated one in five workers was unemployed.  The Communists 

noted that workless veterans’ attempts to win greater relief had been largely unsuccessful, but 

they also insisted that what relief had been won was “extorted from the bourgeois ‘authorities’” 

through direct actions.  The CPC believed that the proposals from labour to introduce mothers’ 
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pensions, workmen’s compensation and other panaceas would be granted by the “liberal 

bourgeoisie . . . in the interest of Capitalist ‘efficiency.’”  The CPC would support labour’s 

struggle through direct actions, in part by adding revolutionary reforms to the mix.  These would 

encourage workers to escalate their demands while speeding up the reformist compromises of the 

state.  The CPC ordered the creation of local unemployment associations in cooperation with 

trade unions with the slogan “work or compensation with union rates of wages.”
53

 

Within four months the CPC’s above-ground body, the Workers’ Party of Canada (WPC) 

called on all its members to create, or become involved in operating, unemployment 

organizations.
54

  A pamphlet was also circulated across Canada reporting on the “menacing” 

tactics of the unemployed the previous winter from St. John’s to Vancouver and the responses – 

from capitulation to clubs – of the authorities.  The WPC encouraged further confrontations 

through “mass demonstrations, mass marches, mass meetings, [and] mass organization.”  

Reporting to the CI, the CPC explained that a number of associations had already been formed in 

Eastern Canada with the assistance of the trade unions.  It lamented the fact that there had been 

no “spontaneous self-activity of the unemployed masses” as had been seen in England.
55

 

Agreeing with Lenin’s twenty-one conditions for joining the Third International caused 

confusion within WPC-led unemployment movements.  It was understood that the WPC must 

avoid isolationism on the industrial front by working within existing trade unions while at the 

same time exposing the “vacillation” of its centrist and reformist enemies.  Yet what did this 

mean in the context of the organization of the unemployed who were generally not represented by 

any workers’ organizations?  In most urban unemployment movements across Canada, WPC 

activists exposed the “treachery” of non-revolutionary unionists.  Claiming that labour councils 

were “hesitant” to organize the unemployed, the WPC chalked this failure up to “labor 
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bureaucrats” unwilling to “speak to the workers” from anywhere other than the “election 

platform.”  What was needed, explained F.J. Peel, was a “party of aggression” to assist the 

unemployed beyond conventional labour organizations.  Similarly William Moriarty lamented 

that there was “scarcely a whimper coming” from the “hundreds of thousands of unemployed in 

Canada, in part because the “advanced, class-conscious section of the working class” had failed to 

take a leadership role among the workless.
56

  For the remainder of the decade unemployment 

activists did not make finding leaders within mainstream labour their priority; such leaders were 

to be allies, not the generals, of the unemployed army.  At the first major communist conference 

in December 1921, the emphasis was on “direct contact and direct action.”  Communists were 

urged to “line up the forces of the unemployed, who will eventually learn the folly of sitting back, 

waiting for paternal assistance from our governing bodies.”
57

  

From July 1921 and into the winter of 1922, communist-organized unemployment 

associations cropped up in most major centres, including Victoria, Vancouver, Edmonton, 

Calgary, Moose Jaw, Winnipeg, Toronto, Sudbury, Hamilton, Kitchener, Windsor, London , 

Montreal, Sydney, Dartmouth and Halifax.  Many of these organizations actually began before 

the formation of the CPC.  OBU, SPC, labour and parliamentary socialists were all involved in 

them – but all became heavily populated by, but by no means exclusively led by, Communists 

over the winter of 1921-22.
58

  The Winnipeg Central Council of Unemployed (WCCU) formed in 

November 1921 prepared a constitution outlining the mandate and structure of the organization.  

It was replicated by Calgary and Edmonton organizations of the unemployed.
59

  The WCCU was 

dedicated to ending capitalism and replacing it with socialism and was open to all workers’ 
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organizations.  To ensure the unemployed were the driving force behind the WCCU, there had to 

be two unemployed members to every one executive member from a labour body.  Officers 

included a Chairman, Vice-Chairman, Secretary and a nine-member executive.
60

  The Calgary 

Central Council of the Unemployed (CCCU) added that its immediate objective was “to press the 

claims of the unemployed workers upon those in authority, and endeavor to secure the recognized 

standard of living necessary to our well-being.”  The CCCU promised to be non-denominational 

and to accept all unemployed or partially-employed workers.  It also stipulated that two women 

serve on the executive.  Specific committees – grievance, audit, registration, education and 

organizational, tactical and publicity – were also formed.
61

 

By September 1922, unemployment associations were to advocate five resolutions that had 

been formulated through WPC consultations with the CI: 

1. Public works at full union rates. 

2. Unemployment maintenance based on the Labour Gazette’s figures for an average living 

wage. 

3. Wage top-ups for the underemployed to meet the average living wage. 

4. The end of all interest payments on War bonds over $500.00, until the authorities have 

provided work at union wages or full maintenance. 

5. Immediate trade with Russia.
62

 

 

Notably, WPC activists did not press for the associations to be affiliated with labour.  Instead, 

they invited trade unions, returned soldiers’ organizations and other interested parties to support 
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their associations.  Instead of “boring from within,” WPC activists were creating something new 

– independent of the labour movement yet still, on occasion, benefiting from association with it. 

The first ever Canada-wide unemployment organization, the CPC’s National Committee of 

Unemployed Workers (NCUW), linked unemployment activists from Halifax to Vancouver 

Island.  It materialized in November 1922, with great ambition albeit with few resources and a 

short future.  On 19 November, Winnipeg hosted a national unemployment conference made up 

of WPC delegates including Tom Bell of the Halifax Unemployed Workers’ Association, H. 

Toole from Calgary, I. Wright from Moose Jaw and leading members of the Manitoba 

Association of Unemployed (MAU).  The NCUW insisted that “unemployment is chronic while 

capitalism lasts.”  Arguing that “the last imperialist war” had weakened capital and 

“reconstruction” was “only push[ing] capitalism deeper into the ditch,” the first and only national 

unemployment conference concluded that an organization of unemployed was the primary way to 

push capital over the brink.  Until that time, the demands of the unemployment associations 

should win tangible relief for the workless. 

Arising from this conference, the National Committee of Unemployed Workers (NCUW) 

seemed to offer a way to “bring unity into the activities of the unemployed and save a lot of waste 

effort.”  “Instead of the unemployed being looked upon as the cast-offs of society they will be 

welded into a real army for the purpose of securing relief,” the NCUW proclaimed.  The NCUW 

was committed to a movement organized and directed by the unemployed workers themselves.  It 

sought to build a network linking municipal and provincial unemployment associations in order 

to “squeeze relief for these workers from the capitalist moneybags.”
63

  They would be 

coordinated by the NCUW with its headquarters in Winnipeg.  Given that the CPC executive was 

based in Toronto, placing the NCUW headquarters in Winnipeg was a nod to western 
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Communists who had expressed uneasiness regarding eastern authority.  It may also have been an 

indication of the iconoclasm of the unemployment movement more generally.  

The NCUW was against “charity in the shape of unproductive work at breaking stone, or 

doles of groceries and clothing, but . . . [demands] justice – either productive work at an adequate 

living wage, or full maintenance.”  The NCUW upheld the five reform resolutions outlined by the 

CI in September 1922.  They added that they were also committed to fighting against the work 

test and the “degrading conditions in the feeding stations” and shelters.
64

  The NCUW believed 

that when local governments found themselves unable to provide full maintenance for the jobless 

they would put pressure on Ottawa to institute Unemployment Insurance.  

Again, the NCUW structure did not follow the CI policy of “boring from within.”  True, 

the NCUW insisted that it would fight to ensure the unemployed were not used as strikebreakers.  

It also planned to invite members of the executive of the TLCC and other unionists to sit on the 

NCUW to foster solidarity between union workers and their unemployed brethren.  The NCUW 

executive supposed they would need unionists to cooperate in fighting for the immediate needs of 

the unemployed.  The NCUW was adamant that it was no substitute for trade unions.  Yet it 

believed such organization was required as trade unions were ill-equipped to deal with the “grim 

spectre of starvation [whereby] the jobless have unwittingly reduced the living standards of all 

workers.”
65

  Organizers envisioned a vanguard-led national union of the unemployed that could 

withstand the charge of dual unionism because no other representative body existed. 

Shortly after the Winnipeg conference, the NCUW announced the goal of publishing a 

monthly bulletin to harmonize the actions of unemployed Canadians.  The NCUW warned that 
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relief would be the same as last year, “doles in kind given to the workers and relief kept down to 

the lowest level.”
66

  The NCUW planned to hold dominion-coordinated demonstrations of 

workers.
67

  For a time the NCUW’s National Bulletin, penned by Hancox, offered a nation-wide 

and even international analysis of unemployment.  Issue No.1 was published in late December 

1922 and reported on the national convention.  It insisted that the organization was solely a 

“propaganda body, outlining the needs of the respective unemployed organizations, [and] 

attempts to co-operate all activities upon as wide a scale as possible.”  The Bulletin asked that 

local bodies make efforts to interest trade union bodies by showing them “the part that the 

unemployed play . . . as a lever to force down wages, lengthen working hours and lower the 

standard of living.”
68

  In February 1923, they showed how many jobless were leaving for the 

United States.  The NCUW Bulletin suggested that while some sections of capital were concerned 

that the country was losing skilled workers and the exodus was affecting real estate prices, in 

general “finance capital is afraid to advance to the industrialists the necessary money in view of 

chaotic conditions existing the world over.”  The NCUW warned that the “artificial” prosperity in 

the U.S. would not last long and the French invasion of the Ruhr would erode the economies of 

Europe and create a decline in purchasing power.
69

  In its first year the NCUW worked with other 

local bodies to send Bulletins to British labour organizations to warn about Canada’s high levels 

of unemployment and discourage immigration.
70

 

At the second annual convention of the WPC in February 1923, the delegates reaffirmed 

their policy of organizing the unemployed into associations and reiterated the need to unify all the 
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associations into the NCUW.
71

  While individual associations in Vancouver, Edmonton, Calgary, 

Winnipeg and Toronto remained active, the building of a coordinated, national movement was 

not within the grasp of the WPC’s leaders.  Over a year later, at the third convention of the WPC 

in April 1924, the party declared that it should “devote more attention to agitation among the 

unemployed and work towards the formation of a Dominion wide unemployment movement.”
72

  

Given that the federal government had already divested responsibility of the unemployment 

problem, such calls for national organization came too late.  In the fall, having become an above-

ground organization, the CPC distributed 25,000 leaflets to branches across the country on the 

need to build unemployment councils under the banner “Work or Full Maintenance.”
73

  In their 

discussions with the CI, the CPC executive worried that its efforts amongst the unemployed had 

been without a “uniform system.”  They had led the Party to diverge from the policy of working 

within mainstream trade union circles and had actually entailed criticizing local labour councils.
74

 

Drawing upon the analysis of Eugene Varga, a CI economist adamant that the post-war 

economic crisis would continue, Jack MacDonald, secretary of the CPC, issued a bulletin to CPC 

branches outlining the ways in which unemployed associations ought to be managed.
75

  Insisting 

that unemployment remained “extremely acute,” MacDonald noted that some unemployment 

councils/associations were organized in conjunction with CPC branches, local trades councils and 

the Canadian Labor Party (CLP), while others were jointly led by  “very doubtful characters,” 

some Wobblies and SPCers and even “agents of the governments.”  CPC activists like Toronto’s 
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Florence Custance continued to argue that local district labour councils were no help and that the 

unemployed should go it alone.
 76

  To rectify these “errors,” MacDonald presented a “correct” 

strategy of unemployed organizing – laid out in nine points – to ensure that unemployment 

organization became an active strategy for the CPC supported by all its elements.  Thus, 

MacDonald’s bulletin urged CPC delegates to call on local trades councils to hold conferences for 

the purpose of organizing the unemployed.  If no council existed in a given region, then the 

organization should confer with the CLP.  Committees should be formed to act, not just as 

delegate bodies demanding relief from the authorities, but also for organizing the unemployed to 

engage in weekly mass meetings and demonstrations.  These committees should be made up of a 

“fair number of unemployed workers.”  (This was a far cry from the unemployed associations’ 

original mandate to ensure the unemployed were the majority in leadership positions).  

MacDonald warned against the policy of collecting dues adopted by Halifax and Toronto 

unemployment associations, as it “causes friction” and tended to make “organization an end in 

itself.”  All organizing should be done under the slogan of “Work or Maintenance.”
77

 

Initially reports to the CPC were filled with optimism about the new direction.  William 

Moriarty reported that unemployment organizations were strong in Vancouver, Edmonton, 

Winnipeg, Toronto, Hamilton and Sydney.  They were following MacDonald’s directives in 

avoiding “purely delegate organizations” and were working within existing trade union 

structures.
78

  At the Third Convention of District Five of the CPC, held in Drumheller, Tim Buck 

urged the organization of the unemployed in Alberta where the railroads and mining companies in 

an attempt to drive down wages were creating a particularly virulent unemployment and 
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underemployment problem.
79

  Comrade “Minton,” who had participated in an unemployed march 

from South Wales to London in 1923, described the success of Great Britain’s unemployed 

movement in holding up city councils, overwhelming the Houses of Industry and “developing a 

spirit of militancy by definite radical activities.”  Minton also stated that the British organizations 

of the unemployed exposed the duplicity of union officials and hinted that the CPC unemployed 

councils should do the same in Canada.  The convention passed a resolution calling for the 

unemployed to be “developed into shock troops of the revolutionary army of the working class.”  

It should be the official policy within the Alberta region to organize the unemployed into local 

bodies, within the local labor movement.  Notably, while the CPC wished to organize a national 

unemployed body, it did not think that the unemployment problem was nearly as problematic in 

other districts and its official line was that Canada had emerged from the post-war depression.  

However, in Alberta, the CPC recognized that unemployment organizing “hit the tender spot of 

the boss, so we can take it for granted that this is the obvious thing to do, attack from all quarters 

with a gradual linking up of all our forces.”
80

 

At the Fourth National Convention in September 1925, the CPC presented resolutions for 

non-contributory unemployment insurance but it also stated that the “acute industrial and agrarian 

crisis of 1920-1923 – has been partially liquidated.  “Unemployment organization was no longer 

a priority.
81

  Yet despite this “temporary stabilization of Canadian Capitalism,” CPC activists did 

organize the unemployed in Calgary, Winnipeg, London and Hamilton in the winter of 1925-26.  

Even after the post-war depression began to wane, the educational lessons developed by the 
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Central Executive Committee of the CPC in 1926 taught that the “unemployed represent a 

revolutionary factor of great significance.”  Yet, the jobless had to be organized, lest they be 

“sidetracked by the reactionaries into appealing for charity alone, neglecting the necessity of 

forcing the state to maintain the victims of capitalism.”
82

 

Although the CI and CPC executive dropped the call to build up unemployment 

associations, between late 1925 and 1928 the decision was occasionally contested by CPC 

members in districts where localized unemployment continued to be acute.  A lengthy debate 

occurred at the Fifth Convention of the CPC in June 1927 when William Moriarty argued that 

spontaneous protests of the immigrant unemployed in Alberta should be exploited by the CPC as 

a way to raise opposition to Dominion immigration policies.  John O’Sullivan concurred and 

noted that District 18 (Alberta) had sent a resolution to the convention demanding the 

unemployment problem be on the agenda.  O’Sullivan challenged the CPC’s emphasis on 

organized labour, noting that only one in nine men and only one in 100 women workers in 

Canada were unionized.  Unemployment was a continuing scourge for the unorganized.  “If we 

are in the midst of a boom there are few signs of it in the west,” continued O’Sullivan.  

O’Sullivan also critiqued the practice of linking unemployed organizing with the existing union 

structure.  “Unemployed organizations should stand on their own feet,” he proclaimed.  J.S. 

Wallace objected and insisted that had the CPC and CI demanded continued organization of the 

unemployed in a time of relative stability, they would have “lost prestige . . . in the eyes of the 

masses.”  Still, O’Sullivan’s critical analysis led to a convention resolution declaring that “despite 

its present temporary alleviation, unemployment is now a permanent feature of our productive 

system under capitalism.”  In areas where unemployment remained high, the convention called 

for the organization of the unemployed.
83
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7.4 Third Party Relations: The Unemployed and Labour 

David Bright suggests animosity between unemployed associations and mainstream labour 

is evidence of the “limits of labour” and proves the inability of labour to “regard themselves as a 

single class, one with a basic core of common interests.”
84

  Other scholars, more sympathetic to 

the Canadian left, have arrived at similar conclusions.  They describe with consternation the hair-

pulling that plagued the left in the interwar years.  So too did many activists of the era.  Because 

of leftist hegemonic aspirations, socialists have asked the wrong questions only to arrive at 

pessimistic conclusions.  If the left treasures dissent and difference alongside social and economic 

equality, then why should its historians and activists lament the heterogeneity of the movement?  

Why resist recognition of different classes of oppression?  Those who may be allies today might 

be enemies tomorrow.  Are not all acts of solidarity transitory and demanding of ongoing, active 

consent?  There is no denying anti-Red and anti-unemployed sentiment amongst some labour 

leaders in the interwar years just as it is impossible to ignore the vitriolic attacks by radicals on 

“labor fakirs.”  But to tar all of labour with the same brush ignores the significance of the 

socialists’ successes within the labour movement.  They occasionally utilized its resources and 

strength to support unemployed struggles.  Conversely, socialist-led unemployment movements 

sometimes supported and reaffirmed the objectives of labour.   

That both labour and the CPC-dominated socialist movement dreamed hegemonic dreams 

and implemented top-down bureaucratic organizational structures that diverged little from the 

plethora of hierarchies within the liberal order encouraged sectarianism and enmity between those 

who needed only be transitory allies.  Ironically, the pursuit of a hierarchical and militarized 

hegemony was in part responsible for squandered solidarity.
85

  There is little room to accept 
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difference and iconoclasm when cooperation means subservience to the party/union line and 

competition means not posing real challenges to capital but proving other anti-capitalists wrong.  

This is not to suggest that striving for unity is mistaken, or that differences within labour and the 

left were not real.  However, as the relationship between labour and the socialist-led unemployed 

in the 1920s suggests, the most pressing problem for socialists, today as it was then, is not the 

blind pursuit of unity but the far-seeing exploration of new, consensual and non-hierarchical 

solidarities.  This section will explore how the labour movement and the organized unemployed 

cannot be interpreted as die-hard enemies or allies.  After discussing some of the anti-Red and 

divisive moments of this history I shall examine the ways in which socialists within national and 

local labour bodies encouraged their more reform-oriented mass membership to back the 

demands of the unemployed.  This pattern suggested a cooperative process whereby reformists 

made revolution more conceivable and revolutionaries made reforms more conspicuous.  

Seeking legitimacy within the hegemonic liberal discourse of free enterprise and fighting 

the anti-Communist rhetoric of the Red Scare, many individual labourists and mainstream labour 

associations believed the best way to protect the underemployed and unemployed was to stress 

their moral fibre, their commitment to Canada, and their moderation.  One segment of Canadian 

labour, aligning itself with returned soldiers, recognized that mainstream political parties labeled 

as “Bolshevism” anything counter to their official ideology.
86

  After the banning of many socialist 

foreign language presses in 1918, many of the remaining labour papers were – for reasons of 

principle or out of mere opportunism – often more vociferous in their vilification of “reds” than 

the mainstream press.  In 1921, the Labor Leader argued that “talk of revolution” in the ears of 

the unemployed sounded “futile, disloyal and stupid.”  Unemployment was “regrettable” but 

“crying will not help,” nor would “bloodlust, revolution or pessimism.”  Instead, the Labor 

                                                                                                                                                              

hegemony operates and that the project of imagining and experimenting with non-hierarchical, dialogic and 

subsidiarity forms of social organization is an ongoing, uncompleted project.  
86

 See for example “Canadian Labor is not Radical, States Higgins,” Globe, 14 October 1920, 8. 



 

 

 

336  

Leader touted the unemployed as “Good Scouts.”  Not surprisingly, the Labor Leader’s rose-

coloured glasses were rarely donned by those in the unemployment movement.
87

 

The career of Federated Labor Party (FLP) Vancouver alderman Walter Scribbins brings 

out these themes.  Scribbins was chair of the Vancouver relief committee during the operation of 

the Hastings Park relief camp.  He became a sworn enemy of the relief camp workers after 

refusing to recognize their organization.  One of the Hastings Park “convicts” believed 

Scribbins’s attitude was proof “that there is more danger from a working-class standpoint in the 

pretensions of so-called Labor politicians than there is in the more outspoken intentions of the 

more pronounced capitalist politicians.”
88

  After the relief workers went on strike, it was 

Scribbins who ordered the men back to work.  The unemployed demanded that the FLP withdraw 

Scribbins as their candidate for city council.  Scribbins insisted that conditions would only 

become worse “as the treasuries of the ruling class became smaller.”  Insisting that the city had no 

more money, Scribbins told the crowd that it was foolish to embark on a strike as it would only 

result in the closing of the park.
89

 Historians like Bright have portrayed labour councilors like 

Scribbins as proof that the mainstream left did not pay enough attention to the plight of the 

unemployed during the 1920s, thus squandering the potential of working-class solidarity.
90

  A 

more nuanced argument would suggest that Scribbins, like other labourists with a modicum of 

power within the liberal order, was influenced by conflicting aims.  On the one hand, he wanted 

to maintain that power, and to that end, wanted to pursue and realize practical reforms that would 

help him do so.  On the other hand, he likely was genuinely persuaded that state-mandated work 

relief was greatly to be preferred to private charity.  From both points of view, Hastings Park 
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could be justified as an important concession from the municipality.
91

  But his promotion of work 

over charity was not what earned him the rebuke of the unemployed.  Rather, they critiqued his 

failure to recognize their organization and his commitment to the hierarchical leadership structure 

of city council.  

Edmonton Labour Alderman James East is illustrative of shifting labour alliances.  East 

initially supported the Edmonton Central Council of Unemployed (ECCU) in 1925 and joined 

with Communists in insisting that unemployment was a permanent feature of capitalist society.
92

 

Joined with other labour aldermen, East narrowly lost a resolution to provide the Armories for the 

unemployed.  Yet East eventually tired of ECCU president Ernest Brown after Brown led a strike 

of wood lot workers.  East scored Brown and the unemployed for “failing to rise to the occasion” 

and for forgetting that many of Edmonton’s workers, their partners in adversity, were unable to 

pay their taxes.  East said that the workless were presenting “foolish excuses for quitting work” 

and that it was about time “that all sympathy for them was withdrawn.”
93

  While showing his 

divided loyalties, East’s about-face seemingly originated in something as superficial as a 

personality conflict.  As Frances Fox Piven has noted, for poor people’s movements to be 

successful, they need to overcome the “problem of solidarity” – those who disrupt need to appeal 

to other community members to act in solidarity with their disruptions and accept their breaking 

of rules even when these disruptions cause inconveniences.
94

 

Municipal labour councils did occasionally show signs of disagreement with 

unemployment organizations.  In cities – Calgary, Edmonton, Winnipeg and Vancouver – where 
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the OBU played a strong initial role in organizing the unemployed, labour councils tended to be 

cautious about their participation.  Other disagreements hinged upon racism, anti-Red sentiment, 

and divergent perspectives on the use of public space.  The Vancouver Association of 

Unemployed (VAU) was initially organized in December 1920 with the Vancouver Trades and 

Labour Council (VTLC) as a member organization.  In June 1921, the VTLC withdrew after 

Communist James Smith denounced Tom Moore, the president of the TLCC, and members of the 

VTLC for their xenophobia and anti-Asian attitudes.
95

  Jack Kavanagh warned the unemployed 

that they could not depend on the help of the employed: “The one thing he is concerned with is 

clinging on to that job.  If it means losing half a day, he’d see you in hell before he’d stay off,” 

said Kavanagh.
96

  The VTLC was further censored in May 1922 after Percy Bengough sent a 

resolution to city council requesting newspapers solicit donations to improve public playgrounds 

and provide work for the unemployed, as it was “not allowable or right for them to beg or steal 

the necessary food.”  The VTLC’s response was a disappointment to local unemployment 

activists – only labour alderman R.P. Pettipiece disapproved of the “begging campaign.”
97

 

At a Calgary Trades and Labour Council (CTLC) meeting on unemployment in 1920 a 

wide array of solutions were presented but “Marxians,” who were there in “large numbers,” 

refused any palliatives, as they would only “bolster up the capitalist system.”  The Marxists’ only 

solution, said the anti-Red Alberta Labor News, was to foster trade with Russia.  Thus, they 

“succeeded in handicapping the trade unionists’ attempts to help the unemployed.”
98

  The 
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Edmonton District Trades and Labour Council (EDTLC) also had an on-again off-again 

relationship with the ECCU.
99

  The anti-Communist Le Monde Ouvrier reported a split in 

Montreal over unemployment tactics in March 1922.  It portrayed “old Canadians” as more 

effectively presenting demands for relief, while “newly transplanted Canadian workers” who 

have “limited knowledge of the aspirations of the old Canadians” pushed for direct actions.
100

 

In Toronto, analogous rifts were evident.  After initial cooperation, a split appeared 

between the Toronto District Trades and Labour Council (TDTLC) and the Toronto Unemployed 

Association of Canada (TUAC).  The TDTLC declared in 1922 that it would only assist 

unemployed trade unionists.  It expressed dissatisfaction with unorganized workers who benefited 

from the Council’s political lobbying efforts but failed to “show their appreciation of the attitude 

of the council toward them by joining trade unions when they had the opportunity.”
101

  In 

December 1925, the TDTLC decided to let the unemployed fend for themselves and deny them 

the use of the Labor Temple.  “Why should we run down to the Government Employment Bureau 

to organize these men?” asked a TDTLC member, arguing that the “trade union movement” had 

not benefited from any of the efforts of the TUAC.  “If they want help, let them help themselves,” 

the unionist concluded.  The TDTLC also turned down a request from Rev. A.E. Smith, president 

of the renamed Toronto Association of the Unemployed (TAU), to help organize a demonstration.  
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Smith insisted that the organization of the unemployed had not been the result of the efforts of 

TDTLC but “the direct result of agitation by the unemployed themselves.”
102

 

While such tensions certainly existed, examples of cooperation and support between labour 

and the unemployed abound.  At the national union level, officials did call for numerous reforms 

throughout the 1920s to try to correct capital’s creation of surplus workers.  Many of these 

reforms were aligned with the reformist and revolutionary demands of the unemployed.  Such 

proposals included the creation of a nation-wide unemployment insurance scheme; reduced work 

hours; economic stimulus and construction of public works; public takeover of industry; housing 

loans; restriction of immigration; old age pensions; and abolition of private employment 

bureaux.
103

  At the 1921 TLCC annual meeting, labour resolved, in addition to the above, that 

“the first charge upon industry . . . ought to be the adequate maintenance of the workers engaged 

in it.”  True, not everyone in the TLCC left wing was satisfied with labour’s proposals.  For 

Robert McCutcheon, nothing less than labour’s control of the means of production would solve 

the unemployment problem, while W.H. Hoop took the parliamentary position, declaring that 

only with a labour government would measures to alleviate unemployment become a reality.
104

  

However, many radicals understood that by stressing revolution as a solution, important reforms 

that would seriously improve the lives of the unemployed became more palatable.  

For many within the mainstream left, the notion of a revolutionary army of the unemployed 

conflicted with their belief in the gradual rise of socialism.  Aaron Roland Mosher, president of 

the Canadian Brotherhood of Railway Employees (CBRE) argued, in the language of Herbert 

Spencer, that “if by process of evolution this system [capitalism] can be so revised as to remove 

the difficulties and the causes which brought about unemployment, then the forces of evolution 
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should be brought into action without delay.”  Mosher thought that “revolutionary forces may 

very conceivably replace the forces of evolution in an attempt at improvement, but I, for one, 

should regret exceedingly to see our people involved in a civil war when by rational methods the 

desired changes might very well be made effective.”  Mosher’s evolutionary stance may well 

have resonated well amongst the fully employed.  For those without work the language of 

moderation did little to assist their job searches or to fill their stomachs.
105

 

Local labour councils, especially when they contained a strong minority of socialists, were 

more persistently allies than enemies of the unemployed.  Despite the tensions between the VTLC 

and the Vancouver Unemployed Conference Committee (VUCC), members of the VTLC 

continued to play a role in unemployment demonstrations.  On “Unemployed Sunday” in 

February 1922, George Hardy of the VTLC believed that the fact that “radical and conservative, 

progressive and reactionary worked together in a procession” showed “that the workers could 

stand together . . .”
106

  The Halifax District Trades and Labour Council (HDTLC) consistently 

supported the  Communist-organized unemployed.
107

  The HDTLC rallied to Hugh Pynn’s 

support after he was arrested in an unemployment demonstration.
108 

  Throughout its existence, 

UWAH was regularly backed by the HDTLC.
109

  The Montreal labour council held several mass 

meetings in conjunction with radical unemployed organizations.
110
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John Doggett, Frank Watkinson and the TDTLC organized the first post-war 

unemployment protest to Queen’s Park on 18 March 1919.
111

  The TDTLC endorsed and 

supported unemployment protests in the spring of 1921 despite the presence of the OBU.  By 

mid-May, Doggett called on labour and veterans’ associations throughout the country to hold 

mass meetings to demand Dominion-wide unemployment insurance.
112

  That winter the TDTLC, 

in cooperation with Communists, set up an Unemployment Council of 14 members – seven 

representing the unemployed and seven representing the TDTLC.
113

  When unemployed British 

harvesters descended on Toronto in December 1923, the TDTLC sheltered and fed 65 men daily, 

worked alongside communists in an anti-immigration campaign and supported British harvester 

William Leslie after he was sentenced to six months for vagrancy.
114

 

The Edmonton District Trades and Labour Council (EDTLC) worked closely with the 

ECCU.
115

  The presence of Communists H.M. Bartholomew, John “Jan” Lakeman and Carl Berg 

helped radicalize the EDTLC over 1924, pushing it to appeal to the TLCC to organize the 

unemployed based on the Communist slogan of work at trade union rates of wages or full 

maintenance.
116

  In October 1925 the EDTLC – urged on by Berg – protested the 

recommendations of the public welfare board that all single unemployed men be treated as 
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“vagrants” and be relieved under the auspices of the police department.
117

  Similarly, in Calgary, 

the Calgary Trades and Labour Council (CTLC) worked alongside the CCCU to call for 

unemployed representation on the city’s relief commission, mobilize against low farm wages, and 

force the apology of the Calgary chief of police after he arrested an unemployment activist.
118

   

There was some truth to the CPC’s Worker’s assertion in 1925 that the unemployment 

councils were “not in a very envious [sic] position” since Alex Ross, the Alberta Minister of 

Labour in a United Farmers of Alberta (UFA) government was able to make “all the so-called 

Labor men fly to his assistance” and quell disorder.
119

  There are numerous examples of labour 

politicians warning the unemployed against insurrection.  Yet other avowedly socialist politicians 

– including William Irvine, J.S. Woodsworth, John Queen, R. Parm Pettipiece, James Simpson 

and numerous aldermen across Canada with no affiliation with the Communist Party – 

emphasized the disruptive power of the unemployed rather than attempting to mute it.  

No proof of the alliance of the unemployed and labour was more important than picket line 

solidarity.  The fear that the unemployed as an unorganized mass were susceptible to strike-

breaking was, with some justification, a persistent theme on the left in the 1920s.
120

  But if the 

unemployed could be harnessed by employers to undermine unions the organized unemployed 
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did, on occasion, resist reactionary calls to mobilize the unemployed against fellow workers.  In 

1922, after BESCO and the Nova Scotian government called for 1,000 men to form a new special 

police force to protect their mines from striking miners, the Unemployed Workers’ Association of 

Halifax (UWAH) and Communist J.S. Wallace fought back.  Offering $4 a day, the authorities 

argued that the positions would help alleviate unemployment in Halifax.
121

  UWAH wanted to 

know why the unemployed had been told “the government had no money with which to relieve 

distress” when the province seemed able to afford “the hundreds of thousands of dollars called for 

by the recruiting and maintenance of the Provincial Police.”
122

 

Hugh Pynn, Bill Caswell, Jim O’Connell, J.S. Wallace and members of the Halifax 

Independent Labour Party and UWAH demonstrated outside the Armories on 19-20 August 1922 

where the unemployed were being recruited.  UWAH members barged their way into the 

Armories.  That night hundreds of unemployed gathered at an open-air meeting where they 

promised to picket the Armories the next day and provided circulars to “apprentice scabs.”  Other 

members crept into the Armories and posed as unemployed seeking police work.  The Minister of 

Mines was furious and sent a message across the entire province “that there was an organized 

fight on against the formation of the Provincial Police.”  The province extended its recruiting 

period but after three days had netted only 300 men.  These numbers further dwindled after 

UWAH members including Mrs. Blackburn and Mrs. Pynn visited the homes of the new recruits.  

More were scratched off the list after it was discovered they had police records.  Scrambling, the 

province stopped pitching the work as a solution to unemployment and argued instead that the 

unemployed recruits were “undesirables” who “demoralize[ed] [other] recruits with propaganda.”  

The Maritime Labour Herald reporter suggested that the “slum proletariat” will “save civilization 
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for the capitalists” unless the unemployed offered a “united front.”  Yet solidarity was 

forthcoming and the author applauded UWAH’s efforts in stalling the recruiting process, in such 

a “parasitic city, historically poisoned with imperialism.”  “I saw men who had sold themselves 

for the purpose of defeating the hopes and aspirations of their fellow workers.  I saw not the 

proud look of the honest man about to do something honorable, but I saw a look of shame and 

degradation,” said one UWAH demonstrator.  Of course, this was a two-sided story with recruits 

fervently believing they were saving Christian liberal civilization from the Communist hordes.  In 

all, about 500 unemployed were recruited although the strike ended before most of them were 

mobilized.  The Cape Breton BESCO workers were forced to take a wage cut to $3.25 a day – a 

pittance compared to the $7.50 a day for comparable workers in the U.S.  However, the efforts of 

UWAH and Nova Scotian radicals were a thorn in the side of the provincial government and 

BESCO and proved that some of the unemployed could not simply be bought.
123

 

In 1924, the Toronto Association of Unemployed (TAU) fought the stereotype of the 

unemployed as strikebreakers by joining the picket lines during the Canadian Federation of Postal 

Employees (CFPE) strike in Central Canada.  The strike has been widely regarded as a failure of 

postal worker solidarity because it excluded more radical postal workers in the Western provinces 

and many part-time workers crossed the picket lines, yet the TAU showed how the unemployed 

could bolster weak pickets.
124

  The TAU not only brought banners and protesters; it also passed a 

motion to expel anyone from the association who crossed the picket line.  Aware that they could 

offer no financial support, TAU militants resolved that “after months of wretchedness, [we are] 

convinced that nothing short of a general strike will meet the needs of the present situation.”  “We 
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will not be party to any degrading, low-down dirty tactics as strike breakers,’ declared Jerry 

O’Brien, TAU secretary, adding that the unemployed were in full sympathy with the strikers.
125

 

It would be troubling if there were no divisions and conflicts within labour and the left in 

regards to aims, strategies and organization.  Cooperation and solidarity can be built through a 

commitment to consensual organizational structures and a diversity of tactics.  Activists, rather 

than sorting through these divisions, would have been better off assessing in what ways particular 

goals, tactics and forms of organization limit and/or undermine the attempts of others, especially 

those whom such initiatives are meant to assist.  Labour politicians and organizations deserve to 

be critiqued when they denounce or squash the disruptive and/or revolutionary aims of socialist 

unemployment organizations.  But so too does the radical left when it unwisely denounces reform 

efforts that shift common sense and make revolutionary ideas more palatable. 

7.5 Creating a Counterculture: Regional Variations 

Despite the centralizing tendencies of the CPC, unemployment organizations across 

Canada demonstrated a diversity of initiatives and strategies.  While such tactics as marches, 

demonstrations, public meetings and delegations to political authorities were universal, each 

unemployment organization had distinctive qualities.  In Vancouver, the VAU and the South 

Vancouver Association of Unemployed (SVAU) continued the IWW tradition of holding massive 

outdoor Sunday meetings that frequently began as marches with as many as 5,000 participants.
126

  

Vancouver’s unemployed, more than any other, were dedicated to building large, pan-left 

organizations.  At first VAU and SVAU were organized under the larger WPC-linked 

organization, the Council of Workers, where speakers like parliamentary socialist J.S. 
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Woodsworth took the stage with OBU activists, labour and Communists like Jack Kavanagh.
127

  

Later, the VAU and SVAU were affiliated with the Vancouver Unemployment Conference 

Committee (VUCC) which represented 44 organizations including women, labour and religious 

organizations.
128

  Kavanagh, an atheist but a deeply hegemonic thinker, had no quarrel with those 

who espoused the Social Gospel because if “they did not help the communist cause, at least they 

would do it no harm, and they realized that most of our troubles were from the centralizing of 

capital.”
129

  For W.H. Cottrell, the chair of the VUCC and a member of the Street and Electric 

Employees Union, the VUCC was not out to make a revolution, it was happening on its own: 

“We are not trying to tear your house down; the house is trembling.  Unemployment is a cancer 

the world over.  If this system is yours, then prop it up; we want you to take the full responsibility 

for it,” Cottrell told the authorities.  He went on to suggest that the VUCC was primarily a 

protective organization, defending the most marginalized as capitalism collapsed: “We’re not 

particular about your house tumbling down; but we don’t like it tumbling on us,” he declared.
130

 

The ECCU in Edmonton was the most culturally rich of all the unemployment 

organizations in Canada.  In 1924, Malcolm Bruce praised Edmonton’s Ukrainian Communists 

for their effective propaganda amongst the unemployed and within their children’s school where 

they gave youth the courage to “challenge any authority.”
131

  In December 1925, the ECCU 

organized its own brass band, under the leadership of an unemployed member of the Musicians’ 
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Union.  Instruments were collected by donation, and the band performed at street demonstrations 

and at ECCU meetings.
 132

  On 17 February 1929, the newly-formed Edmonton Unemployed 

Association held a mass meeting at the Rialto Theatre with special performances by the Ukrainian 

Children’s Orchestra.
133

  If Edmonton’s unemployed expressed some playfulness and refused to 

allow the unemployed to succumb to despair, the WCCU/MAU in Winnipeg was unique in the 

importance it placed on casework.  Secretary Edith Hancox and other members regularly 

defended individual cases of those facing eviction and vagrancy charges and/or those threatened 

with being cut off relief.  When Winnipeg’s authorities declared that there was no homelessness 

in the city in 1921, Hancox and Harry Pearce surveyed the city and found 75 unemployed, the 

majority of them veterans housed in boxcars, hotel accommodations on the city’s dime.
134

 

The Toronto Association of the Unemployed (TAU) was among the largest unemployment 

organizations in Canada in the 1920s – in December 1924, it boasted of a 2,500 dues-paying 

membership – but it also was the organization that had the most difficulty in maintaining a 

Communist and revolutionary mandate.
135

  Interestingly, between 1924-1925 when Communists 

struggled the most to control the ideological leanings of TAU, it may have been at its most 

vibrant.  In December 1924 the first ever unemployed newspaper in Canada, the Unemployed 

Review was launched, edited by F. Fleming.  The paper sold for 2 cents and was augmented 

through advertising space by various merchants.  Over 50 unemployed were responsible for 

selling the newspapers on street corners and it was distributed throughout Ontario.
136
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Communists were not happy with the Unemployed Review, however.  They derided Fleming’s 

rejection of a CPC advertisement and the “whining Christian gospelling [sic] tone” of the paper, 

citing issue three’s call to “pray to God and not to Mammon.”  The Communists ousted Fleming 

from the editorship and replaced him with J. Sibbles; at the same time, they forced the resignation 

of TAU president James Birk and replaced him with the social-gospel-champion-turned-

Communist, Rev. A.E. Smith.
 137

 Concurrent with the publication of the Unemployed Review, 

TAU actually won a tender from Thomas Murphy of the ESC to tear down the old Brock 

Residence at 23 Queen’s Park to make way for the new provincial government administration 

building.  This represented an unprecedented attempt by the unemployed to manage their own 

work relief.  TAU successfully lobbied Premier Howard Ferguson to set up a coal range in the 

yard to provide hot soup to the men and hired unemployed women to prepare the meals.  Wages 

were $10.90 for three days of work a week.  Some radical TAU members walked off the job, 

convinced that by getting into the business of work relief TAU was depoliticizing itself.  TAU, 

having ousted some of its less radical members, stepped away from its management role in 

January 1924 after the ESC demanded that only married men were to be given work.
138

 

One of the Halifax Unemployed Association’s (HUA) most novel strategies was the 

creation of a survey sent to leading political and religious Haligonians and provincial and federal 

officials to test and reveal their support for working-class issues, and, in particular their attitude 

towards the unemployment movement.  The Citizen published respondents’ answers and regularly 

chastised the “apathy” and “mental laziness or gross indifference” of both the electorate and 
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prominent citizens for ignoring the unemployed’s questions.
139

  As important as were previous 

attempts by the unemployed to gather statistics on their numbers and composition, here was an 

initiative that examined the temperament of Haligonians on a range of issues – from whether the 

state had a duty to provide relief, to unemployed representation on civic relief committees, to 

whether the unemployed were warranted in turning down work at less than a living wage, to 

whether the city was justified in its abolition of a Fair Wage Clause.  Not surprisingly left 

respondents’ allegiances were with the unemployed and against the devaluing of labour.  J.S. 

Wallace was insistent that the unemployed should refuse work, for “if a man’s wages don’t 

support life he might as well put up with immediate starvation as with starvation on the 

installment plan.”
140

  As would be expected, mainstream political and religious leaders were more 

concerned with taxpayers than the unemployed.  They were sensitive to the notion of a “living 

wage” but only if the worker actually toiled for it.  Most dismissed this knowledge-generating 

experiment as useless to the unemployed and felt the matter of unemployment should be left to 

“international economic experts.”
141

  With such candid responses, the unemployed were better 

able to ascertain friends or foes and assess the strength of unsympathetic sentiment within the 

liberal order.  

7.6 Unemployed Treks 

Anticipating the 1935 On-to-Ottawa trek and harkening back to Coxey’s Armies in 1894, 

unemployment activists marched from Toronto to Ottawa twice in the 1920s.  The first occurred 

in May 1922, when as many as 400 unemployed veterans, under eclectic leadership, drew 

attention to their suffering.
142

  The second march began in March 1924 when William Leslie led 
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46 unemployed British harvesters from Toronto to Ottawa.  
143

 A third trek, from Calgary to 

Edmonton in March 1925, was a climactic moment in the 1920s unemployment movements.  

On 21 March 1925, approximately 125 Calgarian unemployed, represented by the CCCU, 

embarked on a march to Edmonton.
144

  The men were incensed after the province cut off all 

Salvation Amy relief to the single unemployed.  Calgary and the province were dithering over 

relief work for married men.  Alfred J. Boulter argued a march was necessary to force further 

relief and pointed to the continual extensions of single unemployed relief won through direct 

action as proof their agitation was working.  Boulter had tried to muster more trekkers, but they 

were “so destitute that they have not got the proper clothing.”  Boulter explained to the press that 

the men planned to remain peaceful as, after all, they were not the ones with guns.  The story was 

picked up by newspapers across Canada.
145

 

Dogged by the police, the men trudged twenty-two miles for eleven hours in a chinook, and 

through six inches of slush to Airdrie.  In Airdrie, the men were greeted by villagers who served 

them coffee and sandwiches and housed them in a Methodist church.  The next morning the 

marchers were turned out for the Sunday service and, confronted with a snowstorm, they found 

shelter in several boxcars.  Wet and tired the men rushed a CPR freight train and easily overtook 

the five employees.  An APP sergeant and police attempted to get the men to disembark in Red 

Deer but were unsuccessful.  Instead, as the train waited at the station, a group of men purchased 

soda biscuits and other foodstuffs to disburse amongst each other.  The press drew on the 

militaristic language of Coxey’s army, dubbing Boulter General and the CCCU executive 
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sergeants.  Given that at least half the marchers were returned veterans, they were no doubt 

accustomed to the military rhetoric.  In fact, a former Great War sergeant led the marchers.  

Arriving in the Edmonton Strathcona yards “in the inkiest darkness,” the marchers were 

greeted by 50 Edmonton police and over 100 of Edmonton’s unemployed.  The men were 

immediately arrested under the Railway Act for riding without paying fares and they marched 

under police supervision to the South Side station where they were provided with coffee and 

food.  In the morning, the marchers faced Magistrate Primrose.  H. Eardley Jackson represented 

the men, along with Communist Carl Berg.  All the men were questioned and faced a “rigid 

examination” to discover more about their organization, leadership and motives.  A total of 110 

protesters were remanded for sentence until 23 July.  After being searched, they were found to 

have less than $12 in cash among them.  All pleaded guilty. 

Meanwhile a delegation of a promised 2,000 unemployed from Drumheller, Rosedale, 

Midlandvale and Wayne prepared to march to Edmonton on Tuesday 24 March.
146

  Instead, the 

Calgary trekkers were sent home on Tuesday at midnight by passenger train paid for and arranged 

by the government after a delegation met with the Premier but received no promises of either 

work or relief.  A member of the delegation wrote that the province proved to be “bankrupt of any 

ideas, and exposed themselves as perfectly ignorant of the suffering of the unemployed.”
147

 

Attempting to undermine any sympathy towards the plight of the marchers, the mainstream 

press and political officials took aim at the leadership, composition and work ethic of the 

participants.  The Edmonton Journal posited that the trekkers were “wholly foolish,” as the 
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provincial and municipal governments had been nothing but sympathetic to the unemployed.  

Alexander Ross, Minister of Labour, blamed Communists and the I.W.W. for the trek.
148

  

Similarly, the Calgary Herald editorialized that the march would not “inspire sympathy,” that the 

marchers “do not want work,” and that they were pawns of the “I.W.W. and other Socialist 

organizations.”  The Herald believed the leaders had exaggerated the number of veterans who 

participated in an effort to gain sympathy.
149

  In order to further discredit the marchers, a study 

was made by Ross proving that of the 110 men who arrived, 28 had never registered at the 

Calgary Bureau, 32 had only recently registered, leaving less than 50 men who were actual 

citizens and in want.  Walter Smitten, Alberta’s labour commissioner, said that the government 

had already spent $30,000 to offset municipal relief works and appropriated $4,000 for relief to 

single men in Calgary and Edmonton only to have their generosity abused by “foreigners,”  and 

those who clamoured for relief not work.
150

  In the House of Commons, Liberal Finance Minister 

James Alexander Robb spoke against unemployment associations following the trek, calling them 

“bad advertising for Canada.”
151

  The Toronto Star weighed in on the disdain and lack of respect 

for unemployed veterans and the state’s failure to acknowledge that not all the unemployed were 

“shiftless and thriftless.”  The vagaries of capital “pulls down large numbers of workers who are 

industrious and capable as men could be.”  “The country does not owe a man a living,” the Star 

concluded, “but it owes a man a chance to make a living.”
152

 

The arrival of the trekkers did little to change provincial relief policy, although the 

marchers claimed victory and provincial acknowledgement of the need to relieve the plight of the 
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single unemployed.
153

  But if little was won in terms of relief, the march built a strong sense of 

solidarity and comradeship amongst Calgary’s unemployed.  From unemployed teenagers to the 

oldest marcher – “Old Man” Pregler, 76 years old – they expressed their pride in “their 

achievement in reaching Edmonton.”
154

  The leftist media insisted that single men should not be 

discriminated against and deserved the same rights as married men.
155

  Malcolm Bruce believed 

the mainstream press had treated the march with humour in an effort to hide how serious a 

critique the trek had made of the capitalist system.  The trekkers had “forced the yellow Herbert 

Greenfield government to consider the matter,”  although ultimately it had embarked on “terrorist 

methods” to imprison leaders on “trumped-up charges” and break up the organization.  Bruce 

complained of the lack of support from the trade unions and labour leaders and called for the 

silencing of the “whining apologetic note of respectful mendicancy” to be replaced by 

“imperative demands, backed up by organization and determined mass action.”
156

 

Because of the march, the Alberta government convened a conference on unemployment 

with delegates from the Calgary, Edmonton and Drumheller unemployment movements on 30 

March.
157

  A.J. Boulter led the delegation and challenged the government’s statistics.  He claimed 

that there were at least 10,000 unemployed and “part time employed” in the province, compared 

to the 2,000 claimed by the government.  In the mining districts, the coal mines were shut for the 

season, most workers had not seen more than 60 days’ work in over four months, and the 
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company stores were refusing all credit.  The delegation demanded $500,000 be set aside for 

relief work at trade union rates or full maintenance.  According to Premier Greenfield, the 

government had already spent over $300,000 in relief projects over the winter.  If it adopted the 

unemployed’s proposal, “those unwilling to work throughout the whole Dominion” would flock 

“into this Province.”  In the end the delegates left, disgusted with the supposedly sympathetic 

premier and minister of public works, Alex Ross.  They had received no meaningful response to 

their moral critique of a provincial government willing to “sit calmly, while women and children 

starve,” nor to their practical objection to a level of relief ($1.31 for a family of four) that would 

empower Alberta’s coal operators to force down miners’ wages.  The Communists widely printed 

and distributed a thorough report of the conference as a propaganda piece to encourage more 

unemployed to join their ranks and renounce the Alberta UFA government, supposedly their 

“social democratic” enemy.
158

  The On-to-Edmonton trekkers and their hijacking of a train were 

the ultimate expression of the revolutionary politics of the unemployed in the 1920s.  Refusing to 

be divided along single/married or deserving/undeserving lines, thumbing their noses at liberal 

property rights and making a decisive break with one of the more important of Canada’s interwar 

progressive governments, the marchers’ intransigence was not a strategy to win sympathy or 

exact reforms but a direct, albeit largely symbolic and desperate, revolutionary challenge. 

7.7 “Our organization is based on pork chops” 

The old demand for “bread or work” persisted in the post-war years, but even this took on a 

revolutionary tinge.  Demands for food were not requests for charity.  As the Toronto 

unemployed resolved, “the confiscation of our food and the forcible holding back of that which is 

morally ours, produced by us, stored by us, yet owned by others . . . must cease at once if 
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unemployment is to disappear.”
159

  Socialists exposed cases of starvation and shoddy food 

supplies.  Mass dine-and-dashes and thefts from company stores were a staple of the unemployed 

protest in the 1920s.  There had been previous cases of mass eat-ins by the unemployed in Canada 

– at the Toronto House of Industry by SPC-led unemployed in 1909, by the IWW and diaspora 

socialists in Edmonton in 1914, and by “enemy aliens” in Vancouver in April 1915.
160

  But food 

thefts in the 1920s were often premeditated and deliberate attempts to embarrass public 

authorities.  Direct actions around food were throwbacks to the eighteenth-century bread riots and 

implied a moral economy in which workers’ survival trumped profit.  But they were also 

embedded in a revolutionary discourse that argued that crisis-ridden liberal capitalism would not 

provide for the immediate needs of workers and citizens.  By making collective action an 

instrument of self-empowerment and survival, socialists presented the democratizing and co-

operative potential of the emancipatory process. 

Starvation, hunger and poor nutrition were post-war realities for many working-class 

people.  In 1921, the Halifax Citizen reported “hundreds of families on the bread line.  People are 

without food . . . babies go without milk, and mothers are heart-broken over the unpaid bills and 

the attendant anxiety of trying to feed a family on a crust of bread.”
161

  Vancouver’s Mrs. Priestly 

spoke of cases of young children dying of starvation in 1922.
162

  Reports that two men had 

succumbed to starvation in Calgary in December 1926 led to the reformation of the CCCU.
 163

  

Unemployment activists habitually used the threat of starvation as a means to prove the 

bankruptcy of liberal capitalism.  The VAU stressed that 70 families were in a state of starvation 

in Vancouver in December 1920 and warned that “very radical measures” would be taken by 
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“hungry men.” 
164

  “Do you want slow starvation or sudden death?” cried one unemployment 

activist in Toronto in 1921.
165

  At a Halifax parade in 1921, banners bore the slogans, “We can’t 

eat grass” and “Canada the home of fish, fruit, meat and wheat, why should we starve?”
166

 

If hunger were not problem enough, municipal food relief was frequently criticized as 

unpalatable.  The MAU insisted that Winnipeg relief food was “so rotten and putrid as to be 

absolutely unfit for human consumption.”
167

  The unemployed at Montreal’s Meurling Institute 

denounced what qualified there as dinner – a cup of coffee and two slices of dried bread.
168

  For 

the unemployed in Vancouver’s Hastings Park, relief camp food amounted to flavorless beans 

and sour potatoes.
169

  Similarly, the CCCU took samples of the “liberty” steak from Calgary’s 

Victoria Park relief camp to the mayor and commissioners.  Donated by local butchers, the 

burgers were described as “semi-cooked entrails in an advanced state of decay.”
170

  In 1926, 

Edmonton restaurant owners protested to activists that they could not provide a “substantial 

meal” for the 20 cents they received from the city.  In solidarity, the ECCU demanded the 

municipality provide 25-cent meals from unionized cafes.
171

 

Not only was food relief inadequate, its delivery was degrading and dehumanizing.  

Activists deplored how most municipalities offered meal tickets instead of cash or relief-in-kind.  

Instead, they requested cash and/or coupons that could be used at any store in the city.
172

  Others 

noted that relief in-kind was more costly for municipalities, and provided evidence that the 
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“average woman could get better value for money” than did city officials buying in bulk.
173

  The 

VAU advocated the replacement of meal tickets with meals cooked at the Hasting relief camp by 

the unemployed.
174

  Haunted by the stigma associated with waiting in a bread-line, 

unemployment protestors lobbied with little success for less embarrassing relief options.
175

 

As primarily political bodies, unemployment associations only rarely offered up their own 

relief.  When they did, they were wont to run into problems.  In the summer of 1921, the Halifax 

Unemployed Association (HUA) briefly distributed its own charity through the grocery stores, 

relying on collections taken up at the nightly mass meetings at the North Commons, tag days, ball 

games, concerts and picnics.
 
  Tag Days alone netted $1,200.85 in collections.  Within a week, the 

HUA had spent $500 and provided 154 people with groceries, attended to 14 medical cases, 

dished out 240 meal orders and even more for milk.  At first W.C. James, the HUA secretary, was 

lauded for his efforts in distributing relief.  He was fired within a week when a shortage of $26 in 

the HUA coffers was discovered and James was found spending “riotously” and “recklessly 

dispens[ing] food tickets.”  James, a former employee of Imperial Oil, was taken into police 

custody for two days before HUA agreed to drop charges, so long as James took the next 

steamship out of Halifax.  In response to the scandal, HUA decided to “go out of the relief 

business” and turned over the money raised to the city relief committee.
176
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In the coal mining districts of Cape Breton and Alberta, direct raids and appropriations of 

company stores (or “Pluckmes” as they were commonly called), galvanized public attention to the 

starvation conditions of the coal industry and the failure of both the corporation and all levels of 

government to provide basic sustenance.  In January 1922, a Drumheller father with small 

children requested credit in the company store.  After being refused, he stole a sack of flour.  

When police arrived at his house, they found four dead gophers and the bag of flour.  They 

refused to arrest him.  Instead, they told the storekeeper that he would have to arrest the father 

himself, as they could not remain “British” if they contributed to a family’s starvation.
177

 

Law enforcement was not so generous in Cape Breton.  In 1921, the Dominion Coal 

Company slashed wages from $3.80 to $2.44 and closed down half the Cape Breton mines, 

throwing an estimated 3,000 out of work, with the remaining working only half time or less.
178

  In 

dire want, a delegation of unemployed miners from Glace Bay waited on Premier George Murray.  

The province refused to opt into the federal government’s emergency relief plan and Murray told 

the delegates to seek assistance from their employer.
 179

  The Dominion Coal Company owned 

their houses and deducted church dues, doctor’s dues, water rates, house rent and store bills from 

their pay slips.  The Maritime Labor Herald asserted that the miners “are practically held in 

peonage like the negroes in the Southern states.  They cannot get away, because they have no 

money . . . and the employing company holds them in debt.”
180

 

In early January 1922 the Glace Bay Mechanics Local 4522 held a mass meeting: “The 

question is, will Murray call the legislature together and grant relief,” the audience was asked, “or 

will there be bread riots, raiding of stores, and the sending of soldiers with bayonets by the King 

                                                                                                                                                              

1921, 1; “The Affairs of the Unemployed Assoc.,” Citizen, 12 August 1921, 1; “Secretary of Jobless is 

Arrested,” Herald, 11 August 1921, 1,2; “James Will Leave City,” Herald, 12 August 1921, 14; “James 

Leaves Halifax,” Herald, 13 August 1921, 14. Victoria’s unemployed also briefly experimented with 

distributing their own relief.  See “Some Relief for Victoria,” B.C. Federationist, 23 December 1921, 1. 
177

 “Drumheller has Problem,” B.C. Federationist, 3 February 1922, 2. 
178

 Marjorie MacInnis, “Miners ‘Borrow’ Food from Store,” B.C. Federationist, 17 February 1922, 1, 3. 
179

 “Are Unemployed Miners Transient Paupers,” Maritime Labor Herald, 11 February 1922, 7. 
180

 “Pappa, We are Hungry, Sobbed the Children,” Maritime Labor Herald, 8 April 1922, 1, 4. 



 

 

 

360  

government, to drive the workers away from the food supplies and compel them to die of hunger 

in the sight of plenty?”
181

  On 21 January 1922 Fred MacIntyre, a Cape Breton miner for over 

twenty years, entered the Dominion Coal Company Store Number 2, New Aberdeen, asking for 

credit to support his nine children.  MacIntyre’s wife was hospitalized and his 14-year-old eldest 

child suffered from an injured spine and could not work.  They lived in a company-owned, one-

room shack with a dirt floor, a dilapidated stove and a tomato can as a cooking dish.
182

  McPhee, 

the store manager, refused him credit.  MacIntyre asked McPhee to weigh him some butter and 

took it and other essentials without paying.  MacIntyre asked the manager to record what he had 

taken, but McPhee refused.  Other miners followed suit.  That evening another raid ensued, 

netting $8,000 worth of food.  Private policemen called to the scene enraged the impoverished 

miners who threw snowballs and stones.  Six constables were injured.  A third mass store raid 

occurred the following day – a barrel of molasses was rolled from front door to front door, with 

wives helping themselves to what they needed.  The mainstream press estimated that the 

company had incurred over $80,000 in damages by the end of these protests.
183

 

Dominion Coal Company detectives identified suspects.
184

  In all, nineteen men and five 

boys were arrested.
185

  The Sydney press cried out for “vengeance on criminals who steal to feed 

their families.”
186

  Prosecutors, aware of growing sympathy for the unemployed miners, dropped 

the charges against MacIntyre.  UMWA locals passed resolutions demanding Attorney General 

O.T. Daniels intervene and release all prisoners.
187

  When Daniels failed to comply a UMWA 
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local passed a resolution declaring that Murray’s Liberals, by failing to join the federal scheme of 

unemployment relief, had revealed themselves to be “aiders, abettors and instigators of the food 

raiding . . . and are morally more guilty of these thefts than were the [store-raiding] men.” 
188

 

On 11 March, Justice Russell sentenced 13 men for theft, breaking and entering, riotous 

destruction of property and unlawful assembly.  He handed out convictions of two to three years 

imprisonment at Dorchester Penitentiary.
189

  The decision “stink[s] the nostrils of all decent 

citizens” and the laws and the courts are now “smeared with contempt . . . by the great mass of 

the people,” argued the Maritime Labor Herald.
190

  No law is just if it denies a person work, 

starves them and offers no way for them to earn an “honest living.”  Judges, drawing a $9000 

yearly salary, were nothing more than “salaried agents of millionaires to jail the workers.”
191

  The 

thirteen in Dorchester “have done a patriotic duty in showing up the inhumanity, the unpatriotic, 

the disloyal nature of the capitalist laws now in force in Nova Scotia.”
192

  On 14 June 1922, all 

thirteen detainees were released early.  The Maritime Labor Herald argued that the “more the 

uproar, the less likely are the offenders to be punished . . . if a whole community rises, there is 

afterwards a general amnesty.”  However, it also warned that “food raiding gets us nowhere.”  

While it was true that the only thing standing between the worker and his produce was “the store 

windows,” stealing would only cause disruptions to industry.  The real solution to “distressing 

unemployment conditions” would be workers’ ownership of industry.
193

  Still, a mass 

demonstration of disrespect for the law was a powerful revolutionary gesture. 

Dine-and-dashes at local restaurants were also part of the unemployment activist’s 

repertoire in the post-war years.  Unemployed veterans raided restaurants in Toronto and Sudbury 
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over the 1920-1921 winter.
194

  That same year, up to 150 unemployed veterans besieged 

Montreal’s Child’s Restaurant.  The men cheered the women who waited on them as fifty police 

dispersed the crowd outside.
195

  Patrick J. Reid and Charles Hoby, both of the OBU, were 

arrested.  The arrests did nothing to stop further mass eat-ins.  At 11:30 a.m. the following day, 

Walton’s was raided.  As many as 150 to 200 men received a hot meal of stew, bread and coffee 

and doughnuts.  Five more men were arrested.  The city responded by opening the Meurling 

Institute 24-hours and offering three free meals daily.
196

  The Labour World argued that “Hunger 

has ever been the forerunner of revolution” and warned authorities that they needed to grant more 

substantial relief if they want to avoid “the illegal acts of food raiding.”  City official E.R. Decary 

blamed outsiders for the mass eat-ins that were indoctrinating citizens “with Bolshevistic ideas.”  

Put off guard by the militancy of the protests, city authorities opted for tolerance.
197

 

In May 1922, after Vancouver cut municipal relief, several hundred unemployed men and 

women marched to the wholesale district and demanded food.  Responding to reports of window-

breaking and warehouse looting, the police were called in.  “It is a poor return to the taxpayers, 

who aided you with relief work during the past two years, when you contemplate looting their 

stores,” said an officer to one of the leaders.  A day later, a large crowd snake-marched through 

Woodward’s and milled outside Spencer’s.  Only a large contingent of police kept the crowd 

from stealing food.
198

  In January 1923, after 2000 protested Vancouver’s failure to inaugurate 
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relief work for the single unemployed, they demanded to be sent to jail.  When they were refused, 

small groups of unemployed over the next several days sat down and ate meals in the Oregon 

Café, Robson Café, the Castle Hotel Café, Homer Café, and the Standard Café.  They told the 

cashiers to charge their bills to city hall.  The police arrested five men and promised to demand 

the magistrates take “drastic action” in “inflicting sentences.”
199

 

In January 1926, poverty in Cape Breton and Calgary again prompted the bread riot.  After 

several years of sporadic and piecemeal work, bitter strikes, and the constant threat of starvation, 

desperation turned to action in Cape Breton.  On 3 January 1926, miners of Glace Bay raided six 

stores.  Forty men and women were arrested.  J.B. McLachlan explained the raids were carried 

out by those who “have been robbed, lied to, and tricked by employers and especially by the new 

Tory government of Nova Scotia.”
200

  To allay unrest, the provincial government promised a loan 

of $8000 in Glace Bay bonds and urged BESCO to open the collieries.
201

 

By May, the relief fund was exhausted.  Relief was doled out at $3,300 a week to 

approximately 3,000 unemployed miners and their families.  The Maritime Labor Herald berated 

the Tory government: “To Hell with the dirty Tory law that starves us; we will obey the higher 
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and nobler law of nature that is planted in every human breast, and provide for our children.”
202

 

That same month, seven workers were charged with shop-breaking and received up to three years 

in prison.  The Communist CLDL defended the miners and began a petition campaign that 

received over 20,000 signatures from Cape Breton alone.
203

 

After Calgary’s mayor refused to provide relief to the single unemployed, Communist A.J. 

Boulter warned that Calgary’s unemployed would follow the same successful food-raiding tactics 

recently practiced in Glace Bay.
204

  Boulter’s call to action led to a series of food raids that 

clogged the courts, made national news, and publicized the lack of real public relief.  On 11 

January, eleven men were arrested after they ordered meals at two restaurants and refused to pay.  

Fifteen more men were jailed the following morning after skipping the bill at the Utopia, 

Canadian and Balmoral restaurants.  Over 100 unemployed filled the police court as the judge 

rendered his verdict of a $5 fine for each or 30 days in jail.  Thirteen more men raided the 

Commercial, International and New York cafes the evening after the sentencing.  All the 

defendants pleaded poverty.  The magistrate claimed that their poverty was “a good deal [their] 

own fault.”  The men pressed on and another seven were sentenced to thirty days for a total of 46 

men tried and convicted.  Harry Lodge, one of the food-raiders, told the magistrate: 

We would not starve and die like dogs in the street . . . That is the result of my three years 

in Canada . . . In the old country, we were told that we could get work any time we 

wanted it in Canada.  Over here we find that we can only get work three months in the 

year, and then we are expected to keep away from the cities for the rest of the year . . . 

Now we are being chased off the streets.  In the old country, they acknowledge that a 

man must eat, but over here it seems a fellow can die hungry, and they do not bother 

trying to do anything about it.
205
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With the Lethbridge jail filled to capacity, and the unemployed advertising their 

willingness to fill “Fort Saskatchewan if necessary, in order to eat,” the restaurant raids provoked 

the Alberta Labour Commissioner to provide relief work to the single unemployed.  A relief 

bureau was opened, manned by police officers.  The province promised to pay all relief funds.  

Relief entailed two meals a day.  Any of the unemployed who refused employment were barred 

from further assistance.
206

  On 24 January, Boulter was again warning the authorities that the 

unemployed were restless: “Our organization is based on pork chops.  If we can’t get them 

legitimately, we will get them illegitimately.  I warn the authorities again, that unless they want to 

keep their jails full and bring unnecessary antagonism against the workers they had better be 

careful.  They had better supply the pork chops.”  At the meeting, a resolution was passed 

demanding the release of the 46 arrested.
207

  The Alberta government expended over $30,000 for 

relief of the single unemployed in the winter of 1926.  The food thefts worked.  Calgary was the 

only city in all of Western Canada that provided that year for the single unemployed.
208
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*** 

In the 1920s, the demand for a staple as commonplace as pork chops took on 

revolutionary implications.  Communists, OBU activists and other radicals encouraged a 

counterculture that divested the unemployed of shame and instead exposed how the liberal 

order’s attacks on the poor were driven by the demands of capital.  Steering clear of the worst 

aspects of the centralizing tendencies within the CPC, unemployment activists nonetheless 

capitalized on the Party’s unparalleled organizing capabilities.  They also exploited the cogency 

of Communist ideology as it pertained to the workless.  A national unemployment organization 

with clear revolutionary demands, an unemployment newspaper and a sympathetic radical press, 

militant and inclusive constitutions, cultural activities and individual casework initiatives, 

heavily-orchestrated protests and treks to provincial and federal capitals, direct actions that 

challenged the rule of law and property relations, not to mention a roster of extremely dedicated 

leaders like H.M. Bartholomew, A.J. Boulter, Jack Kavanagh, J.S. Wallace, A.E. Smith and Edith 

Hancox, all contributed to the building of a praxis-orientated revolutionary army of the 

unemployed.  No work and no charity offered up by the liberal order would ultimately placate the 

unemployed, promised the activists of the 1920s.  The workless, they insisted, hungered for more 

than pork chops.  Through militant and socialist organization, the radicalized unemployed would 

become the harbinger of a new social order.
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Chapter 8 

Whiteness Unwaged: Empire, Immigration and the Unemployed, 1919-

1928 

In the years immediately following the armistice, unemployment activists and veterans 

linked the unemployment problem to Ottawa because of a perceived duty of the federal 

government to assist those who had fought on behalf of the nation.  In 1923, as radical ex-

soldiers’ movements waned and were subsumed into larger left struggles and Mackenzie King’s 

government announced it would open the borders to immigrant agriculturalists, agitation to force 

the federal government to inaugurate federal welfare was most frequently connected to the 

government’s role in controlling the number of workers entering the country.
1
  In the seven years 

between 1923 and the end of the decade, almost a million new workers arrived in Canada, close 

to double the number that had arrived in the eight prior years of war and demobilization.
2
  

Immigration, authorities claimed, was required to fill the need for a large, unskilled labour force, 

most especially in the agricultural field.  It would be hard to imagine the wheat economy without 

a vast army of seasonal labourers required to harvest and transport as many as 400 million 

bushels of wheat over 2440 kilometres every year; no other country in the world, John Varty 

observes, had to move so much wheat so far and in such an “exceptionally short period of time.”  

Despite these obstacles and only because of a massive seasonal workforce was Canada able to lay 
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claim to being the world’s bread basket representing never less than 24 percent of the world’s 

wheat export market a year.
3
 

As the Employment Service of Canada (ESC) Director R.A. Rigg put it in 1929, one of 

the nation’s great problems was “the necessity for maintaining . . . an enormous mobile army of 

workers which must be ready to drift around from pillar to post, from one area to another, quickly 

and freely in order to meet the demand of industry.”
4
  Labour and the left charged that by 

regulating immigration and the labour supply, by devaluing labour for the benefit of employers, 

and by heeding capitalist demands to saturate the market with desperate immigrants the federal 

government was responsible for excess unemployment in much the same way that it had been 

responsible for the suffering of returned soldiers.  As the Communist Worker explained: 

Every attempt whether by unemployment parades or in the legislatures to raise the 

question of work or relief for the unemployed meets with the retort from the well-fed that 

these things are outside the scope of government.  But the Government can bring 

immigrants into this country [just as] the Government can conscript men when it needs 

them for cannon-fodder.
5
 

 

But the issue of immigration and unemployment was not just the result of Ottawa’s policies.  

Activists were wont to frame the issue as a problem of the commonwealth, a trans-Atlantic 

perspective that insisted on accountability beyond the nation-state.  Canadian activists were aware 

of the efforts of Wal Hannington and the Communists in Britain to fight the island’s soaring 

unemployment rate, the “means test” and paltry welfare.  In fact, the communist-led 

unemployment movements of both countries banded together, especially during the British 

harvest excursions in 1923 and 1928, to expose the economic imperatives of, and the 

corresponding immiseration caused by, global capital and the exploitation of the breadbasket of 

the world.  However, by placing so many of the resources of the CPC into exposing the imperial-
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capitalist underpinnings of the British harvest excursions, the CPC executive was guilty of 

magnifying the plight of the British unemployed over that of the thousands of non-British 

unemployed.  The tensions between the language federations within the CPC (especially the 

Ukrainian, Finnish and Jewish federations) and the CPC executive between 1929-1931 have been 

well documented, yet the explanations that the language federations were conservative, sectarian 

and/or disobeying the direct orders of the Comintern remain unsatisfying.  They gloss over the 

achievements of the language federations, and fail to acknowledge how the Comintern reified the 

white Anglo-Canadian privilege of English-speaking members of the CPC executive by calling 

for the eradication of the groups most closely linked to diaspora revolutionaries.  The CPC and 

Comintern’s acknowledgment of the imperial relationship of Canada to Britain grasped only one, 

albeit important, aspect of the international dimensions of the class struggle.  What was missing 

from the discussion within the Anglophone CPC executive was a critique of Canada as a colonial 

project that welded together diverse, and often radically-inclined, non-British immigrants.  

As we have seen, the unemployed and the labour movement held diverse and 

contradictory views towards immigration and its effects on unemployment.  While some 

labourists flirted with the Asiatic Exclusion League in British Columbia, or called on 

governments to provide work for Anglo-Canadians, not “foreigners,” socialists continued to 

move towards the notion of “abstract international universalism” as they had in pre-war times 

even if this meant obscuring the reality of racial inequality within the movement and the 

workplace.  The influence of the Comintern and an internationally-connected CPC and the 

predominant role that newly-arrived Eastern and Central Europeans played within radical circles 

challenged the simple equation of immigration restriction with labour protectionism, British 

“whiteness” and racism.  Instead of blaming immigrants, CPC unemployment activists targeted 

the immigrant system and government-capitalist collusion.  As the Communist organ insisted,  

We are not against the immigration of any worker who wishes to come to this country.  

We do not for a moment accept the silly bunk about the superior “nordies,’ about keeping 
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this a ‘white man’s country,’ etc., etc.  But when a worker comes here, it should not be on 

the basis of false capitalist representation . . . He should come here, if at all, realizing that 

the chances in all probability are that he will get the opportunity of becoming a member 

of the unemployed.
 6
 

 

On the one hand, the CPC opposed all restrictions to the free movement across national borders 

of all workers and any discrimination against “British or foreign born workers.”  On the other, the 

CPC denounced the “artificial stimulation of immigration” and the forced emigration of Europe’s 

unemployed.
7
  And indeed, many nations opted for emigration not only to solve their 

unemployment problem but also to rid themselves of subversives.
8
 

8.1 Emigration, Immigration and State Policy 

Immigration, internal migration and emigration were felt unevenly across Canada in the 

1920s.  With the U.S. rebounding from the post-war depression faster than Canada, thousands 

between 1921 and 1925 journeyed south of the 49
th
 parallel in search of work.

9
  Changes in U.S. 

immigration legislation in 1921 and 1924 limited the number of European migrants but placed no 

quota on North American workers.  Canada became a conduit for the U.S. labour market.  In 

1924 alone, Canada experienced a “brawn” drain of an estimated 250,000 people to the U.S., 

almost 100,000 of whom were between 18 and 35, at the prime of their working life.
10
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Emigration was most pronounced in the Maritimes.  Over 15,000 Nova Scotians left for the U.S. 

in the 17 months prior to April 1923.  On 26 April, no less than 100 passports were issued in 

Halifax.
11

  No fewer than 3,300 left the province in the first two weeks of September 1923 

alone.
12

  Another 16,000 journeyed south in the sixteen months preceding March 1924.
13

  In all, at 

least 147,000 abandoned the Maritimes between 1921-1931, most of them border-jumping before 

1925.
14

 

Central Canada witnessed moderate post-war growth, but it was out west, thanks to the 

railway corporations, farmers’ lobbies, and Ottawa’s emphasis on recruiting immigrant farmers 

and farm hands, that population grew the fastest.
15

  Immigrants who arrived in the inter-war 

period were faced with bleaker prospects than earlier arrivals.  Disembarking from trains, they 

were herded into one of twelve immigration halls before they were shuttled to prospective farms.  

Good land was scarce, and most immigrants lured to Canada with the prospect of land-ownership 

were compelled to take farmhand jobs offering little more than room and board to perform such 

back-breaking tasks as picking rocks and clearing stumps.  In the winter season, when agricultural 

jobs were scarce, immigrants clamoured for work in the lumber, mining and railway industries or 

took farm work for wages as low as $5 a month plus room and board.
16

 

In the immediate post-war years, government and business anxiety over the growing 

radicalism of workers, exemplified by the general strikes of 1919, prompted a number of key 

changes in government policy, not least of which was the state’s approach to immigration.  

Alongside its expanded role in land settlement and the distribution of labour (Soldier Settlement 

Schemes, the Employment Service Council/public labour bureaux), the government’s Red Scare 
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policies included changes to the Immigration Act.  Order-in-Council PC 2499 passed in 

December 1919 temporarily limited all immigration of working-class people unless they 

possessed $250 plus transportation costs and an addition $125 for every member of the family 

over eighteen and $50 for every child between five and eighteen.
17

  Yet other legislation 

suggested that not wealth but “political and cultural acceptability” was the deciding factor in 

allowing people to enter Canada.
18

  Amendments to the Immigration Act in 1919 stipulated that 

non-naturalized subjects could be deported if they advocated “the overthrow by force . . . of 

constituted law and authority.”  Section 38 was interpreted to exclude immigrants “belonging to 

any nationality or race deemed unsuitable,” while order-in-council PC 1203 excluded Germans, 

Austrians, Hungarians, Bulgarians and Turks and PC 1204 barred Doukhobors, Mennonites and 

Hutterites.
19

  The Chinese Exclusion Act of 1923 ended the Chinese head tax by barring all 

Asians from Canada.  All immigrants were blanketed as possible political subversives.  Despite 

these racist and politically discriminatory laws, capital was successful in bringing over the 

European immigrants it needed despite criticisms from labour and the left.  

The Anglo-Canadian dominated Trades and Labour Congress of Canada (TLCC) was 

adamantly against what were perceived to be anti-British post-war immigration policies and the 

disregard for civil liberties.  While mainstream labour expressed concern that too many British 

immigrants would hinder attempts to obtain fair wage rates, the TLCC demanded the repeal of all 

sections of the Immigration Act that discriminated against British-born citizens and did not allow 

them the “reasonable right of assembly and freedom of speech.”  It resolved that the state provide 

a “trial by jury before any deportation for political offences.”
20
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Ceding to those anxious over Canada’s changing ethnic composition Canadian 

authorities, Anglo-Canadian organizations, charities and the British government all colluded to 

support the replenishment of the “white race” by British stock.
21

  In 1922, to maintain Anglo-

Canadian hegemony and rid England of its unemployment problem, Canada entered into the 

Empire Settlement Act by which Britain provided a grant of up to £3,000,000 per year for fifteen 

years to cover one-half the cost of settlement schemes within the commonwealth.
22

  For British 

officials, settlement would relieve their financial obligations, relax the burden of overpopulation 

and take the wind out of the sails of Communist unemployment agitators.  For their Canadian 

counterparts, British immigrants would help meet the needs of prairie labour and offset the 

supposed threat of non-British immigrants.
23

  Instead, farmers regularly complained that the 

British immigrants, supposedly enfeebled by a decade of social assistance, were unsuited to farm 

labour and no longer upheld their ancestors’ work ethic.  It was not until the apex of the 

Depression in 1933 that Ottawa finally bowed to the pressure of unemployment organizations and 

labour and cancelled all existing settlement schemes.  By then almost 127,654 British immigrants 

had arrived.  Less than 10 percent became farmers and relatively few took up positions in railway 

construction, mining, or lumbering.
24

 

The failure of the settlement schemes led many employers to call on the government to 

bring in continental Europeans to take Canada’s low-paying, menial, and degrading jobs.  

Clifford Sifton’s infamous speech to the Canadian Club in 1922 – in which he called for 500,000 
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“stalwart peasants” from Central Europe to increase prairie agricultural production – suggested a 

shifting balance, one that once again envisaged Central European immigration on a large scale.  

In 1923, PC 1203 lifted restrictions on immigration from former enemy nations and PC 183 

ensured that any European agriculturalist with sufficient means, any farm labourer with assurance 

of employment, or any British subject with suitable capital could make Canada a home.
25

 

The collusion between Ottawa and big business manifested itself in the 1925 Railway 

Agreement.  Allen Seager, John Herd Thompson and Valerie Knowles have called this 

“abdication of federal responsibility” both “stunning” and “remarkable.”
26

  Beginning in late 

1924 the Dominion government granted the railway companies the right to recruit immigrants.  In 

February 1925, Edward Beatty, CPR president, and Henry Thornton, CNR president, lobbied 

Mackenzie King to award the CPR and CNR colonization departments the power to rubber-stamp 

immigrants who could fill often fictitious jobs created by the railway corporations or to take 

temporary positions that were falsely advertised as full-time, year-round employment.
27

  “The 

railway companies broke the law,” John Thompson argues, “not to aid those discriminated 

against by Canada’s nativist immigration policies, but to ensure themselves of a steady supply of 

cheap foreign workers.”
28

  King failed to heed the warnings of a Department of Immigration and 

Colonization that felt its work had been made redundant.  He conceded the railway companies’ 

requests.
29

  In conjunction with a 1926 amendment to PC 183 that granted, in a suitably vague 

way, admission to any immigrant whose services were required in Canada, 369,905 Central 

European immigrants arrived in Canada between 1925 and 1931 (about 185,000 of them under 
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the Railway agreement).  The majority of Railway Agreement immigrants laboured on CPR 

section gangs, displacing earlier waves of immigrant workers, increasing unemployment, and 

creating a pool of desperate workers easily cajoled into strikebreaking.
30

 

8.2 The Challenge of Racism and White Privilege amongst the Unemployed 

New immigration policies awakened xenophobic sentiments within organized labour.  In 

fact, for David Goutor, the 1920s was the TLCC’s “most conservative period.”  The CPC’s 

attempts to block anti-Asian resolutions on the TLCC floor only provoked racist vitriol and 

“contempt toward ‘dirty Communist subversives.’”
31

  CPC activists fought, with limited success, 

to stop the Congress from adopting policies of Asiatic exclusion in its platform.
32

 

In May 1921, the Communist-controlled B.C. Federationist chastised the International 

Trades and Labour Council of Vancouver (ITLCV) for advocating the exclusion of Asians as a 

cure to unemployment.  The ITLCV left the large CPC-linked Workers’ Council coalition, which 

included Japanese representatives, the following month after socialist James Smith attacked Tom 

Moore, president of the TLCC, for his pro-exclusion position.  Smith insisted that the “driving 

out of the country of the Chinese and Japs and Hindus” would not solve the problem of 

unemployment.  The B.C. Federationist agreed that in a period of internationalization of capital, 
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it did not “matter whether the Asiatics are resident in Canada or not, the competition between the 

different nations for markets must continue so long as capitalism exists.”
33

  

The formation of the CPC’s Canadian National Union of Ex-servicemen (CNUX) was a 

direct recognition that Asian Canadians who had served during the war and who were so 

frequently the targets of Anglo-Canadian veterans’ riots deserved to be included in an 

organization of all ex-servicemen.
34

  As CNUX countered xenophobia within veterans’ circles, 

the Vancouver OBU chapter was also recruiting within the Asian population.
35

  Multicultural 

leftist sentiment culminated in a mass meeting at Pender Hall in September 1921 when over 500 

activists met to discuss how “capitalism, not Orientals [was] the cause of unemployment and 

misery.”  A resolution was unanimously passed “opposed to any legislation or action that will 

tend to exclude any workers from Canada.”  Angus Mcinnis of the Federated Labor Party pointed 

out that capitalists were content to bring in Asians to compete with white labour, but when Asians 

started to buy land, they were restricted from competing with landowners.  Yasouri, a 

representative of Japanese workers, and an unnamed representative from the Chinese Workers’ 

Union, both told of the intimidation they encountered as they tried to organize and promised to 

“stand shoulder to shoulder with white workers.”  Socialist W.A. Pritchard thought blaming 

Asians for economic problems was a red herring.  After recalling the 1907 riots, Pritchard 

emphasized the internationalization of labour and how global capitalism no longer needed to 

import workers but could export work – China could now produce steel at a cheaper cost than in 

Pittsburg.  The only way to counter globalization, warned Pritchard, was to drop ethnic labour 

protectionism and organize all workers regardless of their skin colour or ethnicity.
36
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On the other side of the country, the Unemployed Workers Association of Halifax 

(UWAH) took an explicitly anti-racist stance in 1922 after Frank Byers, a single black man, 

complained that he had been sent by the civic relief committee to a job site 30 miles from Halifax 

only to have the timekeeper refuse his services due to his race.  Hungry and forced to stay in the 

camp overnight, Byers found a ride back to the city only to be told by the civic relief committee 

they could do nothing more for him.  The UWAH stated that they would “stand behind Mr. Byers 

[and] that no worker should be discriminated against on account of his race or colour.”
 37

 

Because unemployment organizing was largely left to socialists throughout the 1920s, 

racist platforms rarely found their way into the movement, although there is little doubt that 

individual Anglo-Canadians were apt to blame the “other” for their penury.  The ostracization of 

Jerry O’Brien in Toronto’s unemployed circles is a fine example of the marginalization of 

patriotic and xenophobic sentiments within 1920s unemployment movements.  O’Brien, a veteran 

of five British wars, participated in the socialist-organized Toronto Association of Unemployed 

(TAU) for two years.  By the spring of 1924, O’Brien had created a splinter group of fellow 

veterans within the TAU.  O’Brien quickly positioned himself as the champion of “British” 

soldiers who were “heroes when they marched through London and tramps in Ontario.”  

Communists marginalized O’Brien after he insisted on carrying a Union Jack during 

demonstrations.  They attacked his “nationalist” and “respectable” image.  Communist Malcolm 

Bruce warned the unemployed not to follow “uplifters” who want to sing “patriotic songs” 

instead of carrying the “Red Flag.”
 
O’Brien’s unemployment organization aggravated ethnic 

tensions within the city.  Through the summer, O’Brien’s posse critiqued the city for letting 

contracts to Italians and not bona fide British or Canadian born citizens, especially ex-

servicemen.
 
It was not until the fall that TAU’s Communist contingent ousted O’Brien.

38
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The fact that xenophobic outbursts were isolated within the 1920s unemployment 

movement should not obscure the ways in which government, capital and mainstream media 

succeeded, to some extent, in fomenting ethnic divisions amongst the unemployed.  Commenting 

on the first post-war unemployment demonstration in Toronto on 18 March 1919, the Toronto 

Star dismissed the gathering of 1,500 at Queen’s Park on the grounds that 75 percent of the crowd 

was “alien.”
39

  As other protests throughout the 1920s were similarly maligned, activists 

highlighted the large numbers of veterans in the crowd and pointed out that the majority of the 

protestors were bona fide Canadians.  Examples of railway agents and businesses taking on 

newly-arrived immigrants over single unemployed Canadians challenged unemployment activists 

to stress solidarity over division.  While the Worker demanded ethnic unity, frustrations caused 

by immigrants’ strikebreaking and taking work below prevailing wages ran high.
40

 

                                                                                                                                                              

spring– but the city did not bend even after he stressed that he was in the army for 33 years, earned nine 

medals and was wounded three times – surely he had been someone who had instantiated the virtues of 

obedience demanded by the liberal order.  Life spiraled even further out of control for O’Brien in March 

1927 when his landlady “padlocked” his rooms and kidnapped his three-year old daughter Elizabeth as 

collateral for the twenty-dollar rent.  The landlady told the judge that she took the child out of concern for 

her health and had contacted J.J. Kelso, Superintendent of Neglected Children, to see if the child could be 

put in foster care.  Returned soldier organizations promised to help O’Brien.  Maintaining respectability did 

not win O’Brien much in the way of relief nor did his exclusionary sentiment gain much of a following 
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8.3 The Left and Labour’s Non-nativist Challenge to Immigration Policy 

Although the left and labour failed to repeal noxious immigrant legislation, they did 

strike at the quick of the pro-immigration propaganda war, won support from many municipal 

and provincial governments, and identified and fought against state and corporate collusion to 

overstock the labour market, drive down wages and create widespread unemployment.  They did 

so by avoiding nativist sentiments, expressing solidarity with the unemployed immigrant and by 

deepening their commitment to abstract international universalism. 

To create cross-class solidarity, radicals deflected attention away from “immigrants” 

towards the policies that brought them to Canada.  After Mackenzie King reopened immigration 

in February 1923, the Workers’ Party of Canada (WPC) sent him a protest resolution which 

highlighted the “rotting” of grain in warehouses, the plight of small farmers in tax arrears, and the 

growing unemployment and poverty of workers.  Increasing immigration was a sign, claimed the 

WPC, of the “typical brutality of the profit-seeking representatives of capital” which anticipated 

even “greater potential profit from the employment [and under-employment] of the under-

nourished child slaves of Britain.”
41

  That same month WPC activist Herbert Pallot speaking in 

Edmonton’s Rialto theatre explained to a crowd of hungry immigrant unemployed that European 

workers were better off in their home countries, as they were able to mobilize in greater numbers 

and were “in a position to demand unemployment doles while in this country the unemployed 

have to beg with hat in hand and quaking knees for any assistance to keep them alive.”  From an 

“imperial” perspective, Pallot explained, the unemployed were a greater nuisance in Britain than 

in Canada and they should resist the “carrot” of emigration offered by “capitalists” as it offered 

only the illusion of alleviating the problem.
42

  In 1923 after CPR president Beatty travelled to 
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Europe to encourage emigration and painted a picture of Canada as empty and full of opportunity, 

Communist H.M. Bartholomew retorted that the only “opportunity” was that enjoyed by 

capitalists in their mission to “force down wages and drive a hard bargain.”
 43

 

Municipal labour councils and unemployment organizations from Cape Breton to 

Montreal to Vancouver all passed resolutions post-1923 petitioning the federal government to end 

all immigration schemes, penalize false advertisers and provide immigrants with work at fair 

wages.  As early as January 1923, the Montreal Unemployed Workers’ Association (MUWA), 

with delegates from over 85 local trade unions, denounced government immigration propaganda.  

Calgary’s unemployed demanded that immigrants receive the same reduced rail rate to travel east 

as they received to travel west.  The Manitoba Association of Unemployed (MAU) was persistent 

between 1923 and 1928 in its attack on immigration schemes.
44

 

Labour councils and leftist activists combatted immigration promoters by sending letters 

and press clippings to government authorities and newspapers in Britain and other European 

nations that highlighted the level of unemployment in the country.
45

  The counter-propaganda 

campaign did raise the ire of capitalist apologists.  After the London Star published a Vancouver 

letter warning prospective immigrants of high levels of unemployment, the Montreal Gazette 

                                                                                                                                                              

discourage British immigration the resolution was “overwhelmingly voted down” by the largely white, 
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retorted that the Star did not understand the “seasonal character of employment in Canada” and 

lamented that the Star evidently felt that the “unemployment question” could not be solved by 

“shoveling the unemployed into the Dominions.”
46

 

The anti-immigration campaign was supported by members of the British Labour Party in 

October 1923.  They claimed it was a “blunder” to export British unemployed to other 

commonwealth nations and argued that “financial interests” had no will to reduce unemployment, 

which was in fact their “salvation.”
47

  Similarly, Tom Richardson, former elected Independent 

Labour Party member in Britain, caused quite a stir within the Canadian Department of 

Immigration when he argued, after a five-year stay in Canada, that labour across the dominion 

was upset by the emigration of British subjects to Canada, “not because of any hostility to people 

from other lands . . . but because of the economic and social facts that now obtain in Canada.”
48

 

By the summer of 1924 James Alexander Robb, superintendent of Immigration and 

Colonization, was furious with the left’s campaign against immigration promotion.  With New 

Zealand usurping Canada as the colony most attractive to British immigrants, Robb called on his 

department officials to embark on even more “aggressive publicity,” exactly like that which 

“produced success in commercial enterprise” in order to improve Canada’s reputation as a land of 

plentiful jobs and opportunities.
49

   

The anti-immigrant propaganda campaign was fought not just over European reports on 

Canadian labour conditions but against a mainstream media that blamed the post-war depression 

on labour shortages, not surpluses.  After the Vancouver Sun called for more “broad-backed, 

short-legged people . . .who will be satisfied with just whatever kind of living they can dig,” the 
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B.C. Federationist retorted that the Sun wanted little more than “human oxen, devoid of 

intelligence, with bovine stupidity, so that they will be content to live like animals.”
50

 

Perhaps the most important parliamentary efforts to link federal responsibility for 

unemployment with the state’s obligation to defend Canada’s borders came in March 1925 when 

labour M.P. J.S. Woodsworth moved that the government should accept responsibility for any 

immigrant “at any time during the first two years after his arrival in Canada [if] he is unable to 

obtain employment.”  Even the CPC approved of Woodsworth’s motion, albeit with the proviso 

that the government should also be accountable for immigrants’ financial well-being in 

perpetuity.
51

  From Woodsworth’s perspective, the federal government seemed a model of 

incoherence.  The Department of Labour thought there was a surplus of labour in Canada; the 

Department of Immigration considered the country open for new immigrants.  The one wanted to 

regulate the labour market, the other to deregulate it.  Immigrants lured by false advertising 

should not bear the burden of the federal government’s confusion, nor should municipal or 

provincial governments, Woodsworth argued.
52

 

Despite the defeat of Woodsworth’s motion, public pressure forced King to strike a 

committee in 1928 to look into immigration issues.  The committee called for a modification of 

the Railway Agreement and demanded that the state take control over the “issuance of permits or 

letters of assurance of employment.”  The Department of Immigration and Colonization had 

already begun to curtail the number of European immigrants.  Even before the stock market 

crash, in January 1929, the transportation companies had been obliged to reduce the number of 

immigrants entering the country by 30 percent from the previous year.  In October 1929, they 
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were told to reduce the numbers by another 25 percent.
53

  The changes did little to affect the 

labour situation across the country; as of June 1929, the Worker reported that 5,000 unemployed 

immigrants “swindled” by the railways and the government had been left stranded in Toronto.
54

 

8.4 Immigrant Unemployment Activism, 1919-1928 

That class-based solidarity often trumped racialized division was due in large part to the 

grassroots work of CPC members, not least the Finnish, Ukrainian and Jewish contingents within 

the Party.  They engaged new immigrants in unemployment protest and cultural activities.  

Grassroots pressure by unemployment activists on municipal and provincial governments after 

1923 pushed them to call on the federal government to reduce immigration and assume 

responsibility for so-called “aliens.”  While municipalities frequently posted at rail stations and 

other urban hubs warnings that only bona fide citizens were eligible for relief, the persistence of 

protests by the immigrant unemployed prompted municipalities and provinces to appeal to the 

federal government for help.  By employing a strategy of confrontation with local governments 

on an issue over which they had little control, i.e., immigration, unemployment activists were 

laying the groundwork for the Great Depression when local governments were even more likely 

to promote national solutions to unemployment. 

There was more than a little truth to Anglo-Canadian elites’ fears of radicalism among 

immigrant communities, although Carmela Patrias in her pioneering work on Hungarian 

immigrants in interwar Canada makes the important point that as immigrants engaged in cultural 

associations, struggled to earn a living, and interacted with other cultural groups and Canadian 

institutions, their political leanings could bend to conservative ideology as much as they could be 

radicalized.  Immigration was a politicizing and even polarizing experience.
55

  That said, there is 
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ample evidence that Canadian unemployment protests in the 1920s included Finnish, Hungarian, 

Austrian, Ukrainian, Russian, Italian and Jewish, and even a handful of Asian activists.  Still, 

more historical work is required to assess the participation of immigrant groups in pre-Depression 

unemployment struggles.
56

  In the heady days before the Third Period and Comintern directives to 

disband “language organizations” within the CPC, non-Anglo-Canadians, who made up the 

majority of Canada’s Communists, held great autonomy in shaping their approach to a variety of 

leftist struggles, including unemployment.  Indeed Ukrainians, perhaps more than any other 

immigrant community, helped develop the nature and extent of unemployment protest in the 

Prairie provinces.  As John Kolasky has suggested, unlike pre-war immigrants, Ukrainians who 

came to post-1918 Canada had often been involved in military campaigns to make the Ukraine 

independent while others were refugees who had played a role in radical activities.  Many lower-

class immigrants did not become farmers but were urban settlers and were quickly recruited into 

the ULFTA (Ukrainian Labor Farmer Temple Association).  The ULFTA provided educational, 

cultural and social activities “as a means of disseminating the communist ideology” and playing 

on the desire of Ukrainian immigrants for their “native culture.”
57

  

Alberta’s unemployment movement, in large part because of this Ukrainian influence, 

adopted cultural and creative ways of creating a bond between fellow workers and the 
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unemployed with plays, dances, music and educational programming to an extent that outpaced 

other regions.  Throughout the 1920s, the non-English left was crafting a spirited community – a 

precursor to the much discussed Depression-era “Cultural Front.”
58

  The Alberta Provincial Police 

followed closely a Ukrainian production of “Son of Revolution.”
59

  Undercover police warned 

that Edmonton’s Ukrainian Communist children’s school gave youth the courage to “challenge 

any authority.”
60

  The cultural and artistic leanings of Alberta’s Ukrainian left were evident 

throughout the 1920s in Edmonton and Calgary’s unemployment movement.  On the eve of the 

Great Depression, the reorganized Edmonton Unemployed Association was treated to special 

performances by the Ukrainian Children’s Orchestra.
61

  

Municipal relief throughout the 1920s remained discriminatory towards non-British 

immigrants.  Evidence suggests that British or the Canadian-born were far more likely to avail 

themselves of municipal relief than were members of ethnic minorities.
62

  Anglo-Canadians 

received preferential treatment at relief offices.  Single immigrant men were regularly refused 
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relief.  Asians and Continental Europeans were far more likely to use municipal relief as a last 

resort, if at all.
63

  The statistics suggest that non-British-Canadian citizens experienced 

discrimination and disadvantage not just in the workplace but also at the relief office.
 
  It comes as 

little surprise, then, that immigrant unemployment activists’ primary site of protest was city hall. 

In April 1924, Winnipeg’s city council, still seeking the federal portion of post-war 

unemployment relief for 1922-1923, was inundated by activists from the Manitoba Association of 

Unemployed (MAU) in anticipation of the provincial government’s mid-April cut-off of relief.
 64

 

Labour Mayor Seymour Farmer promised to work with other Western cities to “force recognition 

of the principle that unemployment is a national burden.”  Labour Alderman Thomas Flye 

condemned the “dumping of immigrants” into Winnipeg and believed that Winnipeg would only 

have to care for 2,000 not 10,000 of them if impecunious newcomers could be stopped from 

entering the city.
65

 

One week later 400 unemployed under the auspices of the MAU gathered in the Labor 

Temple and passed the following resolution: 

In view of the fact that the powers that be cannot provide employment for the workers of 

Canada, yet the government is bringing in thousands of immigrants, while hundreds of 

the people of Canada are starving, we therefore call upon the authorities to provide the 

necessaries of life for us and our families or else deport us to the land of our birth. 

 

Mayor S. J. Farmer addressed the gathering and stated that unemployment was due to “economic 

conditions” that were the responsibility of the federal government and not the municipalities.  

Despite his proclamations, Communists heckled Mayor Farmer for his reluctance to lead a 

“demonstration of the hungry” to demand federal aid.  MAU members also criticized the mayor’s 
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policy of denying relief to single men and believed “a Labor mayor of that ilk thought more of a 

few filthy dollars saved for the local bourgeoisie than of the necessity that hungry workers get 

something to eat.”  The next day, “with almost the discipline of a well-drilled army,” a crowd of 

several hundred people, largely comprised of the immigrant unemployed, marched through an 

April snowstorm to City Hall to interview the mayor.  The “ultimatum of an army of workers” 

won the single men rations for another week and married people to the end of the month.  The 

Worker believed the “division between married and single is calculated to break the ranks of the 

unemployed.”  Since there were more single than married men among recently-arrived 

immigrants, the married/single divide had ethnic overtones.
66

 

The Calgary Central Council of Unemployed (CCCU) made the issue of single 

unemployed immigrants its primary one after two immigrants starved to death in December 

1926.
67

  Visiting Communist leader Beckie Buhay called for demonstrations in front of city hall; 

the protests forced the city and province to provide two meals and a bed for the single 

unemployed.  However, the governments quickly culled the relief lists by refusing to support 

recent immigrants who had come to Canada through the Railway Agreement.  The Worker 

admonished local activists to “take strong action to demand humane treatment of these immigrant 

workers.”
68

  In lieu of relief, the immigrant single unemployed were sent to the police and the 

courts.  On 18 January 65 of the men cut off relief appeared at the police station and demanded to 

be arrested as vagrants.  An emergency conference of provincial and municipal leaders led to 

little resolution; Mayor F.E. Osborne was adamant that any money provided should help married, 

not single, men.  The CCCU delegation was not satisfied with the United Farmers of Alberta 

government’s response and sent an ultimatum that they would not be responsible for any actions 
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taken if those struck off relief were not reinstated.  Premier John Brownlee threatened to seek the 

deportation of all agitators.  Three days later over 150 unemployed immigrants paraded through 

Calgary’s streets to the relief office.  They continued to the police station demanding to be 

arrested.  Later that night, in a repeat of the successful CCCU restaurant raids over the 1925-1926 

winter, 60 unemployed raided several restaurants and a number of men were arrested.
69

 

The food thefts by desperate unemployed immigrants continued into February.  The city, 

determined to uphold its stringent residency requirements, moved the relief office into the APP 

police headquarters.  The relocation virtually ended new relief applications, and, despite 

delegations from the CCCU, none of those struck off the relief lists was reinstated.
70

  The city did 

however appeal to Ottawa to assume responsibility for the immigrant unemployed.  While the 

CCCU failed to win any demands, it found support from the Calgary Trades and Labour Council 

and kept spirits alive with its regular Sunday night meetings and demonstrations, paying 

particular attention to immigrant concerns and culture.  As many as 1,200 attended the multi-

language Sunday night “concerts” which kept the audience “in roars of laughter” with sketches 

“depicting their everyday struggle.”  Skits included police court scenes, satires of “the mockery of 

capitalism,” and the trials of the immigrant vagrant.  The concerts also included dancing, 

recitations and music.  Protests against the labour bureau continued; in late May, 70 immigrants 

paraded to the bureau demanding work.  The Worker called on all immigrants to “expose the lies 
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of the government and transportation companies.”
71

  Thousands of miles from Ottawa, activists 

found a diversity of ways to protest its policies and make unemployment a national issue.  

8.5 The Harvest Excursions: A “World Devouring” Critique of Unemployment 

Originally, the harvest excursions reflected the liberal order’s desire to mobilize seasonal 

labourers to protect the interests of prairie farmers and provide the unemployed of the eastern 

provinces with temporary work.  Yet in 1923 and 1928 the Canadian and British state promoted 

the Dominion as one element of a global “lightening” strategy to relieve commonwealth 

unemployment by redirecting British workless to the “bread basket of the world.”
 
  The British 

harvest excursionists did not travel voluntarily but were told that if they failed to apply they 

forfeited their rights to British relief.  The strategy backfired.  Some farmers criticized the 

supposed degeneration of the British pauper, and Communists in both countries publicized the 

false promises of transportation companies, the low wages, and poor treatment of the unemployed 

by farmers, transportation officials and government authorities.  W.J.C. Cherwinski’s research 

into the British harvesters analyzes the “Imperial-Canadian” dynamics of unemployment and 

immigration in the 1920s, countering the prevailing belief among historians that the mid-1920s 

was a period of labour acquiescence and unemployed disorganization and passivity.
72

  Most 

importantly, Cherwinski suggests how the left successfully exposed the imperial and globalized 

aspects of unemployment and forced the government to respond to its criticism of federal 

immigration and employment policies.
73

  While largely supporting Cherwinski’s trenchant 

observations, this section, by drawing more heavily on left newspapers regarding the British 

harvesters, highlights the excursionists’ significance to the larger leftist struggle against 

unemployment in the 1920s.  The CPC-led harvesters proved how useful it is for counter-
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hegemonic purposes to have some basis of unity other than that of joblessness.  Yet the 

mobilization of the British harvesters by the left also reveals how white privilege and Anglo-

Canadian dominance within the CPC executive privileged the plight of British harvesters over 

that of other immigrant unemployed.  

Since the 1890s, harvest excursions, organized by the CPR, had mobilized workers from 

the Maritimes, Central Canada, British Columbia and the United States.  Required numbers were 

determined each year by railway officials, provincial Departments of Agriculture and the 

Department of Immigration.
74

  Unemployed and casually employed coal miners and other 

workers took advantage of reduced rail fare to take part in the harvest excursions.  The harvest 

excursion made the liberals uneasy, as it required a “great army of unemployed, or very 

precariously employed,” something, the Toronto Globe observed, only develops “under unhealthy 

industrial conditions.”
75

 

The travelling young men were notorious for their unruly comportment.  A.A. Mackenzie 

in Harvest Train chronicles numerous instances of riotous, boisterous and drunken behavior 

amongst the harvesters.
76

  Mackenzie chalks up the harvesters’ behaviour to a rough-and-tumble, 

youthful male culture.  Despite their unruly behavior, Maritime harvesters were “zealous 

supporters of the work ethic” and did not express any radical sympathies.
77

  However, the 

harvesting experience could often provoke anger and encourage radicalism.  In some years, like 

1921, acute suffering was the result of overly-ambitious projections of the labour needs of Prairie 

farmers.
78

  A strike of Manitoba harvesters left grain rotting in the fields until farmers brought in 

strikebreakers from the U.S.  IWW members burned grain fields and sabotaged machinery in 
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Alberta.
79

  For the 25,000 hands called to the prairies in 1921, wet weather delayed the harvest.  

Hundreds of sojourners walked the streets in Regina for much of September.
80

  With few 

exceptions, the end of the harvest meant the resumption of unemployment.  Many harvesters left 

without even enough money to pay their fare home.
81

 

The left and unemployment movements were very attentive to the plight of harvesters.  

They paid special attention to those municipalities that denied relief to the unemployed if they did 

not “volunteer” for the harvest.  During the 1921 harvest, after Vancouver relief officer George 

Ireland recommended that all relief recipients be struck off the relief rolls if they refused harvest 

work, radicals urged the unemployed not to go east.
82

  Similarly, during the 1922 harvest, the 

Halifax Citizen warned the unemployed, after two harvest trains had already left the city, that 

unemployment was rife in the west, across Canada, and indeed the world.
83

  

Prairie communities often unfairly blamed their own unemployment problem on lingering 

harvesters.  Farmers sometimes used the glut of workers as an excuse to lower wages.  In the 

fall/winter of 1921-22, Winnipeg’s Mayor Edward Parnell claimed that the majority of the city’s 

unemployed were harvesters and those who were not bona fide Winnipeg citizens should go to 

work on farms at $3.50 weekly plus board (a fifty-cent reduction on the advertised wage) or they 

would be thrown off relief.  Winnipeg labour responded in anger and the OBU Bulletin pointed 

out that the wage-reducing city would only have to make up the shortfall in earnings by drawing 

on taxpayers’ dollars to administer additional relief for Winnipeg harvesters.  The implication 

was that lowered wages meant taxpayers were indirectly supporting private enterprise.
84

  As for 

non-Winnipeg unemployed harvesters, Parnell was surprised to find they made up only a minority 
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of the unemployed, yet he had them registered in the hopes of returning them to their native 

cities.
85

  Similarly, when unemployed harvesters flocked to Calgary and Edmonton in November 

1922, the city warned that they would not be provided with relief.
86

 

In the autumn of 1923, perhaps owing to the exodus of Maritime and Central Canadian 

workers to the U.S., officials voiced concern that Canada could not muster the required 52,000 

harvesters.  Even before Ottawa gave permission to proceed, the Canada Pacific (CPR) and 

Canada National Railways (CNR) told British agents to advertise August sailings.
87

  

Transportation rates were set at £15 from British ports to Winnipeg plus a half-cent per mile to 

prairie farms.  Advertisers promised that no experience was necessary and that labourers would 

earn $4 a day plus board and a 25 percent reduction in return fare if they worked for more than a 

month.  As many as 11,718 United Kingdom workers, mostly from Scotland, took advantage of 

the offer and set sail for Canada.
88

  Many arrived bearing the wounds of war; 95 percent were war 

veterans, the majority married, many of whom were injured, some with “shattered appendages 

and serious lung ailments,” and few with any farm experience.
89

 

Problems began as soon as the 12,000 arrived in Winnipeg.  Many were forced to 

panhandle.  Others, sent out to farms, dropped their tools after discovering that their bosses, 

reneging on the promised $4/day, were “stingy, tough, impatient and demanding.”  Wages were 

often as low as $2/day.
90

  Many farmers simply refused to hire inexperienced U.K. farmhands.
91

  

Desperate for food, adequate clothing and lodging, frustrated harvesters flocked to urban centres 

like Vancouver, Edmonton, Calgary, Saskatoon and Winnipeg or crossed the border to the U.S. 

                                                      

85
 “Local Unemployment Becoming Serious,” OBU Bulletin, 17 November 1921, 1, 4. 

86
 Globe, 2 November 1922, 6.  For similar warnings in 1923, see “A Cruel Blunder,” B.C. Federationist, 

16 November 1923, 4. 
87

 This was only the second of three attempts to bring in British harvesters.  The first, in 1906, caused little 

disturbance within leftist circles.  The same could not be said for the 1923 and 1928 harvest excursions.  

See Cherwinski, “‘Misfits,’ ‘Malingerers,’ and ‘Malcontents,’” 274. 
88

 Cherwinski, “A Miniature Coxey’s Army,” 144. 
89

 Cherwinski, “A Miniature Coxey’s Army,” 144. 
90

 Art Shields, “Exploiting Harvest Workers,” Maritime Labor Herald, 17 November 1923, 7. 
91

 “No Jobs for Many from Old Country,” Maritime Labor Herald, 25 August 1923, 4; “British Harvesters 

Duped,” Maritime Labour Herald, 30 August 1923, 4.  



 

 

 

393  

Labour newspapers across Canada denounced the “exploitation” of the ill-paid harvesters.
92

  The 

B.C. Federationist reprinted the British advertisements for harvesters after noting that over 3,000 

Alberta miners were unemployed.  Why, it asked, other than to lower wages, did such recruiters 

lie about labour conditions in the western provinces?
93

 

According to Cherwinski, Communists and members of the One Big Union (OBU) 

“welcome[d] the harvester movement for the potential political points which could be scored.”  

Both radical groups believed the harvesters were more aware of their “status in society” than the 

average Canadian and were more prone to militancy.
 94

  In late August and early September, the 

OBU and Winnipeg CPC held numerous demonstrations in Winnipeg’s Market Square and 

embarked on a letter-writing campaign to newspapers throughout Canada and the “old Country.”  

“It is not the fault of these men that they are in such a plight, but rather of this deplorable system 

followed in placing harvest help,” said Edith Hancox, member of the Manitoba Association of 

Unemployed (MAU) and a rare woman’s voice on the issue.  Hancox explained that many quit 

work due to improper food, poor accommodations, the strenuousness of the work and poor 

wages.  Nothing, she told a crowd of harvesters, less than union wages or free transportation back 

to England would quell the unrest.
95

  Instead, officials offered jobs in bush or railway 

construction at 20 cents an hour.  The Saskatchewan government offered harvest jobs at the rally 

at $4 day.  The offer was rejected unless the men could sign contracts from employers on the 

spot.
96

  Despite such complaints, the 1923 harvest boasted the largest crop on record.  As the 
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harvest ended, mainstream opinion was divided between those urging their return home and those 

who hoped they would find permanent farm work attractive.
97

 

Over a third of the harvesters, unemployed and seeking work or transportation home, 

ended up at Winnipeg Immigration Halls.  Through vacancies listed at the Winnipeg Employment 

Service of Canada (ESC) over 900 were sent to farms across Canada, another 160 were given 

bush work, 76 found employment on the railways and 98 accepted jobs as general labourers.
98

 

Others complained of the work offered and stated that as unemployed skilled tradesmen they 

would rather “go to gaol than accept farm and bush work.”  As Communist Leslie Morris 

remarked, the British harvesters had failed to find “their Eldorado.”  Rather than adding to the 

surplus pool of labour and lowering wages, the harvesters organized and demanded local charity 

associations provide them with beds and two thirty-cent meals a day.  In most major prairie 

centres, the authorities complied.
99

  The immigration department also agreed, after protests from 

Edith Hancox and the MAU, to offer reduced rail fares to those seeking industrial jobs in central 

Canada.  Over 1,700 men rode east.  The MAU denounced Winnipeg for cutting British 

harvesters, now dubbed “transients,” from relief in December but considered their agitation to 

secure transportation east a victory.
100

  In all, somewhere between 1,000 and 2,500 of the 12,000 

harvesters were deported or voluntarily returned to Europe.
101

 

Hard times lay ahead for harvesters once the grain was threshed and stored.  Edith 

Hancox reported the story of 19-year old British harvester, Willie Jones who, penniless after the 

excursion, buried himself in a haystack for 13 days awaiting death.  By the time the farmer found 

the boy, both his feet required amputation due to frostbite.  Hancox admonished the Winnipeg 
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Evening Tribune for stating that the boy ought to have reported himself to immigration to receive 

a free deportation, as she believed it was more likely he would have been jailed as a vagrant.  

Sympathetic labour groups sought to raise the $300 necessary to provide Jones with a pair of 

wooden legs.
102

  Refusing to die quietly in a haystack, another Scottish harvester was arrested in 

New Westminster in January 1924 after breaking into a boat for shelter and stealing some food.
103

 

Not all harvesters were militant leftists; some were desperate enough to act as 

strikebreakers.  Allen Seager and Lani Russwurm have described how British harvesters, 

alongside UBC and Vancouver high school students, were among the 1,000 strikebreakers called 

in by the Shipping Federation to break the October 1923 longshoremen’s strike.  The “disastrous” 

strike, often cited as an example of the weakness of labour in the early 1920s, ended in an open 

shop, with wages and work conditions dictated by the master stevedores.
104

  The strikebreakers 

were protected by 350 private constables “armed with shotguns and revolvers” and were provided 

“luxurious” lodging on the Canadian Pacific Railway’s ocean liner, the Empress of Japan and 

two other ships.  The CPR, responsible for much of the false advertising luring harvesters from 

the United Kingdom, employed them in just the way many in labour feared – as hungry workers 

desperate for a livelihood, even if finding a job meant selling out other members of their class.
105

  

In the House of Commons, J.S. Woodsworth related the story of two British harvesters enticed to 

British Columbia for lumber work only to find they were to act as strikebreakers.  Unlike 20 

others who refused the work, the two men laboured for a month to pay back some of their debt to 
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the transportation companies.  Leaving camp, unemployed, they stole a rifle and sold it for food 

only to be arrested.  The judge was lenient and stated that the men had been “enticed out to 

Canada on false and misleading promises” and were “victims of railway corporation cupidity.”
106

  

Many other British harvesters refused to act as strikebreakers.  British harvester Geo. F. Burford 

stated emphatically that he did not want jobs at $5 a month and that he did not want “their 

[capitalists’] dirty blood money” when they offered him work as a strikebreaker.
107

 

Criminal acts and reactionary strikebreaking were not the only ways that British 

harvesters expressed their frustration.  Some became important figures and activists within the 

Canadian left.  The Workers’ Party of Canada (WPC) can be largely credited for channeling the 

harvesters’ frustration into acts of solidarity with the Canadian labour movement.  In November, 

the WPC Farmers’ Union offered to provide farm produce for unemployed harvesters stranded in 

urban centres.  Discussions at a WPC executive meeting in December led to suggestions that all 

WPC unemployment organizations should endeavor to link up with British harvesters and assist 

them in their cause.
108

  It is no surprise that Toronto, as the Anglo-centric capital of the WPC, 

became the focal point of British harvester agitation over the 1923-1924 winter. 

By December 1923, British harvesters in Toronto had become a burden on municipal 

relief.  About 250 to 300 of them were challenging the city’s residency relief requirements.  To 

eke out a living some turned to panhandling or snow shoveling at 15 to 25 cents an hour while 

others began to organize with the Toronto WPC and the Toronto District Trades and Labour 

Council (TDTLC).  While church groups and the British Welcome and Welfare League offered 

food and shelter to some, others took perilous work, including three who were killed by a 

locomotive while working in the CNR yards.  In mid-December, led by William Varley, secretary 
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of the TDTLC, and Communist Tim Buck, the harvesters petitioned Toronto’s city hall and the 

federal labour department.  The Labour Temple became the organizational centre for the British 

harvesters while the TDTLC, the Toronto OBU chapter and the Toronto Communists all vied to 

channel the militancy of the British harvesters into their labour and revolutionary platforms.
109

 

James Law and William Leslie emerged as the leaders of the Toronto British harvester 

movement.  James Law was not a harvester but a marine engineer from Scotland who immigrated 

in the spring of 1923.  Suffering from trench foot, the ex-serviceman took unskilled jobs in 

between stints of unemployment.
110

  Surveilled by the RCMP, Leslie, a Scottish Communist, who 

was “loquacious and pedantic” according to the Globe, first created waves during a speech at the 

Labour Temple in December in which he promised to mobilize the unemployed “to sweep 

Canada’s ‘shining bald heads’ from power.”  In February 1924, Leslie broke an immigration 

office window in an effort to be deported and raise awareness of the harvesters’ plight.  Leslie 

was sent to jail and examined for mental illness.  The CPC and the Amalgamated Society of 

Carpenters and Joiners (ASCJ) supported him.  The ASCJ passed a resolution stating that Leslie 

was a good union and family man but had been victimized by immigration agents.  Far from 

insane, Leslie wished to reunite with his family.  The ASCJ called for a halt to immigration of all 

mechanics until unemployment no longer existed and Canada had inaugurated a system of 

unemployment insurance.
111

  Several months later, on 15 May 1924, Leslie was arrested for 

soliciting 70 cents on the street and was convicted to six months in prison.  Heralded as a martyr 

by fellow harvesters and the Canadian left, Leslie proclaimed: “Though I am put behind prison 

bars I will strike when I come out, remember that, and I will be taken out either dead or alive.”
112
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In early March, Law and Leslie formed the British Harvesters’ Immigrant Group later 

called the Harvesters’ and Immigrants’ Union (HIU).  Word of its agitation on behalf of 21 

harvesters who were “imprisoned in cells and deprived of fresh air and exercise” in a Halifax 

deportation centre even reached the British House of Commons.  The HIU planned a 300-mile 

march from Toronto to Ottawa to raise awareness of the continued suffering of the harvesters.
113

  

On 15 March 1924, 46 harvesters, carrying bundles on their backs, and festooned with banners 

drawing attention to “Stranded British Harvesters Starving in Land of Plenty,” left Toronto for 

Ottawa.  The RCMP secret service was embedded in the march and the OPP and local police also 

followed the harvesters en route.  Government authorities were anxious that the marchers could 

harm “Canada’s imperial immigration and settlement policies.”  Immigration Minister James 

Robb ensured that the marchers were offered jobs in every community they stopped at along the 

way.  The harvesters were cordially received; in Kingston they were provided with cash, clothing, 

tobacco and entertainment and over 200 showed up to a rally in support.
114

 

After enduring snowstorms, 31 harvesters arrived in Ottawa.  On 1 April, a delegation 

met with J.S. Woodsworth who introduced them to Robb, Prime Minister Mackenzie King and 

Labour Minister James Murdock.
115

  Robb accused the men of being “work-shy,” since they had 

refused work at mining and lumbering camps.  They explained that the offers of $15 a month for 

farm work were inadequate.  Scottish delegates also observed that if they returned to Britain they 

could be convicted and jailed for desertion of their families if it were discovered they had worked 

in Canada and had not sent money home.  The HIU demanded work at a living wage or 

government assistance and an end to all misleading representations.  King, admiring them for 

their “pluck,” refused to provide relief.  Instead, he shifted the responsibility, claiming they 

should seek redress from the duplicitous U.K. advertising agencies.  The Worker argued 
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otherwise, claiming that Ottawa “is largely, if not wholly, responsible for their plight.”  The 

government, and the “official liars” touring the U.K in search of unwitting emigrants, must be 

held accountable along with their “paymasters, the transportation companies and the employers of 

Canada.”  The trekkers were sent back to Toronto by train on the government’s dime.  Without 

assistance from Ottawa, many considered the march a failure, including delegate Fleming and 

Lucy Woodsworth, who ended her widely published report on the march with the declaration: 

“Foolish men, to think that they could secure justice by going to Ottawa.”
116

 

Debates surrounding the British harvesters of 1923 continued into May 1924.  In 

parliament, T.L. Church, M.P for North Toronto, criticized the “lack of system in the way British 

harvesters were brought out – left without employment and at the mercy of charity.”  Donald 

Sutherland, Conservative MP, said that the harvesters’ misfortunes had been well advertised.  He 

was pleased to hear that ringleader Leslie had been sentenced to 6 months.
117

  J.S. Woodsworth 

denounced Sutherland for his “harsh” words and placed the blame squarely on false advertising to 

immigrants.  Woodsworth believed Canadians “should vigorously refrain from wholesale 

condemnation of men who came to a new country” only to be “driven from pillar to post,” unable 

“to gain a foothold” in a land of abundance.
118

 

For Cherwinski, the HIU and the harvesters’ movement was thwarted by its secular 

nature – too many of the British harvesters were religious, he claims, and Leslie’s socialism 

worked to alienate the movement from the full support of labour.
119

  Certainly, neither secularism 

nor socialism were mainstream perspectives.  That the CPC spent time and energy exposing the 

plight of British harvesters in a way incommensurate with any work they did on behalf of the 
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non-British unemployed immigrant suggests it understood that an unemployed white English-

speaking man was far more likely to gain public sympathy than the unemployed immigrant 

“other.”  That someone like Leslie could quickly gain the ear of CPC executives also speaks to 

the kind of social capital a Scotsman could have, by virtue of his ancestry alone, within the CPC. 

The protests of the British harvesters were not made entirely in vain.  For Cherwinski, the 

march “struck at the vitals of Canada’s immigration activities in the post war years,” and, by 

protesting the conditions of labour in harvesting the “Imperial cornucopia, the source of food for 

the world,” the excursionists turned what might have been a “triumph for imperial solidarity” into 

a “public relations embarrassment.”  As Communist J.A. MacDonald put it, “when they [the 

harvesters] got to Canada theirs was the fate of all those who run away from a social system that 

is . . . world-devouring.  They ran away from capitalism in Europe to run into its arms in 

Canada.”
120

  The movement also proved to be a propaganda boon for the Canadian left.  Lacking 

“the traditional support from kinship groups,” a “small but aggressive minority” of harvesters had 

turned to “organized dissidents.”  The left, in turn, was aware that the media was largely silent on 

the suffering of Canada’s unemployed (especially newly-arrived immigrants).  The experience of 

ex-servicemen from the mother country hoodwinked by transportation companies, governments 

and employers was big news.  And judging by the doggedness in which the government tracked 

the harvesters’ every move, the state was well aware of the bad publicity they represented.
121

 

On 12 December 1924, with an estimated 3,800 unemployed in Greater Vancouver, 

unemployed British and Western Canadian harvesters forced their way into City Hall, and took 

possession of council chambers.  The police were called in to maintain order and Mayor William 

Owen spoke to the protestors.  Many claimed they had not eaten for days.  The city promised   

them work on the trans-provincial highway.  The VTLC and other trade unions wrote to labour 
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officials in England, Scotland and Wales to discourage immigration.  The B.C. Federationist 

denounced the “swindle’ of shipping companies and government immigration officials:   

The fact is the whole scheme is a hateful fraud to extract the hardly collected means of 

these lads to get here, not caring a continental what becomes of them, satisfied to gather 

in everything for the sake of the cursed dividends, and to swamp the already over-

crowded ranks of workers by the addition of more slaves.  

 

The leftist paper said all of those who had colluded to bring out British harvesters should be 

charged with fraud and be compelled to pay out damages.
122

 

One would think that the public relations disaster of the 1923 harvest would have 

convinced the government to avoid future excursions of British harvesters.  However, when 

authorities claimed a work force shortage during the 1927 harvest and predicted the need for 

75,000 harvest hands in 1928, British officials pushed hard for Canada to absorb their 

unemployed.  Meanwhile reports of the IWW organizing U.S. harvesters deterred Ottawa from 

looking south of the border.  Despite protests by labour, including the TLCC, and the hesitation 

of the Immigration Department, the government announced that it would seek 10,000 overseas 

harvesters (in the end only 8,500 arrived).
123

 

Smarting from the bad press they had received in 1923, the transportation companies 

proceeded on the understanding that the British government would assume the return fares for 

any “misfits.”  The cost of transportation from Britain to Winnipeg was £12, with the British 

Overseas Settlement Committee providing £3 towards the expense and addition £2 to cover 

miscellaneous expenses and travel beyond Winnipeg.  Harvesters were required to be single, or if 

married, travelling with their spouse’s permission.  Thousands crowded Britain’s twelve 

examination centres with the hopes of making the cut.  Many were coal miners, unemployed 
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since the General Strike of 1926.  The authorities rejected more than half of the 25,000 applicants 

for failing to pass the medical examination.  In all the CNR transported 6,000 harvesters and CP 

another 2,500.  Arriving in Winnipeg in August the men were crowded into immigration halls for 

several nights before being shipped out to their farm jobs.  Between 600 and 800 left immediately 

for the U.S. while others rode to Vancouver only to be stranded.  As was the case in 1923, farm 

owners did not uphold the promises of wages between £3 to £5.  In addition, the increased use of 

the combine-thresher and competition with the more experienced Canadian harvester made it 

difficult for the British emigrant to find decent-paying harvest work.
124

 

Low wages and the treatment meted out to the harvesters exposed not only the 

duplicitousness of the transportation companies but the attitudes of Canadian farmers, political 

leaders and labour towards the young, impoverished British workers travelling to Canada.  For 

those within the labour movement, many doubted whether the British harvesters had any plans to 

become agricultural workers; instead, they desired to enter the urban workforce and “harvest in 

the city,” thereby only increasing the pool of surplus labour.  Reports of harvesters being used as 

strikebreakers only added to the disgust of certain portions of the labour movement.
125

  Those 

who had called on British harvesters to help replenish and bolster a white British Prairies were 

among the first to “dismiss” the harvesters as lazy, “imported urbanites,” incapable of 

“assimilation” upon their arrival.  Numerous media reports characterized the harvesters as a new 

breed of Englishmen, “products of the dole and unemployment insurance, which sapped their 

strength and made them unable and unwilling to work.”  If the mainstream newspapers often 

channeled the disparaging remarks of farm owners, they also tended to downplay the unrest of the 
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harvesters.  They were quick to conclude that the 1928 British harvest excursion, like that of 

1923, had been an outstanding success.
126

 

Contrary to the dominant rhetoric disparaging the British harvesters’ work ethic, they 

were not lazy due to the dole but politicized by their experiences of labour in interwar Britain.  It 

was not, as Mackenzie has suggested, that the harvesters were “unprepared for the work,” and 

that “unemployment, poor food, and class hostility had left them physically weak and festering 

with hatred for all employers.”  Rather, they understood that the withdrawal of their labour was 

the best way to exact retribution from a commonwealth that had kept them in abject poverty.
127

  

Unlike the majority of 1923 harvesters, the unemployed and striking coal miners arriving 

in 1928 were often linked to the Communist Party of Great Britain (CPGB) and other leftist 

organizations.  With such radical affiliations, they were in a dangerous position to highlight the 

exploitation of harvest labour as a problem of globalized capital.  Even before they left British 

soil, the CPGB tried to disrupt emigration by agitating outside the labour exchanges.  Canadian 

Communists reported on the work of the CPGB after its militants occupied the labour exchange 

in Wigan and “exposed the emigration cheap labour stunt.”
128

  The Canadian government’s desire 

to recruit from mining districts, ostensibly due to a belief in the miners’ physical prowess, 

unwittingly placed it at the mercy of Communists.  CPGB activists organized many of the 

harvesters while crossing the Atlantic.  They ironed out a campaign to “hire all or hire none.”  For 

some radicals the object was never to obtain farm work but to use the harvest as a soapbox to 

agitate more broadly around the issue of migrant labour.
129

  

Upon arrival, the radical harvesters established contact with CPC activists and denounced 

Britain’s attempt to offload its social problems.  Initially the CPC press reported that the British 
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miner-harvesters had arrived “full of hope” but after a period of “toil and moil” in the prairies, 

would soon be convinced that they had been duped.
130

  According to Mackenzie, Communist 

Tom McEwen, who would eventually lead the CPC’s Workers’ Unity League in the 1930s, first 

cut his teeth on socialist philosophy by working with the harvesters; in actuality, McEwen had 

been the district CPC organizer since 1927 and had dabbled in socialist politics since 1919.  

However, despite the fact that the harvesters’ movement does not appear in his memoirs, 

McEwen did devote much of his energy to the miner-harvesters’ cause.
131

  A pamphlet produced 

by McEwen outlined the CPC’s position on harvesting and the particular experiences of the 

British harvesters.  McEwen argued that the goal of the British harvest excursion was to “relieve 

British industry and British capitalism of the burden of maintaining a tremendous army of surplus 

labor.”  “Dumping” the emigrants into Canada served to bring “labor power [to] a rock bottom 

price by virtue of its abundance.”  McEwen reported that the miners were receiving only $1 to $2 

for stoking and $3.50 for two days threshing.  McEwen also suggested that the introduction of 

176 combines in 1926 and another 530 in 1927, according to CPR reports, was diminishing the 

need for harvest excursions.
132

  Another pamphlet issued by the Committee of British harvesters 

discussed the “tramping” between cities to “seek redress” for poor wages, scarce jobs and shoddy 

conditions.  Calling on the miner-harvesters to organize, the committee lamented that so many 

had to “sleep on river banks” and “seek shelter in jails.”  The committee dismissed British Labour 

politician J. Ramsay MacDonald who praised the “glad hand of ‘welcome’” he had recently 

received visiting Canada while the harvesters were maligned as lazy, inexperienced and greedy.
133

 

With the help of local CPC and radical activists, the British harvesters caused havoc 

almost as soon as they arrived.  The men complained of shoddy provisions over the course of 
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their travels and claimed they had been “robbed all the way across.”  In Calgary, several hundred 

people protested at city hall.  They demanded that the Immigration Department repatriate fifty 

men who had refused “starvation wages” of $1.50 to $4.00 per day.  Over 25 of the men were 

sleeping on the floor of the Labour News Hall and credited Communist organizers for winning 

them the first bed and food they had received in weeks.  Similar protests occurred in Drumheller 

causing the British Minister of Labour to send a senior financial officer to act as a “trouble 

shooter” and to pay for any “legitimate” costs of housing and transporting harvesters.  In 

Saskatoon, men gathered in front of the CNR station and complained that the offer of $5 a day 

had been reduced to $2 a day.  By 23 August, many declared destitution.  Within two weeks of 

arrival, British harvesters were prominently begging in the streets of Swift Current.  In Moose 

Jaw, 21 British harvesters threatened an ambitious (although unrealized) trek to Montreal to raise 

awareness of their plight.  Western newspapers were awash in stories of suicides and tragic deaths 

of British harvesters.  In Regina, the provincial government bent to pressure and provided men 

with thirty-five cent meal vouchers.
134

  

In Winnipeg, the first meeting of harvesters in Market Square on 28 August, organized by 

the CPC and McEwen, demanded free transportation home for the emigrants so they could 

“become disillusioned ambassadors for the Workingclass[sic]” and advocates of full 

maintenance.  On 2 September, a crowd visited city council and the Winnipeg Trades and Labour 

Council (WTLC) to demand a guarantee they would receive promised wages, free transportation 

from the transportation authorities, and complimentary food and shelter prior to deportation.  The 

WTLC promised to assist.  Two days later, another rally attended by 500 people brought together 
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competing leftist activists, including Communists Tom McEwen and W.N. Kolisnyk (city 

councilor) and OBU militant Chas. Lester.  It called for the immediate return of the harvesters to 

Britain.  The men won two meals a day as a temporary measure but 330 “unfit” harvesters were 

kept in an “underground cage” (in reality a gated immigration hall underneath Union Station) 

guarded by two RCMP officers, ostensibly to prevent them from hawking their relief coupons.  

British delegates of the Empire Parliamentary Association, including Labour MP Thomas 

Johnson, toured the “cage” and their aghast response filled the newswires.  “British Citizens . . . 

are not in the habit of being treated that way,” said Johnston.  The British headlines read, 

“Harvesters Caged Underground.”  Local media denounced the reports but the story was picked 

up in Europe and the United States and the damage was done.  The “caged” harvesters were sent 

out on a special train east.
135

 

After the 330 were sent back to Britain, another crowd of emigrants sought shelter in 

Winnipeg’s immigration halls.  J.S. Woodsworth spoke to the miner-harvesters in Winnipeg’s 

Market Square.  Harvesters were involved in “ugly disturbances” that had to be regularly broken 

up by police.  Some, like George Sweeney, were sentenced to three months in jail for protesting 

against their conditions.  Other unruly agitators were placed in confinement awaiting deportation.  

By late September another 1,377 had returned to Britain.  As winter set in, work became scarce 

and wages dropped to $5 to $15 a month plus board.  Harvesters clamoured to return home.  In 

all, 6,368 returned to Britain and only 1,200 to 1,400 settled in Canada.  Few, however, were able 

to find industrial jobs, especially after the federal and Ontario labour departments ruled that they 

would not provide city jobs to the harvesters.  Only a third of the harvesters could pay their return 

                                                      

135
  ”Many Harvesters Reported Walking Roads Seeking Work,” Manitoba Free Press, 30 August 1928, 

1,4.; “Indigent Harvesters From Great Britain Appeal for Transportation Home,” Manitoba Free Press, 5 

September 1928, 6; “Harvesters’ Charges Refuted by Gelley,” Manitoba Free Press, 6 September 1928, 4; 

“Gelley Declares Charges are False,” Manitoba Free Press, 7 September 1928, 1,3; “ David Kirkwood 

Seeks Details of Charges,” Manitoba Free Press, 7 September 1928, 18; Tom McEwen, “Miner-

Harvesters’ ‘Happy Lot,’” Worker, 15 September 1928, 1; Tom McEwen, “ Promises Broken: Harvesters’ 

Meeting,” Worker, 15 September 1928, 1; “No Benefit to Canada,” Manitoba Free Press, 17 September 

1928, 14.“Miners Organize Protest,” Worker, 22 September 1928, 1; Cherwinski, “‘Misfits,’” 288-292. 



 

 

 

407  

fare.  The mainstream media downplayed or failed to report on the deportations.  On some of the 

returning ships, men were escorted by armed guards after rumours spread that the men were 

guilty of looting in Winnipeg and Quebec.  On the voyage home, the men ate “like wild horses,” 

held political meetings, and denounced the authorities for the treatment meted out to them in 

Canada.  The Canadian press denied the accusations of the returning men and gathered instead 

testimonies of harvesters with nothing but praise for their experience.
136

 

According to David Kirkwood, Labor representative in the British House of Commons, 

the “whole scheme was a brutal and callous crime committed by the government upon the men.”  

For S.J.S, who wrote a series of articles on the harvest in the Manitoba Free Press, the harvesters 

had performed beneficial services for western farmers, and some had chosen to stay and settle.  

But Canada also had to deal with “adverse publicity” and the “needless waste of time, countless 

irritations, expense and complications attendant on the reception of the men here on arrival and 

their subsequent handling.”  Finally, the whole excursion “imposed a great strain on the goodwill 

between the people of two major British nations.”
137

  For Cherwinski, the “British government 

was an obvious loser” while “Canadian imperialists [were] . . . also disappointed” by the negative 

publicity.
138

 Meanwhile the CPGB and the CPC judged their campaign a success.  The CPGB 

planned a conference featuring the returned men to expose “the whole harvester migration 

swindle.”  By revealing that “assisted immigration was conscript immigration” – and ineffectual, 

overpriced, and exploitative - the British harvesters of 1928 unwittingly hastened farm 

mechanization.  Along with high wheat prices, labour problems encouraged farmers to invest 
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their capital in gasoline-driven combine-harvesters.  After the crop failure in 1929, only 3,592 

harvesters travelled west and in 1930, with the onset of the depression and increased 

mechanization, the yearly tradition of the harvesters traveling with their bundle-sticks across 

Canada became history.
139

 

*** 

In the 1920s, the Canadian left developed and extended its critique of unemployment and 

capitalism as “world-devouring.”  Continuing in the pre-war movement away from nativism, and 

inspired by the thousands of non-English radicalized immigrants, socialist unemployment 

activists generally avoided blaming the immigrant and focused their attention on the ways in 

which capital and governments colluded to maintain a steady supply of cheap, surplus labour.  

Immigrants in CPC language federations, by developing socialist cultural institutions, maintained 

a vibrant politicized community that created the social cohesion and shared resources to protest 

against inequitable and inadequate municipal and provincial relief.  The British harvesters’ 

agitation in 1923 and again in 1928 exposed the imperial collusion of British and Canadian 

governments and big business to exploit surplus labour.  The unity of British Harvesters resulting 

from their common objections to dodgy recruitment methods helped to overcome the atomizing 

effects of unemployment and build solidarity.  The efforts of the CPC executive to expose the 

imperial nature of the British harvester scheme, especially in comparison to the largely localized 

protests of non-British unemployed immigrants, is also indicative of how Anglo-Canadian 

imperial nationalism continued to operate within a party espousing an abstract international 

universalism.  The pressure activists placed on local governments to lobby Ottawa to assume 

responsibility of the unemployed, and especially the unemployed immigrant in the 1920s, laid the 

groundwork for the public sympathy, political will and unrelenting political agitation during the 

Great Depression that would ultimately usher in federal unemployment insurance.
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Chapter 9 

Beyond the Maternal: Socialist Feminists as Unemployment Activists, 

1919-1928 

 

Figure 4 Edith Hancox (1875-1954), Secretary of the NCUW1
 

We would like to appeal to the working women of this city, are you realizing your 

responsibility in this matter [of unemployment]?  Do you ever think that it may be, that in 

the years to come your children may suffer likewise, and probably worse?  Do you not 

realize that as the perpetuators of our race, we should face the fact that the system that is 

prevailing today is forcing our boys to crime, and our girls to ruin, because through 

wage-slavery they are not able to work out for themselves their true destiny?  We women 

who propagate the race should demand that we have a system in which the high ideal 

shall be ‘Every one according to his ability and each according to his need,’ not as we 

have today ‘Each one for himself and the devil take the hindmost.’  We, the unemployed, 

need your assistance, for we realize that never will the deliverance from wage-slavery be 

brought about until our mothers, sisters and wives understand their true position in 

society. . .[only then] can [we] ever hope to be safe from degradation.
2
 

 

Over the course of the 1920s, Edith Hancox led dozens of unemployment demonstrations 

to Winnipeg’s city hall and the Manitoba legislature.  But beyond her grassroots activism, Edith 

Hancox, more than any other Canadian socialist feminist of her generation, exposed the gendered 

dimensions of unemployment.  In doing so, she made unemployment an issue of the human 
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“race” and not just the experience of able-bodied working-class males.  Hancox’s socialist 

feminist rhetoric was instrumental in exposing how a patriarchal liberal order disguised women’s 

dependence upon wage labour under the supposed “norm” of women’s reliance upon men.  

Women, Hancox insisted, experienced unemployment too.  Likewise, for Hancox, unemployment 

was a plight that afflicted the family, teenagers and the elderly.  But if unemployment was 

gendered and required the appreciation of the particular predicaments of the woman worker and 

mother, it also demanded the creation of socialist feminists.  In declaring that only when 

“mothers, sisters and wives understand their true position in society” would “wage slavery” and 

unemployment cease, Hancox iconoclastically elevated the socialist enlightenment of women to 

equal importance on the left with the revolutionary awareness of the industrial worker. 

Hancox’s unemployment leadership has a Canadian genealogy that can be traced back to 

Mrs. Kellogg’s speeches to Toronto unemployment protesters in 1894 in which she spoke in 

defence of discharged female servants and laundry workers, to the revolutionary harangues of 

Asya Choultz  to the unemployed on the Champs de Mars in Montreal in 1914, to the Toronto 

Women’s Day Toilers Motherhood Protective Union, and to Helena Gutteridge’s Vancouver 

Women’s Employment League which, during the 1912-1915 depression, developed female 

workers’ cooperatives and forms of mutual aid that offset women’s dependence both on capitalist 

employment and male providers.  Yet female involvement in post-Great War unemployment 

movements was far more sustained and central than it had been previously.  Women, buoyed by 

their achievement in winning the ballot, and inspired by the new salience of Communism, 

strengthened their resolve to find solutions to gendered economic inequalities.  

Over the past thirty years, historians have exposed the everyday survival strategies of 

working-class women, single mothers, married housewives and married female workers as they 

navigated unemployment, industrialization and the growth of liberal capitalist patriarchy prior to 
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the creation of the modern welfare state.
3
  The intersections of first-wave feminists with the left 

have also received scrutiny.
4
  Other scholars have shown how early welfare policies, such as 

Mothers’ Allowances, arose in the context of feminist politics and fears of social and racial 

degeneration.  Maternalist welfare policies became an avenue for middle-class women’s 

participation in the public sphere even though such newly-empowered women often denigrated 

their blue-collar and non-white sisters.
5
  Much rarer have been attempts by historians to 

acknowledge that, beyond the average working-class woman’s survival strategies or middle-class 

women’s political and bureaucratic work, many exceptional feminists challenged unemployment 

and liberal-capitalist patriarchy by organizing themselves to fight back against their own poverty 

and to challenge state and capitalist forms of racial, class and gender discrimination.
6
  Since 
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female sans-culottes led the bread riots that helped define the economic aims and moral economy 

of the French Revolution, women have played a persistent and vocal role in anti-poverty 

movements.
7
  Unemployment activists like Edith Hancox are part of this tradition.  Their efforts, 

setbacks and successes have not received due scrutiny.  Their story deserves to be told in the 

interest of expanding our understanding of the kinds of battles first-wave feminists waged and to 

apprise twenty-first century feminist anti-poverty activists of their rich history.  

To do so we must engage in the contested legacy of what many scholars have called the 

“maternal feminism” of the first-wave.  To varying degrees, historians Carol Lee Bacchi, Janice 

Newton, Linda Kealey and Wayne Roberts, inspired by the rise of second-wave feminism and its 

commitment to formal, non-essentializing equality, lamented what they perceived to be the 

“conservative” maternalism of their fin de siècle feminist forebears.
8
  Defining “maternal 

feminism” as “the conviction that woman’s role as mother gives her the duty and the right to 

participate in the public sphere,” and that the “special nurturing qualities which are common to all 

women” were what made them ideally suited to reform, these historians found that maternal ideas 

played a dominant role in the suffragette and temperance movements, within middle-class 

feminist organizations and even amongst socialist feminists.
9
  By failing to draw on earlier 

Wollstonecraft-inspired notions of “natural rights” and by stereotyping women as nurturing, early 

feminists are disparaged in these accounts for restricting their reforming influence to “public 
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housekeeping.”
10

  More recently, Peter Campbell, in a biography on Rose Henderson, has 

challenged the view that maternal feminism was actually limiting and insists that, in the case of 

Henderson, it actually “led her to broaden, not narrow, her vision and led her to embrace, not 

reject, a male-dominated left and labour movement.”  In Campbell’s reading, leftist maternalist 

politics did not depoliticize women but forced gendered issues into the class struggle in an 

ongoing process to make the fight against multiple inequalities (class, gender, race) inconceivable 

without each other.
11

  Ian McKay has taken a different tack, and has challenged the primacy of 

maternal thought amongst first formation socialist feminists.  McKay suggests that the maternal 

moniker is “reductionist” and misses the complexity of these pioneering women’s arguments as 

they wrestled with competing and overlapping maternal, evolutionary (scientific), class and race 

values.
12

  Maternal feminism has actually been drained of meaning, McKay insists, by being used 

in a far too all-encompassing way. 

Frances Fox Piven, an iconoclastic second-wave feminist and champion of anti-poverty 

movements, provides a provocative and often overlooked perspective on maternal feminism that, 

like Campbell and McKay, shows far more sympathy for the evolution of women’s political 

agency than has normally been elicited.  Drawing on E.P. Thompson’s studies of the English 

crowd and James C. Scott’s work on the everyday acts of resistance amongst peasants, Piven 

credits women for “developing ideas that reflected their lived experience within the subsistence 
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economy of the patriarchal family.”  Values like “relationship, care, and obligation” that stressed 

“family bonds” and “celebrated maternity and the nurturing services” were the organic ideas of 

women that “seemed to guarantee them and their children a measure of security in exchange for 

their services.”
13

  Women developed their own “moral economy of domesticity.”  Piven 

acknowledges that a moral economy of domesticity makes many modern-day feminists 

“uncomfortable” as it “justified and helped ensure the confinement and subservience of most 

women within the family.”  Yet, evoking Gramsci’s insistence on human agency, Piven says we 

do a disservice to women by assuming such a moral economy was only the imposition of a 

patriarchal social structure.  No less than the English crowd or South-East Asian peasants, women 

responded with resistance to breakdowns in their moral economy, caused by absentee, abusive or 

neglectful husbands or by larger societal changes that increased women’s responsibilities, eroded 

their security, or further reduced their status vis-à-vis men.  The “caretaking values” developed as 

repertoires of survival actually “armed women to challenge or defy the dominant values of the 

public world.”  With the rise of industrialization and liberal society, “the moral economy of 

domesticity inevitably clashed with the doctrines of laissez faire.”
14

  

But, just as the unemployed developed new strategies beyond the bread riot to deal with 

modern capitalism, women could not simply continue to draw upon a static conception of 

maternalism.  While Piven admits that “people inevitably cling to accustomed modes of action” 

they also, through experiences of failure and “repression,” and through their own creativity and 

engagement with others, participate in different forms of struggle and develop “new repertoires” 

to “respond to new institutional conditions.”
15

  Between 1875-1928 was one such moment where 

                                                      

13
 Frances Fox Piven, “Women and the State: Ideology, Power, and the Welfare State,” in Gender and the 

Life Course, ed. Alice S. Rossi (New York: Aldine Publishing Company, 1985), 269-270. 
14

 Piven, “Women and the State,” 271. 
15

 Frances Fox Piven, Challenging Authority: How Ordinary People Change America (New York: Rowman 

& Littlefield Publishers, 2006), 35.  Put another way, “new political ideas are developed in reflection of 

changes in objective social circumstances, although not in a simple and direct way and surely not apart 



 

 

 

415  

the moral economy of domesticity was up for revision.  In one reactionary approach, middle-class 

feminists could promote an expansion of moral domesticity through social work, temperance, and 

the women’s vote to act as a bulwark against the ways industrialism and modernity broke down 

the “institutional pattern of social control” of the patriarchal family, the white “race” and class 

hierarchy.
16

  These women translated the moral economy of domesticity into state forms of moral 

regulation.  In another way, in the hands of socialist feminists, care and nurturing could be 

championed as values, ones that alongside leftist ideals of solidarity and equality belonged to all 

of humanity and could be marshaled in the press, unions, churches, feminist organizations and 

unemployment movements in the fight against racism, patriarchy and capitalism.  

Assessing the landscape of American feminism in the 1980s, Piven believed she was 

witnessing a shift whereby “caretaking values [were] being asserted as public values [and] 

domestic rights [were] being asserted as public rights” that could not be explained by tradition 

alone.
17

  Yet the introduction of “female values” in new contexts and against new institutions 

began much earlier than the 1980s.
18

  Such innovation and expansion of the “women’s question” 

was also evident amongst first-wave socialist feminists.  Maternal feminism persisted, because, 

not unlike the bread riot, a moral economy of domesticity often at least partially met the goals of 

those who evoked it.  But, as they engaged “in practical issues of struggle and activism” and 

occasionally found maternalism wanting, socialist feminists augmented, reinterpreted and/or 
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jettisoned aspects of a moral economy of domesticity with innovations that at turns borrowed 

from the class struggle and injected new life into it.
19

   

That socialist feminists within the unemployment movement stressed their role as “mothers 

of the race” also requires further explanation.
20

  As many scholars have noted, gender and racial 

inequity were subordinate to the class struggle within leftist circles between 1875 and 1928.
21

  

Janice Newton is the most unequivocal of these academics, arguing that “the radical feminist 

voice did not prevail within the socialist movement” despite being “far more radical and 

egalitarian than the ‘scientific’ socialism of the SPC.”
22

  Sexism did exist within the left and 

while we should hold socialists to a higher standard than liberals in creating anti-oppressive 

environments, McKay gently reminds us that “pro-feminist positions were orthodoxy on the 

Canadian left,” even if they were often relegated to a secondary status.
23

  While not wishing to 

underestimate the substantial chauvinism women activists faced, this chapter seeks to piece 

together the involvement of women within the unemployment movement between 1919 and 

1928.  In comparison with other areas of left male-dominated activism, women played a 

considerable role in agitation and theory surrounding unemployment.  Socialist feminists were 

not wholly confined to “support activities” and their “most creative, long-lasting, and significant 

work . . . took place in a left public sphere that the socialist parties did not monopolize” – a 
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significant slice of this sphere being “anti-poverty and anti-unemployment mobilizations.”
24

  By 

looking at socialist feminist engagement within the unemployment movement this chapter seeks 

to follow Linda Kealey’s advice that a “wider perspective on what constitutes women’s activism 

yields a new appreciation for what women did in fact accomplish.”
25

   

A male-dominated left allowed little room for feminist organizers in trade unionism save 

for such exceptional woman orators as Mother Jones, Lucy Parsons, Emma Goldman or 

Canadians Sanna Kannasto, Sophie Mushkat and Becky Buhay.
26

  Conversely, left-wing males 

rarely prioritized the unemployed as an important constituency for organizers, at least not when 

compared to other possible foci of attention, such as parties or unions.
27

  Thus, unemployment, 

despite being linked to male wage labour and only rarely to women’s participation in the 

workforce, could be easily related to the maternalist and materialist struggles of Canadian 

women.  Socialist feminist interpretations of the effects of unemployment complemented rather 

than contracted the main arguments of the labour movement.  The unemployment movement 

created a space for women to assert their agency and voice their concerns over the particular 

inequalities and injustices meted out to mothers, wives, children, men and women workers by 

capitalism’s creation of surplus labour and by the liberal state’s and private charity’s lackluster 

efforts to minimize their suffering.
 28

  

Up until the First World War, Canadian women played only peripheral roles in the 

unemployment struggle.  Despite their growing participation in industrial capitalism, women 

were faced with a sexist labour movement that, however much it espoused equal pay for equal 

work, remained wary of women in the workforce, and, at the very least, gave women’s 
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unemployment short shrift.  When the Communist Party arrived in Canada, it “inherited a body of 

theory and a tradition of activism . . . for [which] women’s equality was a core socialist 

demand.”
29

  Socialist feminists could look to the Soviet Union in its pre-Stalin days as an 

exemplar of gender experimentation.  The CPC, in tandem with the success of suffragists, 

brought new salience to the “women’s question” as female activists muddied their hands in the 

unemployment struggle as never before.  The bolstering of the Canadian Women’s Labour 

Leagues (WLLs) and the position of the CPC on women and unemployment will set the stage for 

a larger discussion on Canadian socialist feminists as unemployment organizers at the municipal 

and regional level.  

After outlining the significant contributions of women to the unemployment movement 

from Victoria to Halifax, we will analyze the limits of Canadian socialist feminist thought on 

unemployment in the 1920s by exploring how mothers’ allowances were rarely a site of political 

agitation, how the work of married women was framed as a necessity not a right, and how the left 

reified while it concomitantly subverted mainstream discourse that constructed single working 

women as threats to feminine morality.  Finally, by discussing the indefatigable Edith Hancox, 

and her efforts to fight on behalf of Winnipeg children, mothers, husbands, single men and single 

women workers, we can modify our understanding that socialist feminists were mere maternalists 

who remained marginal within the Canadian left.  The creation of Women’s Labour Councils and 

the advent of the CPC in the post war years gave new energy to and institutional support for 

female unemployment activists, notwithstanding the persistent reluctance and inconsistency of a 

male-dominated left to give due attention to unemployment’s gendered dimensions. 

9.1 International Context 

Women fought their way into prominent roles in England’s post-war unemployment 

movement, despite the fact that the Third International ostracized the Pankhurstites for their 
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refusal to affiliate with the Labour Party.  Lillian Thring led several unemployed demonstrations 

in 1921 and became the first editor of the Communist National Unemployed Workers’ 

Movement’s (NUWM) newspaper, Out of Work.  Thring provided direct action advice to the 

unemployed on how to dislodge policemen from their horses.  Believing NUWM would not 

“progress unless the women kept apace,” Thring tried to organize the unemployed women of 

London in 1921-22, yet her organizing efforts came to naught.  Thring blamed the failure on the 

“lack of support from the men.”  Margaret Bondfield chaired a conference of unemployed 

women, convened in 1922 without male support, where they championed “homeworkers, cleaners 

and domestic servants” not covered by the Unemployment Insurance Act.  Lily Webb, member of 

the NUWM, was critical of the patriarchal tendency within the movement to ignore “women’s 

need for social provision such as food centres, clinics and maternity councils.”  “I think it will 

need a great amount of ‘persuasion’ to make the men see that it is essential that women become 

class conscious . . . so it is up to us to do the persuading,” argued Webb.  Other women activists 

such as Bessie Braddock and Ellen Wilkinson sharpened their radicalism within the early 1920s 

unemployment movement leading to their prominent and lifetime roles within labour circles.  

During a period in which NUWM was catering to the returned veteran, it was remarkable that 

“forty to fifty women carrying babies” led a demonstration in West Derby in September 1921.  

These women were insistent that unemployment and its attendant sufferings was not the preserve 

of men, nor was the fight for its alleviation.
30

 

9.2 Canadian Women as Communist Unemployment Organizers  

The Communist Party of Canada’s (CPC) initial platform said nothing of the role women 

should play in the class struggle, nor did it delineate the particularities of gender in relationship to 
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the hetero-normative and patriarchal dynamics of liberal capitalism.  However, the gendered 

experimentalism of the Soviet Union in the pre-Stalin years and the emphasis on the canonical 

texts of Friedrich Engels, “who had historicized the family as central to capitalism,” created 

healthy discussions within the CPC on the role of women and the family within class struggle and 

opened up new avenues and opportunities for socialist feminists within the movement.
31

  Women 

and women’s issues were increasingly visible on the left in the early 1920s.
32

  If Florence 

Custance, Becky Buhay and Annie Buller were exceptional in obtaining power within the CPC, 

they were joined by lesser-known Canadian female activists who made significant contributions 

to Canadian socialism within and beyond the confines of social reproduction, through their 

participation in the unemployment movement. 

Women’s Labour Leagues (WLLs) were established across Canada before and after the 

Great War as auxiliaries to the Independent Labour Party.  The British model served as 

inspiration.  Initiators considered the WLLs as a means to protect women workers and provide a 

conduit whereby they could be part of the labour movement.  In 1922, the CPC inaugurated a 

Women’s Department to support women’s unionization and the activism of working-class 

housewives.  In 1923-24, the CPC revitalized the WLLs and organized them on a national basis.
33

  

As Sangster remarks, the WLL’s auxiliary work, as essential as it was, “kept women in a 

sex-stereotyped domestic role that isolated them from power and perpetuated women’s secondary 

status in the Party.”  Theoretically the WLLs took the position that “household drudgery” was as 

“essential to the maintenance of capitalism” as wage labour.  Thus, the WLLs fought for equal 

pay, minimum wage laws and the right of women to organize alongside the defence of mothers 
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and children.  “Radical working-class women,” Sangster argues, “placed gender inequality in a 

secondary status to the class struggle, and thus differentiated their activism from that of middle-

class feminists.”  Composed mainly of housewives, WLLs played the integral yet subordinate 

role of social reproduction (fundraising, organizing social gatherings, etc.) while younger, single 

women participated in the Young Communist Leagues or as union organizers.
34

 

While the CPC oscillated between asserting the revolutionary potential of housewives and 

lamenting their perceived conservative instincts, they did assume that “women in the home did 

understand in a personal way the consequences of unemployment, low wages and rising prices.”
35

  

Jack MacDonald, secretary of the CPC, insisted in 1925 that “women workers and the wives and 

families of the unemployed workers” should be organized and a “women’s section of the 

unemployed should be formed.”
36

  The Worker and the Women Worker encouraged the 

radicalization of women by reflecting on “the limited material conditions of their lives, the 

drudgery of endless domestic labour, the meagre wages of their husbands, and the limited 

opportunities facing their children.”
37

  At the founding convention of the CPC-linked WLL in 

September 1924, Florence Custance, head of the WLL and the CPC Women’s Department, 

resolved that unemployment “was the greatest menace of the wages system” and “deprives 

human beings of the RIGHT TO WORK, and therefore the RIGHT TO LIVE.”  Appealing to 

housewives, her resolution stated that unemployment “breaks up homes,” creates poverty and 

“imperils the standard of living.”  When husbands were unemployed, mothers were forced to 

work at low wages, leaving children without their “mother’s care and protection” and perhaps 

condemning them to lives as “social menace[s].”  The WLL also acknowledged the plight of the 
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unemployed “woman wage earner”; “when charity fails, either utter destitution, prostitution, or 

death stares her in the face.”  The WLL resolved, in line with CPC policy, that non-contributory 

insurance was the only viable reform but added that, in the meantime, WLL members should 

demand “equal relief under equal conditions” for workless males and females.
38

  

After the Armistice, women played an even more discernable and prominent role in the 

unemployment movement, despite the fact that it was dominated by single men and returned 

veterans.  “Organization of unemployed women began during the 1920s, [but] it did not advance 

very far until the Great Depression,” argues historian Gillian Creese.  Creese is right to point out 

that men dominated the movement, that very little relief was won for unemployed women, and 

that the labour movement remained negligent on the issue of women’s unemployment, but a 

survey of women’s involvement in unemployment agitation across Canada suggests that there is 

much more to learn of the ways the left and women coalesced in the post-war depression.
39

  

Women’s aggressive attacks on public and religious officials upended the stereotype of 

women as docile, conservative and staid.  Participating in unemployment protest or organizing 

themselves as unemployed women and wives, and by addressing maternal or female-specific 

issues surrounding unemployment often ignored by a male-centric left, these women activists 

were, in action and words, forcing participants in the class struggle to think through gendered 

oppression both within and outside of the unemployment movement.  

Leftists sporadically organized unemployed women and the wives of unemployed men 

throughout the 1920s.  Experiments in women’s organizing within western unemployment bodies 

began in earnest over the 1921-1922 winter.  After the Victoria and District Unemployment 

Council (VDUC) organized women in January 1922, Premier John Oliver faced the wrath of a 
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deputation that accused the Premier of being evasive after he refused to provide the delegation 

with information regarding his winter relief policy.  According to delegate Alice Wicks, the 

Premier attempted to intimidate the delegation by yelling at them.  Instead of backing down, 

Wicks provoked another barrage of epithets from the Premier when she pointed out that the 

members of the legislature had just raised their own salaries but refused to assist those “without 

work, without food, without money and in danger of being evicted from their homes.”
 
The VDUC 

women continued to come in front of city hall and the provincial legislature throughout the winter 

of 1922; one Mrs. Stevenson was particularly forceful in her appeal for relief for women.
40

 

That same winter many Vancouver women became involved in the city’s unemployment 

politics.  Mrs. Edith Booth was named the secretary of the Vancouver Unemployment Conference 

Committee (VUCC), a loose coalition of over forty organizations, which included, beyond local 

Communists, other labour, church and women’s organizations.  (It replaced the WPC-aligned 

Council of Workers).  Among the women’s groups were the University Women’s Club, the Local 

Council of Women, the New Era League, Women’s International League of Peace and Freedom 

and various women’s auxiliaries to labor unions.  At the February VUCC meetings, women were 

prominent speakers.  Edith Booth argued that, pace the Salvation Army, “unemployment among 

women was rife.”  She brought up the case of one woman whom the city twice refused relief 

without explanation.  Mrs. Priestly explained the case of a 73-year-old woman and her 50-year 

old daughter who lacked coal in the house.  She also reported on cases of young children dying of 

starvation.  Christina Lorimer insisted that women were “not going to sit down quietly and allow 

their children to starve.”  Lorimer maintained that while women had been told during the war that 

they had “reached the highest pinnacle of citizenship” and had won the right to vote, she did not 
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think that the “destruction of human life was the highest citizenship, but the welfare of men, 

women and children.”
41

  Mrs. Thomas of New Westminster, using maternalist language, believed 

that women as “mothers of future citizens” needed to assist unemployed men.  Thomas attacked, 

in social gospel language, the capitalists for “worshipping the golden calf,” and acknowledged 

that alongside class and gender inequity, workers would have “little chance of getting anywhere 

‘until we kill this race-hatred and get on the foundation of true brotherhood the world over.’”
42

 

VUCC both acknowledged the problem of female unemployment and provided a 

framework for female activists.  Edith Booth and others organized unemployed women in March 

1922.  The first few meetings were well attended.  Booth acted as chair.  Lucy Woodsworth 

reported on interviews she had conducted with local business people, social workers, working 

women and women in business.  Woodsworth concluded that a “general consensus of opinion 

was that there were no better times ahead.”  Employers were firing experienced women and 

replacing them with “less efficient girls at less wages.”  Some claimed that they felt pressured to 

appease the sexual advances of employers and complained that a “laxity of morals” was an “asset 

to holding a position.”  Woodsworth called on women to establish an unemployed body and to 

unionize female-dominated industries.  The unemployed women’s organization rented a room on 

Pender Street West where female workers could access newspaper want ads and a phone.
 
  

Lorimer proudly told the VUCC that the association’s members rejected calls for a “pink tea” 

fundraiser, as they were not organizing for charity but for political action.
43
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Women were central to the unemployed struggle for the remainder of the year in 

Vancouver.  Lorimer and others were regular speakers at the almost weekly Sunday parades and 

gatherings on the Cambie Street Grounds; Lorimer targeted government militia and military 

memorial expenditures, and church officials who preached the need to “feed my lambs” but failed 

to join their protests to ensure no one starved in the city.
44

  On 3 May 1922, after Vancouver cut 

winter relief, over thirty unemployed women raided and occupied the city relief office.  The 

police ejected the women who, undeterred, marched down to the wholesale district and demanded 

food from the warehouses that supplied the relief office.  The police responded after reports of 

broken windows and warehouse looting.  A day later, women were prominent in a snake march 

through town that slithered in and out of the Hudson’s Bay, Woodward’s and Spencer’s.  

Meanwhile, in South Vancouver, organized women, after failing to win municipal relief, forced 

Commissioner Gray into granting a permit to solicit food and clothing.  Shopkeepers accused the 

women of intimidating them into providing relief.  To further press their case, the South 

Vancouver women activists kept their children out of school until Commissioner Gray begged 

Ottawa and received a $50,000 federal grant to continue relief work.
45

 

What did it mean to remove these children from school to make a political point?  In one 

sense, one can see the gesture as one predicated on maternal feminist assumptions, since it 
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forcibly called attention to the women’s role as mothers.  On the other hand, the Vancouver 

mothers were also sacrificing their children’s state-supplied education in order to teach them, and 

the government, how children themselves could be agents in socialist struggle.  Like Rose 

Henderson parading child workers in the Labour Day parade in 1914, the Vancouver mothers 

were both emphasizing and subtly undermining the politics of motherhood. 

Booth and Lorimer continued as lead activists amongst the unemployed over the 1922-

1923 winter.  Booth urged women to action in October 1922 after exposing how women waited at 

the employment bureau only to receive one or two hours of labour.  Booth occupied the chair at a 

VUCC meeting in February 1923.  Mrs. Taylor “spoke on the necessity for political action, and 

urged the workers to vote on election days on class lines.”
46

  In March 1923, when Mrs. Hostler 

Thomas demanded B.C. Attorney General A.M. Manson provide relief for unemployed women, 

Manson refused and suggested they “could rustle and get a living” as domestics.
47

  

As in Victoria and Vancouver, Calgary women were active participants in the formation 

and operation of their city’s unemployment council.
48

  With the creation of the Calgary Central 

Council of Unemployed (CCCU) in December 1921, WLL members ensured that at least two 

women would sit on its executive.
49

  Operating a rooming and boarding house, Jean McWilliam 

housed many of the central activists within the CCCU and was a member of numerous 

delegations to city hall.
50

  McWilliam became the chair of the women’s section of the Calgary 

Central Council of Unemployed (CCCU) in the winter of 1922.  At their inaugural meeting, she 
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dissented from Mrs. Marion Carson and Mrs. J.H. Sprague who were satisfied with the city’s 

efforts to alleviate unemployment.  McWilliam argued that city officials had not “done anything 

out of the kindness of their hearts”; their capitulations arose from CCCU agitation.  Agreeing 

with McWilliam was Mary Corse who talked to the women about her recent role in Vancouver as 

member of the executive on the unemployment council.
51

  Over the 1922 winter, McWilliam, 

Corse and Alice Corless demanded that the semi-private Board of Public Welfare be disbanded 

and protested the closing of the Victoria Park relief camp with the occupation of city hall.  In the 

fall of 1922, CCCU female activists mounted an attack on the government employment bureau 

for failing to consider women for jobs.
52

  

Women came to the fore of the CCCU again in the winter of 1924-1925, when Sophie 

Mushkat-McClusky took a lead role in demonstrations to city council to provide greater relief for 

single unemployed men.  A secular Jew from Warsaw, Mushkat-McClusky sharpened her radical 

teeth alongside her brother within the New Brunswick Socialist Party of Canada (SPC) branch 

prior to the Great War before becoming a full-fledged SPC organizer in Winnipeg, then Calgary 

before the war broke out.  In 1914, she was active within the IWW and the Calgary 

unemployment movement.
53

  Sophie married socialist farmer and blacksmith Wallace McClusky 

in 1916 and had a child, Laberta, before the marriage went sour and Sophie became a single 

mom, eking out a living as an English teacher to recent immigrants while maintaining a vigorous 

speaking career at the People’s Forum and the International School as an OBU activist and later a 

member of the CPC.  Curiously, while protesting on behalf of single unemployed men in 1925, 

Sophie tried to bring her husband to court for non-support yet there is no record of her ever 
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championing the cause of single mothers or unemployed women.  While Linda Kealey posits that 

it is “striking” that the outspoken “maverick” never attempted any “public articulation about 

gender questions,” we cannot be sure that she never developed such perspectives.
54

 

It is unclear whether Edmonton’s feminists assisted in the organization of the unemployed.  

However, on 26 February 1922, at the second mass meeting of the Edmonton Central Council of 

the Unemployed (ECCU) in Allen Theatre, Nellie McClung, MLA, spoke on “women and 

unemployment.”
55

  Beyond speeches, during the strike of Edmonton-area coal miners in the 

winter of 1922-1923, wives of the strikers made their “voluntary” unemployment an issue for the 

provincial and civic authorities.
56

  On 1 December 1922 over 805 miners went out on strike.  

Within days the picket lines were fraught with violence.  Women played key roles on the strike 

lines thanks in part to the organizing skills of CPC activist Becky Buhay.  Police made over 109 

arrests in the first few days of January.  On 3 January, the wives of the striking miners besieged 

the city police court building for four hours.  The women hurled snowballs at the building while 

the men “from within, yelled, and sang like men possessed.”  Women waylaid Chief Shute as he 

entered the fray.  The authorities drove the men to the provincial jail later that day.  Women 
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thronged the police wagons.
57

  Rarely in labour history have those on the picket line considered 

themselves “unemployed.”  However, on this occasion, wives of the striking miners called upon 

the state for relief due to lost work.  As a special category of the unemployed, those on the picket 

line were much more easily organized to demand municipal relief.  

Beyond seeking UMWA resources, wives of the striking miners petitioned Attorney-

General Brownlee and Mayor Duggan claiming they were without food for themselves and their 

children.  The women also sent a resolution to the board of public welfare asking that their small 

committee work alongside the board in the administration of relief.  The strike fund had been 

temporarily exhausted.  After a delegation of women visited the Edmonton Welfare Board, the 

board investigated their claims through numerous house visits, only to conclude that there was no 

evidence of want in any of the homes of the arrested.  Meanwhile, eighteen women suffered 

injuries at the front of the picket lines, including a pregnant Mrs. Heruke, who miscarried after 

city police attacked her.  The police decided to deal with the picketing women (whom they 

accused of clubbing them with lead pipe and cursing their names) by charging them with 

vagrancy.  The city promised to investigate charges of police misconduct and unnecessary 

violence.  That women linked to striking miners attempted to make the municipality shoulder the 

burden of the lost work of arrested strikers is significant and unparalleled.  That the city not only 

avoided responsibility but charged militant women with vagrancy suggests that Edmonton was a 

heartless place for the unemployed in the winter of 1922-23.
58
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Women activists were sporadically involved in unemployment agitation in Toronto 

throughout the 1920s.  Sarah Johnston-Knight, wife of Joe Knight, was a leading instigator of 

unemployment protests in Toronto in the spring of 1921.  Johnston-Knight, formerly of 

Edmonton, was only twenty-five when the authorities arrested and charged her with sedition for 

speaking out against the war in 1918.  As an active member of the Social Democratic Party of 

Canada (SDPC), Johnston-Knight, along with her husband, threw herself into the OBU and was 

an attendee at the Western Labour Conference (1919) before abandoning the OBU in the summer 

of 1921 to become one of Canada’s most fervent Communists.
59

  Moving to Toronto with her 

husband, Johnston-Knight found herself agitating on behalf of an estimated 20,000 unemployed 

in the city.  With the city attempting to end its relief, Knight told a crowd of unemployed that “If 

you haven’t the backbone, you deserve to starve.  Mass action is what is needed.  Go to the City 

Hall in hundreds, in thousands.  If the master class lines the police up, the infantry, the artillery, 

then you will know better than we can tell you who owns the country.” 
60

 

Responding to Johnston-Knight’s call to protest, 500 unemployed gathered the following 

day at the Labor Temple and proceeded to City Hall.  Protestors waved red handkerchiefs and 

Sarah donned a bright red hat.  When a unionized streetcar operator refused to allow the 

procession across Yonge Street, the crowd pulled the trolley from the line.  By the time they 

reached city hall, 3,000 unemployed men and women faced off against twelve police blocking the 

main entrance.  According to the Toronto Star, city hall looked like a “beleaguered fortress.”  The 

mayor promised little more than private charity.  Addressing the crowd on the steps of city hall, 

the delegation chanted, “We want work, to hell with their charity.”  Johnston-Knight rallied the 

troops to gather in greater numbers at a future protest and to include their wives and children.  
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“Don’t be too bourgeois to walk in a crowd of the unemployed,” she told them.
61

  Two days later, 

mounted police attacked and clubbed thousands of protestors who had answered Johnston-

Knight’s call.  The Mayor refused a hearing with Johnston-Knight and accused her of being a 

professional agitator.
62

 

It was not until February 1924 that Florence Custance and the Toronto WLL in conjunction 

with the Toronto District Trades and Labour Council (TDTLC) put out a call for a meeting of 

unemployed women workers.  Advertising outside of the government employment office, only a 

dozen women attended the meeting in the Labour Temple.  Custance discussed how the “middle-

aged woman” found it difficult to earn her living by domestic work as the employment office 

gave preference to the younger generation.  The women present included three deserted wives 

and two seeking work because their husbands were unemployed; the remainder, including a 

sixteen-year-old girl, were unmarried.  Two women complained that they had sought assistance 

from the House of Industry but, after the authorities visited their homes, aid was denied because 

they were deemed not in need.  The city also denied relief to a deserted woman (who had 

previously been forced to send her children to foster homes) because she had worked two days 

the week earlier, earning $4.80.  Custance formed them into a committee and requested they 

gather together as many unemployed women as possible to conduct a more general survey.
63

  

That same winter, with over 400 women registered at the ESC, Mrs. Lucy McGarragh, a leader 

within the Toronto Association of Unemployed (TAU), brought the plight of unemployed women 

to Mayor W.W. Hiltz and Premier Howard Ferguson.  McGarragh demanded the state protect 

women as both mothers and workers.  She blamed the Toronto House of Industry for its failure to 
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provide milk the unemployed’s children and called the $12.50 weekly minimum wage a 

starvation wage.
64

  McGarragh, as president of the WLL in 1929, argued on behalf of the 1,300 

women registered at the employment bureau and demanded that another office open outside of 

downtown as workless women could not afford the transportation costs to register each week.
65

 

Hamilton was also a site of women’s involvement in unemployment activism.  In 1922, 

after a winter of unemployment protest in Hamilton, three women headed the city’s May Day 

parade brandishing the red flag and leading a crowd of 250 men and women in a hearty rendition 

of the “Internationale.”  The parade turned riotous after two policemen took the red flag from the 

women by force.  Paraders accused the police of clubbing the flag-bearer, the pregnant twenty-

five year old Algava Osborne who was subsequently taken to the hospital.  The police denied the 

attack had taken place and argued that “her illness . . . [was] induced by the excitement during the 

riot.”
66

  In 1929, as the Great Depression was first felt in Hamilton, Communist leader Annie 

Buller helped lead a Hamilton demonstration of unemployed men and women to City Hall to 

demand milk and bread for the children; police arrested Buller alongside nine others.
67

 

In Montreal, socialist Bella Hall Gauld, who virtually single-handedly ran the Montreal 

Labor College, frequently assisted the unemployed.  In 1921, Gauld said it was a “strange fact” 

that children went to work while their fathers walked the street.  She stated that the problem was 

not overproduction, as “millions of people were short of necessities,” but was derived from the 

fact that “dividends, not goods, were the object of industry.”
 68

  After a bout of illness in which 

Gauld left her home in the care of the unemployed only to return to find it “neglected and dirty,” 

she blamed not the house-sitter but the psychological frustration caused by unemployment and 
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the “refusal of the owning-class of Canada to take responsibility for the economic shutout they 

were imposing on a whole people.”
69

  Gauld’s friend Becky Buhay also mobilized the 

unemployed in 1922 and promoted such tactics as taking over the St. Catherine Street churches 

and the homes of wealthy Montreal citizens wintering in Florida as refuges for the unemployed.
70

 

In the Maritimes, women aligned themselves with the unemployment movement and 

involved themselves in direct action.  In August 1922, Mrs. Hugh Pynn and Mrs. Blackburn, 

members of the Halifax Unemployed Workers Association (HUWA), visited the houses of 

unemployed families whose husbands had been recruited as provincial police to help quell the 

Cape Breton coal strike and, with help from their spouses, successfully discouraged many of the 

men from donning the badge.
71

  Women were also at the forefront of food raids from company 

stores during periods of high unemployment in the Cape Breton coalfields.
72

 

In addition to grassroots organizing, socialist feminists such as Rose Henderson drew 

attention to the gendered dimensions of unemployment through their prose.  After visiting 

England, Henderson told Canadians of the island’s “two million surplus women,” of whom 

thousands were workless while others eked out a living in precarious labour at “starvation pay” or 

taking a “stead,” i.e., a man who pays them weekly or monthly for sexual favours: 

These ‘surplus women’ are the result of past and present wars, and an inhuman industrial 

system, a system which must continue to breed a surplus of men and women as long as it 

lasts, and the surplus women will, as now, be the women of the working class.
73

 

 

Taking aim at capitalists, relief officials, government leaders and pious preachers, socialist 

feminist women were on the front lines of the struggle against unemployment.  Defending single 
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men, children and even “surplus women,” these activists revealed the necessity of tackling gender 

and racial oppression alongside the emancipation of workers.  How was socialist feminist thought 

on unemployment and poverty constrained within the unemployment movement? 

9.3 The Limits of Canadian Socialist Feminist Thought on Unemployment 

In modern capitalist societies women have escaped the home to work “alongside” the 

“male workers in mill, mine and factory,” declared the leftist B.C. Federationist in 1922.  Along 

with these “equal rights” women, as fellow “slaves” of capital, were also given the “opportunity 

of starving to death, when their masters do not need them.”  The article, “What about the 

Women?” describes an unemployed teenage girl eight weeks behind in rent and with four cents in 

her purse.  With hundreds of women in Vancouver in destitution and, unlike their male 

counterparts, eligible for no concerted state unemployment relief, a “girl’s health,” “self respect” 

and survival were in jeopardy.  “Help the women slaves of Vancouver . . . organize” and win 

relief, the editorial declared.  Equity in the workplace, of course, was not a reality nor was 

unemployment shared equally; in fact, it was a highly gendered experience.  To conceive of 

women as unemployed was a radical departure for trade unionists and leftists who traditionally 

fought for the status of the male breadwinner.  Yet the emphasis on protection and maintaining 

women workers’ “self respect” suggested that some leftists’ solutions to women’s unemployment 

were not far removed from the patriarchal culture they critiqued.
74

 

As tremendous a contribution as socialist feminists made to left movements in the 1920s, 

they did so within the confines of a patriarchal society that they inhabited, reflected upon and 

often, consciously or not, reaffirmed.  Historians are left confounded by the fact that unlike the 

British Pankhurstites, Canadian feminist socialists rarely exposed misogyny within the left, 

reflected upon their own personal struggles to gain respect and positions of authority within 
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socialist circles, or even made gender a defining issue in the analysis of unemployment and 

government relief.  Instead, conjectures must be based upon implicit evidence – that their very 

presence, leadership and organizational skills within the unemployment movement are indicative 

of their individual struggles as feminists and that their exposure of the ways unemployment 

affects children, mothers, single and married women workers proves they were cognizant that 

lack of work was experienced differently based on age and gender.  Still, questions abound.  Why 

did socialist feminists not organize against inadequate and/or non-existent Mothers’ Allowances?  

Why did such activists, following British models, not consider the work of married women a 

right?  Why did the left not mount an attack on liberal-capitalist morality that sexualized single 

women workers, employed or unemployed? 

As Nancy Christie argues, it was the “agitation of working-class soldier-recruits” and 

“soldier’s wives” like Vancouver’s Christina Lorimer that achieved mother’s pensions during the 

War as a means to “reinforce the responsibility of absent husbands to support their families.”
75

  

The advent of Mothers’ Allowances, however, is more complicated.  Driven in part by the 

political aspirations of middle-class women, mothers’ allowances served as a form of moral 

regulation meant to allay fears of social decay and the breakdown of family values, uphold the 

male breadwinner and women’s place within the private sphere, and shore up the white race.  As 

Margaret Little and Nancy Christie argue, Canada’s mothers’ allowances were not the result of 

protest and civil disorder.  Christie marshals her evidence to argue that mothers’ allowances and 

welfare policy did not “impose ‘middle class’ values on recalcitrant families.”
76

  Cognizant that 

middle-class women were motivated in many distinct ways and that working-class women were 

also lesser agents in the creation of moralistic and maternalistic welfare practices, Margaret Little 

presents a far more compelling analysis: “In negotiating a new position for themselves within the 

public sphere, these bourgeois women utilized conventional gender and family arrangements, 
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which were oppressive to most women, to assert their particular class and race advantage.”  In 

doing so, they achieved a modicum of power within a paternalistic structure and distinguished 

themselves from the people they sought to ‘help’ by ensuring relief was part of a larger process of 

moral regulation.  Working-class women and beneficiaries of mothers’ allowances participated in 

their own moral regulation inasmuch as, willingly or otherwise, they conformed to the very 

gender and family relationships proponents of maternalist welfare deemed appropriate.
77

 

Governments implemented the first mothers’ allowances in the Prairie provinces where the 

women’s suffrage movement was the strongest.  Allowances varied from province to province 

and tended to uphold traditional gender roles; unmarried mothers were not entitled to allowances 

and relief was reserved primarily for “deserving” widows, with occasional time-sensitive 

allowances for “deserving” deserted wives.  Allowances were introduced in part to assist poor 

single mothers to avoid the moral pitfalls associated with poverty yet were kept at a level lower 

than women’s wartime pensions, either in order to force them into seasonal, part-time and low-

waged labour or to confine them to the conventional family structure.  Except in B.C., divorced 

women were ineligible.  (In B.C., the policy disqualified Native and Japanese women on the basis 

of race).
78

  Manitoba inaugurated mothers’ allowances in 1916 followed by Saskatchewan (1917), 

Alberta (1919), British Columbia (1920) and Ontario (1920).  The other provinces delayed 

mothers’ allowances until during or after the Great Depression: Nova Scotia (1930), Quebec 

(1937), New Brunswick (1943) and Prince Edward Island (1949).
79

 

Through the Woman Worker, the WLLs critiqued the provincial mothers’ allowance 

regimes, as well as arguing for an analogous federal program.  Alberta WLLs criticized the 

province’s mothers’ allowance, as it made no provision for women whose husbands were ill, 
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unlike the B.C. act.
 80

  Women involved with the Halifax Unemployed Association (HUA) took 

aim at Premier George Murray in March 1922.  He had rationalized his refusal to inaugurate 

mothers’ allowances by questioning whether Nova Scotia had any distressed mothers and 

children at all.
81

  According to Hobbs and Sangster, “while the trade union movement had 

protested the moralistic exclusion in almost all provinces of unwed and divorced mothers, the 

Woman Worker did not develop a sustained critique of the policies and their administration.”
82

  A 

rare example in the Worker in 1926 argued that mother’s allowances, by excluding divorcees, 

were more about “preventing the breaking-up of the home.”  P.M. argued that allowances were 

inadequate, dependent on a length of residency in the province (thus excluding many recently 

arrived immigrants), required a waiting period before recognizing deserted mothers, and excluded 

widows with one child.  But P.M was even more incensed by the moral exclusion of mother’s 

allowances for the unmarried mother: “the child has not violated any moral code” nor “does the 

fact of a child born out of wedlock make the mother a less ‘fit and proper person’ to have the care 

and custody of her children.”  Notwithstanding the “conventional marriage law,” P.M. argued, 

unmarried mothers were just as capable mothers as their married counterparts.
83

 

That mothers’ allowances in the 1920s were only available in half the country, covered a 

narrow range of those in need, and were associated with ‘bourgeois’ moralism, may explain why 

few women labour activists expended much energy in reforming them.  No doubt the difficulty of 

organizing mothers presented another obstacle.  The WLLs and women involved in the 

unemployment movement were far more likely to fight for comprehensive health and 

unemployment insurance for all as a more inclusive and equitable solution to poverty.  However, 

in seeking state welfare programmes for unemployed workers, women labour activists placed 
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class above gender inequity.  Whether a housewife was eligible for non-contributory insurance 

urged by the CPC was a question the party’s female cadres seemingly never pondered.  Since 

unemployment insurance remained a distant and unattainable aim throughout the 1920s, women 

activists rallied for municipal relief within the unemployment movement.  While many called for 

municipalities to provide for single women, the majority of women activists, alongside their male 

brethren, fought for set relief rates for married men (varying according to family size) and single 

men.  None called for a system of relief that bypassed the male wage-earner and went directly 

into the pockets of housewives.  Without such demands, women activists helped consolidate the 

notion of the male as financial head of the household.  

Nowhere was this more evident than in women labour leaders’ opposition to the right of 

married women to work.  Calgary radicals Mary Corse and Jean McWilliam demanded married 

women step away from employment to make room for unemployed single women and single and 

married men; so too did an unnamed woman at a meeting with the Toronto mayor in March 

1921.
84

  In privileging the security of the male breadwinner over the employment rights of 

married women, Corse, McWilliam and others were feeding into a post-war patriarchal culture 

that, driven by veterans’ groups and many within the labour movement, demanded married 

women confine themselves to the private sphere to grant men their right to act as the 

breadwinner.  In the winter of 1922, John Doggett, Secretary of the Toronto Building Trades 

Council, and a leader in the Toronto unemployment movement, proposed that the Toronto 

District Trades and Labour Council (TDTLC) should survey employers to encourage them to 

discharge all married women who could be supported by their husbands to make room for 

unemployed men.
85
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Other unemployment activists championed married women workers.  A month later 

Communist William Moriarty moved to drop the clause on married women.  Moriarty argued that 

many married women were compelled to work because their husbands were unemployed or their 

wages were too low.
86

  Echoing Moriarty, in 1927 the Women Worker challenged the opinion that 

married women should step out of the market.  For the Communist paper, married women worked 

“out of sheer necessity and not from choice!”  “It cannot be for the fun of the thing that married 

women sit for hours in an employment bureau waiting for work, or make the round of visitations 

to factories day after day, or roam the streets looking for houses to clean.”  It cited several reports 

showing that up to 50 percent of women working in Ontario factories were married women and 

argued that the time had come for male workers to stop complaining about employed married 

women and instead organize them.
87

  Yet both Moriarty and the Women Worker failed to promote 

married women’s work as a right, not as necessity; in doing so, they were upholding, not 

challenging, the patriarchal ideal of the male breadwinner.  

Just as the unemployment movement’s position on married women workers was enmeshed 

in, and only partially challenged, mainstream patriarchal attitudes, labour and the left also 

frequently reaffirmed popular anxieties that industrial capitalism and unemployment led to moral 

decay and social evils that directly affected single women.  Pre-1914 relief for unemployed single 

women in Toronto was, Carolyn Strange notes, an “afterthought in a patchwork of charitable 

organizations preoccupied with the danger of the ‘unattached man’ and the plight of widows and 

deserted wives.”
88

  The situation had not changed much following the Armistice.  Cities with 

Houses of Industry had some mechanisms for helping unemployed women and charities filled 

part of the gap, but the women’s “unemployed problem” was most often solved via correctional 

institutions that required forced training of unemployed women as domestic servants.  The 
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creation of the Employment Service of Canada (ESC) in 1919 initiated the first attempts at a 

rudimentary count of the numbers of unemployed single women and, through government run-

employment bureaux, provided job offerings specific to women.
89

  If the most common solution 

to men’s unemployment was room and board as farm hands, the parallel fix for women was that 

of the live-in wage-less servant.  Liberal discourse conceived women’s unemployment as a 

personal failing, just as it was with men.  

Yet the nature of those personal failings differed according to gender.  As Carolyn Strange 

has demonstrated, single women workers, employed and unemployed, were thought to constitute 

a moral problem.  Their entrance into the public sphere threatened domesticity, and created a 

myriad of fears surrounding their sexual morality.  After attaining a certain quality of life as a 

wage-labourer, the unemployed girl might react to her situation and resort to prostitution.
90

  

Leftists might have challenged the notion that wage-labour and unemployment were gateway 

drugs to prostitution and defended working-class women’s moral decorum.  Instead, the 

unemployment movement used the fear that economic insecurity led to women’s sexual 

corruption as a means to foment revolution.  In 1922, at a Halifax Unemployed Workers’ 

Association (HUWA) meeting, members expressed alarm at the news that three homeless women 

had been sleeping out on Citadel Hill.  J.F. Copeland of HUWA, in a paternalistic appeal, 

believed “things are coming to a terrible pass when young girls are forced to sleep out in the open 

because circumstances have taken away their right to shelter.  It is not so bad for the men.  They 

are more able to withstand the hardships of the present depression.”  Drawing on Christian 

moralistic rhetoric but with a revolutionary flourish, Copeland deplored the fact that young 
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women were “sell[ing] their bodies” and falling into the “depth of degradation.”  He believed the 

tragedy would cause the workers of Halifax to arise “in revolt to overthrow the system.”
91

 

Unemployment organizations and the left press in the post-war years attacked poverty and 

unemployment as endangering traditional notions of femininity, motherhood, family and 

childhood.  By evoking such sentiments, they intended to shift the blame for social ills such as 

prostitution, child poverty, delinquent behavior or general immorality away from the individual 

and onto liberal capitalism.  In doing so, they moved the moral economy of domesticity outside of 

the household, and insisted that all of society, not just women, had a moral responsibility to create 

a fair and just society for all.  When E.H. Blois, Superintendent for Neglected and Delinquent 

Children in Halifax denounced working-class women as “worthless, lazy and good-for-nothing, 

and immoral,” B. Riddick of the Halifax Unemployed Association (HUA) responded that it was 

bourgeois women who were guilty of “immorality, debauchery, gambling and hypocrisy.”  “How 

can the class that wants to tell us how to raise children rear their own by maids?” queried 

Riddick.
92

  However important Riddick’s retort, the social ills that concerned him were as much 

the result of a sexist society as they were the product of class and capital.  

Socialist feminists failed to mount a substantial campaign against the inadequate Mothers’ 

Allowances and the degrading moral regulation of single mothers.  Neither did they claim that a 

married woman’s work was a right, not a necessity, nor reject mainstream sexualization of 

women workers, employed or unemployed.  Socialist feminists tried but were unable to counter 

the popular opinion that married women belonged in the home or that public life posed a moral 
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and sexual threat to young women.  That said, it might have been useful for the left to have 

understood all labour, male or female, as a necessity, not as a right.  “Right to work” rhetoric is 

unable to expose the fundamentally exploitative and precarious nature of the capitalist workplace 

and tends to uphold, not challenge, the liberal work ethic.
93

  Additionally, socialist feminists 

ought to have pressed the case that the sexual exploitation of single women with or without paid 

labour was the result of their economic marginalization within a male-dominated society with as 

much gusto as they blamed capitalism.  Winnipeg’s Edith Hancox is exemplary of the 

shortcomings and successes of socialist feminist unemployment activists in the interwar years. 

9.4 Edith Hancox: A Socialist Feminist Unemployed Advocate 

While many women were involved in unemployment activism throughout the 1920s, no 

individual was as tireless or as essential to the movement as Edith Eliza Hancox.
94

  Hancox was 

an active participant in the Winnipeg WLL and the Labour Church during the heady days of the 

Winnipeg General Strike.  That fall Hancox ran unsuccessfully for the city school board.
95

  

Shortly after, while working as a CPR clerk, Hancox, the childless wife of a labourer, became an 

active member of the One Big Union (OBU) both as secretary of the General Workers’ Unit, and 
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as delegate to the Canadian Workers’ Defence League.
96

  In November 1921, the 46-year-old 

Hancox was elected secretary of the newly-created Winnipeg Central Council of the Unemployed 

(WCCU).
97

  When Communists re-organized the WCCU as part of the provincial Manitoba 

Association of Unemployed (MAU) in February 1922, Hancox became its secretary.  With the 

birth of the Communist Party, Hancox stepped down from the OBU in June 1922 and became a 

member.
98

  While there is no record of why Hancox left the OBU, her shared interest with the 

CPC in developing a national union of the unemployed provides a likely motivation.  That same 

month, Hancox and the MAU issued a call in the Worker to all secretaries of unemployment 

organizations in Canada to create a “united front” in order to confront unemployment as a 

“national evil.”
99

  Five months later Hancox was centre stage as Winnipeg hosted unemployment 

activists from across Canada to form the National Committee of Unemployed Workers (NCUW).  

Hancox was elected as the NCUW’s able secretary in addition to her role in the MAU.
100

  As 

NCUW secretary, Hancox penned several National Bulletins on unemployment which described 

unemployment conditions and the platform of the NCUW, as well as providing propaganda to 

coordinate local protests which were published in leftist newspapers across Canada.
101

 

In addition to her work in the unemployment movement, Hancox ran for city council in 

Ward Two under the banner of the Workers’ Party.  Hancox mustered only a few hundred votes 
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and placed last out of eight candidates, losing to incumbent labour candidate, Thos. Flye, and 

behind fellow socialist feminist Helen Armstrong.  As a candidate Hancox promised to focus on 

the problem of unemployment and relief and argued that the “overthrow of the capitalistic system 

was essential to universal happiness prosperity and peace” but the revolution she believed could 

be won through peaceful methods 
102

  She appealed to labour to “exert its rights” in Winnipeg, 

to protect their children, to shield their girls, to defend their boys from the onslaught of 

capital; to fight for better conditions and protection for the workers of Winnipeg, to 

abolish the ‘slave pact’; to establish proper care for the aged, not degradation and insult; 

to force from the governments their just share in caring for the unemployed; ‘work or full 

maintenance,’ Winnipeg for all workers, not for private interests and private property.
103

 

 

As a journalist, political activist, and initiator of the first Canada-wide unemployment 

organization, Hancox was a socialist feminist of national significance in the 1920s.
104

  Here was a 

militant, class-based feminist who translated a moral economy of domesticity into new contexts 

and for new purposes.  By championing single unemployed men, Hancox revealed structural 

inequalities within municipal relief practices.  Finally, and most remarkably, by revealing the 

particular plight of unemployed women Hancox challenged engrained perceptions of the 

workplace as a masculine domain, dismissed calls by the labour patriarchy for women to stay at 

home, and defended some of Winnipeg’s most vulnerable workers. 

While Hancox was affiliated with the OBU and CPC during her activist years, she evinced 

a pragmatism that sought to direct relief away from the charitable and towards what she perceived 

were the socialist duties of the state.  In fact, in her view, a socialist state, not the institution of 
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motherhood, should be the protector of the values of nurturing, care and social responsibility.  

After the Winnipeg Tribune published an article in 1923 lauding the charity of the wealthy and 

warning of the danger of the “demanding” unemployed, Edith Hancox penned a letter to the 

Worker.  For Hancox charity stemmed from the whims of wealthy individualists who had 

acquired their riches through the robbery of the working class.  Only the state as protector and 

voice of the people, according to Hancox, was the proper body to provide for the unemployed.  

The state “should find ways and means for creating employment for those out of work, in fact 

they should hold the means of wealth that lie in the country, for the benefit of the people in trust,” 

argued Hancox.  Ideally, the state “should not peddle support and keep in power those who have 

robbed the mass of the people of their rights.”
105

 

Hancox first championed the unemployed in the winter of 1921 as a grassroots member of 

Winnipeg Mayor Parnell’s special joint committee on unemployment, where she, along with Mrs. 

M. Hughes, raised cases of relief recipients whom the city unfairly treated.
106

  She halted the 

practice of the city sending boys of eleven to sixteen years of age into private wood camps to 

offset unemployment in their families.
107

  In January 1922, when Winnipeg relief authorities 

arrested four young men and “railroaded” them to jail for three months after they refused work at 

the private Shevlin-Clarke camp, Hancox came to their defence.  Two of the men were under 18, 

contravening city laws that barred the police court from trying youth.  Hancox reported that one 

had no home and was staying with an aunt while another lived with his widowed mother, 

unemployed brother and several younger siblings.  For Hancox, the charges exemplified the city’s 
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attempt to “scare others into submission,” “beat down the worker’s wages” and “make it easy for 

the master class to take advantage of an overstocked labor market.”
 108

  

Hancox made the issue of unemployment not just about men but also about families.  In 

May 1921, Hancox took aim at the Social Welfare Commission (SWC), especially W.B. 

Simpson, the SWC chairman and labour councilor, who took in a $300 monthly salary while 

Winnipeg families were in want.  The SWC “grumble about high rent, but they do nothing to 

show up the grasping, greedy landlords who are charging exorbitant rents,” complained Hancox 

after she won $25 in back rent from the SWC for a family of four whom the SWC had kicked out 

of their house and forced to bunk in an attic.
109

  Hancox appealed to “fellow workers” to “bestir 

yourselves for your children’s sake to emancipate ourselves from a system that is crushing out all 

home life, killing our children by the thousands, stunting their growth and making their lives 

unbearable until we mothers feel that the only remedy left to us will be birth control.”  Hancox 

cited the contested draft 1922 Children’s Welfare Bill which she said was being stymied by 

administrators of children’s homes trying to protect their salaries.
110

  

Hancox believed city relief policies actively undermined motherhood, leading to tragic 

consequences for children.  When the five-month-old child of Mrs. Minnie Klames died of 

bronchitis in 1924 after the Winnipeg authorities and the Hydro-Electric service cut off their 

electricity, Hancox and MAU were quick to publicize the tragedy.  Abandoned by her husband, 

Klames, a Russian immigrant and mother of six, was the victim of the city’s policy of denying 

relief to any needy person who had resided in the city for less than six months.  The Attorney 
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General ordered a coroner’s inquest and the jury “severely censured” the city for its denial of 

relief.  The head of the city’s unemployment relief committee resigned after the Klames affair.
111

  

In September 1927, Hancox wrote a scathing letter to the SWC charging them with the death of a 

three-year-old who had burnt to death.  The child’s father, Mr. Elliott, had been forced to take 

harvest work in order to maintain relief eligibility.  Authorities refused the mother firewood 

during a particularly cold September and told her to seek cheaper housing.  While briefly leaving 

her four children at home to seek assistance from a friend, her child, warming herself near the 

kitchen stove, was severely burned.  Mrs. Elliott was grief-stricken.  “You are the most heartless, 

brutal and callous bunch of people this city has ever known,” Hancox proclaimed, “your poor 

victims have to take abuse and insults before you grant relief.  Your actions are most hypocritical 

. . . for a paltry $11.25 you sacrificed baby Ray Elliott’s life.”
112

  

Keeping families together was as important to her maternal feminism as was protecting 

women from slander and unwarranted invasion of their personal lives.  Hancox protested against 

the practice over the winter of 1921-22 of separating married men from their families, with the 

men sent to the Immigration Hall while the authorities shipped the wives and children to the 

Home of the Friendless after they deemed the mother unable to work or to manage the family 

income.  Winnipeg, where wealth was more important than “childhood and pure motherhood,” 

was “becoming a little hell for many of our unemployed,” Hancox concluded.
113

  Over the 1924-

1925 winter, Hancox explained that city welfare investigators forced wives with no small children 

to undergo medical physicals to determine whether they were fit for work.  “Many times women 

are insulted by advances made to them by these investigators, if the woman should fall for same, 
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it is used against them, they are immoral, and as such must not be granted the necessities of life,” 

Hancox revealed.  Departing from the moral regulation of middle-class female social workers, 

Hancox refrained from judging women for their sexual decisions.  Male relief recipients rarely 

had to answer questions about their sex lives.  Their female counterparts did so, routinely.
114

  

While Hancox made families an essential part of her activist mandate, she also agitated on 

behalf of single unemployed males.  In May 1921, after Mayor Parnell declared that there was no 

homelessness in Winnipeg, Hancox and other activists surveyed the city and found over 75 

unemployed men sleeping in the railway yards and in boxcars.  Proving that the homeless were 

bona fide Winnipeg citizens, the activists succeeded in forcing the city to pick up the bill and 

provide the majority with temporary hotel accommodations.
115

  As secretary of WCCU over the 

1921-22 winter, Hancox participated in protests against sub-standard relief work wages and 

against municipal demands that men take “charity jobs” or be struck off the relief rolls.  Hancox 

also contributed to a campaign to raise awareness of the sordid conditions at the Immigration 

Hall, where male relief recipients were housed in tiny, poorly ventilated rooms and denied access 

to the washrooms.
116

  In the fall of 1923 Hancox helped organize meetings for British harvesters 

stranded in Winnipeg and won money from Ottawa to transport harvesters east over the winter.
117

  

Hancox argued on behalf of jobless transients at the Manitoba legislature that winter.
118

  Always 

willing to lead a posse of single unemployed men to city hall or legislature, Hancox was the first 

to respond to disparaging comments made about the single male unemployed in the mainstream 

press.  In May 1928, in one of the last known activities of this fierce socialist feminist, Hancox 

attacked reporter Gertrude Childs for her argument that the increasing numbers of single men 
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unemployed were due to “a growing dependence on and expectation of unemployment relief.”  

“Single unemployed men!,” Hancox appealed, “It is much more to your credit, according to this 

well fed Boss Agent, for you to suffer cold, misery, starvation, pain and even death, than to live 

to expect any unemployment relief.  Your only hope is organization.”
119

 

While the organization of young single workless males dominated the attention of 

unemployment movements during the 1920s, Hancox also appealed for better conditions for the 

elderly.  When Winnipeg fired several elderly men after acquiring new street-cleaning machinery 

in August 1923, Hancox led a delegation of street cleaners to city hall.  Although the laid-off 

workers had ten to twenty years working experience, most had no savings.  They had been thrown 

away “like old scrap,” Hancox charged.  And the aged among them had been “forced from their 

families” and sent to the Old Folks’ home.
120

  Hancox’s socialist feminism expanded the purview 

of radical unemployment politics to the entire life-cycle.  

Hancox’s defence of families, mothers, and men of all ages was a testament to her socialist 

and humanitarian impulses.  But what made Hancox truly special as a leader of the unemployed 

was her agitation on behalf of unemployed women.  In her brief tenure on the city’s special relief 

committee in 1921, she forced the city to provide a relief office for women who were without 

work or employed in low-paying part-time jobs.  She was critical of the Winnipeg Social Welfare 

Commission’s (SWC) tendency to push women into “unseemly and unfit” employment.  In a 

letter to the OBU Bulletin, Hancox chastised a Manitoba Free Press reporter who called the 

unemployed the “great unwashed.”  Hancox believed that rather than “ridicule her more 

unfortunate sisters,” the female reporter would have been well-advised to remember that she too 

might be unemployed some day.  She ought to sympathize with “our girls and women [who] have 

had to take a lot of gall from those who are doling out the meagre jobs of two or three hours, or a 
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day’s work to keep them off the relief line.”  For Hancox, unemployed men also needed to be 

awakened to the realities of female unemployment.  At a workless rally in 1921, with a large 

crowd of workless men in attendance, Hancox declared that they knew “absolutely nothing of 

what the women and girls ‘had gone through.’  Relief had not been available to women unless 

they went to be a ‘slave for some one.’”
121

 

Employing the language of first wave maternal feminism, with its emphasis on mothers as 

protectors of the race, was a rhetorical means for Hancox to spur women towards anti-capitalist 

action.  As “perpetuators of our race,” women should fight against a system “forcing our boys to 

crime and our girls to ruin,” and preventing women from seeking their “true destiny.”  Mothers, 

sisters and wives, Hancox insisted, needed to understand and resist their position in society.
122

  

There is no evidence to suggest that Hancox thought certain ethnic groups more deserving of 

relief than others.  Hancox appears to be referring to the “human race” in its universality and not 

to a hierarchical and essentialized typology that placed white, Anglo-Canadians above other 

ethnicities.
123

  Nonetheless, other women, like Mrs. Thomas in Vancouver more forcefully argued 

for unemployment relief “irrespective of sex, race or creed.”
124

 

*** 

There is much silence surrounding women unemployment activists’ navigation of the male-

dominated, patriarchal left in Canada.  Perhaps we might amplify the barely audible with the 

voice of New Zealand second-wave socialist feminist and unemployment organizer Vic Prozsolt:  
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Male chauvinism is a great divider of the working class, not women’s efforts to challenge 

it . . . How then do we confront the undoubted sexism that exists among workers?  We 

must unite with men on a class basis but struggle against their chauvinism.
125

  

 

Although Edith Hancox, Helena Gutteridge, Alice Wicks, Christina Lorimer, Edith Booth, Jean 

McWilliam, Alice Corless, Sophie Mushkat-McClusky, Sarah Johnston-Knight, Mrs. Hugh Pynn 

and countless others may not have articulated their struggle to fight as feminists in a male-

dominated movement in the same language as Prozsolt, it is not a stretch to imagine them 

nodding their heads in agreement with her pragmatic socialist feminism.  

Unemployment affected women too whether as daughters, wives, mothers or workers.  If 

we understand feminism as a “political practice of ongoing struggle,” women’s involvement in 

unemployment protest expanded first-wave feminist issues and the moral economy of domesticity 

beyond the franchise or motherhood, and, in the process, challenged both left inclusivity and 

male-centric explanations of the causes and cures of unemployment.
126

  Increasingly, socialist 

feminists demanded that the state, not the family or the mother, act as the moral repository of the 

so-called feminine values of nurturing, care and mutual assistance, but in ways that did not lead to 

authoritarian moral regulation and individual blame.  Socialist feminists updated a moral 

economy of domesticity in their engagement with the class struggle.  Exploring the ways 

unemployment affected the young and old, single and married women, the household economy 

and the family led to an expansion of the concerns and repertoires of the unemployment 

movement.  As historian Meredith Tax insists, “if we look only at the workplace, or only at men, 

when writing the history of the working class, we will find only one kind of militancy.”
127

  

Women activists injected women’s issues into movements of labour and the unemployed, and by 

doing so, helped create a more inclusive leftist and feminist vision of a post-capitalist society.
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Chapter 10 

“No Surrender, No Compromise:” Unemployed Veterans and the De-

mock-racy of Re-Construction, 1917-1925 

In 1922, a Great War veteran limped into the Halifax unemployment office.  In his 

possession was a letter from the mayor praising his “patriotic spirit and noble sacrifices . . . for 

the preservation of honor amongst nations, and the rights of humanity and the Freedom of the 

World.”  Here, said the Citizen, was a good example of a man who had been “shattered [through] 

exposure in the trenches and unhealed wounds,” reduced to a “pathetic monument to the failure of 

civilization to function on behalf of those who sacrificed.”
1
  Canada’s returned soldiers, often 

unemployed in the 1920s, took up many stances as they confronted years of demobilization, re-

construction and economic depression.  For the respectable, it led to stoicism and silence as a 

“pathetic monument” to the excesses of liberal capitalism.  Others called out for relief based on 

entitlement and notions of respectability and British fairplay.  Some turned against the foreign-

born and against workers.  And others, affronted by the very civilization they had been called 

upon to protect, moved into a stance of revolutionary indignation.  While the role of veterans in 

unemployment protests in the post-war years has woven its way through many of the previous 

chapters, the ways in which the state targeted this particular unemployed population and the 

means by which veterans articulated their experiences and grievances within the larger 

unemployment movement deserve greater scrutiny. 

“No surrender, no compromise” was the clarion call of Patrick J. Reid, a One Big Union 

(OBU) activist and participant in several spontaneous restaurant sit-ins in Montreal in the winter 

of 1921.  Reid, an Irish Canadian who served in France from 1915 to 1918, encouraged the 

despondent, the reactionary and the respectable to consider themselves to be “all comrades in the 
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great army of the unemployed.”  Through their restaurant raids and relief strikes they could spark 

a proletarian revolution.  Just as the spontaneous uprisings of soldiers and workers in Russia had 

ousted the tsar, Reid believed unemployed veterans through their solidarity could herald a new 

age of true democracy and freedom.  Reid’s call is emblematic of the outlook of a minority of 

veterans, who, inspired by socialist thought and spurred on by a callous government and an 

individualistic economic system, fought for a different social order.
2
 

The dominant memories, myths and meanings surrounding the impact of the Great War in 

Canada have been carefully constructed over the past century by propagandists, patriotic citizens, 

veterans’ organizations, scholars and politicians to privilege the respectable, the stoic and the 

manly and, in turn, render invisible the subversive or the “whiny.”  As Jeffrey Keshen has argued, 

Great War propaganda portrayed the war as a heroic adventure.  Censored news stories of the 

front did not prepare civilians to deal with the psychological devastation of returned soldiers.  

Employers, politicians and ordinary civilians often felt impatient when returning soldiers did not 

exemplify the “manly qualities” of adaptation and individual success.
3
  Jonathan Vance explains 

that the dominant myth of the war as heroic and “progenitor of good” was not just “social 

control” propaganda or a means of bolstering the social order.  Many social actors sanctified the 

fallen and mythologized those who served in a search for meaning and to justify the loss.  The 

myth served to hide the horrors of battle and the imperial justifications for war and fostered a 

false sense of national unity and harmony (“based on paternalism rather than equality”) that 

steamrolled over class conflict, provincialism, racism and English-French animosity.
4
  As Jamie 

Swift and Ian McKay remark, “such hyper-patriotic commemoration silences the very voices of 
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many of the soldiers whom we claim to be celebrating.”  Those solders who “remembered the 

product of a hypocritical class system, senseless and horrific violence, official incompetence, 

corrupt profiteering and moral ambiguity” have been shunted aside in favour of the celebrators of 

Empire, order and respectability.  The counter-memory has escaped scrutiny in part because the 

chasm between Canadian military history and labour history has only been tenuously bridged.
5
 

Military historians Keshen and Vance acknowledge that the propaganda and dominant 

myths did not satisfy everyone’s search for meaning.  Keshen admits that many veterans may 

have developed “proto-class consciousness” at the front and returned “embittered and/or 

maladjusted,” whereupon they took aim at “well-dressed citizens,” propagandists and planners.
6
  

Vance reports divergent memories between soldiers and officers and recognizes in veterans’ 

fictional and non-fiction accounts a bitter belief that “postwar Canada had become a land 

unworthy of its heroes.”  Still, he insists they did not blame military leaders or the “greedy 

profiteer” but the spineless men who took up the political reins following the Armistice.
7
  Vance 

suggests that a grab-bag of unions, groups and associations – proponents of pacifism, the Social 

Gospel, the Single Tax and a host of other causes – articulated narratives that differed from the 

dominant myth, yet they too often looked “for villains in all the wrong places,” their conclusions 

“found little room in Canada’s memory of war,” and they “inadvertently galvanized support for 
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the object of their attacks.”
8
  Such arguments imply that the dominant myth was a fait accompli 

by 1928.  In actuality, a substantial number of veterans and their supporters refused the erasure of 

their counter-memories.  

This chapter seeks to complicate the dominant narratives of the Great War and its 

aftermath by acknowledging the ways unemployed returned soldiers struggled against the 

hegemonic meanings of the war, criticized state demobilization efforts, and joined forces with 

leftist organizations to challenge the claim that Canada was a land fit for heroes.  Radical 

veterans’ movements, often a part of the larger leftist struggle against unemployment in the inter-

war years, were marginalized, sporadic and isolated – yet few major urban centres avoided angry 

crowds of ex-soldiers taking to the streets and challenging the first “patriotic” articulations of the 

dominant myth.  Their discordant voices, jarring to many contemporaries, are all the more 

significant today, as the myth of Canada as a “warrior nation” finds numerous official promoters. 

Of about 620,000 Canadians mobilized during the Great War, around 173,000 were 

wounded and 67,000 were killed, leaving 30,000 widows, children and dependent parents.
9
  As 

Desmond Morton and Glenn Wright have argued, returned unemployed soldiers waged a “second 

battle” to win relief from the state.  Yet from this second war, they had “very little to show for 

their struggle and pain.”
10

  Even the military itself “drifted without clear purpose or public 

support in the interwar years.”
11

  Historians have focused on the demobilization efforts of the 

Canadian government as marking the early and reluctant stages of a federal welfare state and a 

movement away from charity to relief based on entitlement.  Rather than blaming their poverty on 

“bad luck or individual failings,” veterans targeted “conscious public policy.”  Some 
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interpretations have credited veterans and women for initiating this revolution in state policy by 

appealing to their efforts, either at home or abroad, in winning the war for the Allied Powers.
12

 

Yet these appeals of right, respectability and entitlement were successful only within the 

context of post-war radicalism and the state’s need to preserve order.
13

  The existing literature 

diminishes radical activity within veterans’ movements by focusing on “respectable” veterans’ 

organizations that, when they did cross over the boundaries of respectability, opted for 

reactionary vigilantism to express xenophobic, sexist, and anti-socialist behaviours.
14

  

Respectability is a liberal watchword for condonable democratic political participation and 

citizenship exercised through the ballot box, lobbying, petitions, letters to the press, non-

treasonable voluntary associations and most importantly, helping oneself before requesting a 

government handout.  Liberal respectability in the post-war years denoted deference to authority, 

adherence to the myth that the Great War was fought for freedom and not Empire, stoic 

masculinity and compliant femininity, a commitment to British justice and a collective revulsion 

against all behaviors that disrupted the smooth functioning of capitalism or the liberal order.  

Great War soldiers like Patrick Reid – and they were many – did not fit this mould.  

The shared movements and ideas of trade unionists, socialists and veterans on the issue of 

unemployment suggest that we should re-think stereotypes of veterans as nationalistic, authority-

loving flag wavers.  Often influenced by leftists, a minority of veterans denounced the chimera of 
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British justice and democracy, combatted nation-making myths, forcibly took to the streets, 

occupied public buildings, raided restaurants and organized for revolution.  The state, in turn, was 

forced to provide concessions and revise its mechanisms of control and discipline. 

Unemployment was the central issue of veterans during demobilization.  To understand the 

complex chemistry combining the reactionary, respectable and the revolutionary forces within the 

veterans’ unemployment movement and the importance of direct actions to wrest reforms from 

the state, we must begin by outlining the federal measures that specifically catered to the 

unemployed veteran.  Mainstream veterans’ organizations politely lobbied the state despite 

having difficulty reining in their more reactionary, xenophobic members.  With veterans’ 

organizations unable to maintain a unified political voice, populist veteran leaders like J. Harry 

Flynn borrowed the language of the left and leaned ever more on extra-parliamentary repertoires, 

culminating in the veterans’ 1922 On-to-Ottawa trek.  Reactionary, anti-left veterans proved to be 

volatile allies of a liberal order.  There is also considerable evidence of unity between labour and 

the unemployed veterans.  A minority of veterans, tired of the respectability and shallowness of 

populist movements, gravitated to the One Big Union (OBU) and the Communist Workers’ Party 

of Canada (WPC) to become the leading flank of the unemployed army.  Nowhere were their 

direct actions and militancy more keenly felt than in Montreal in the winter of 1921. 

10.1 Demobilization, Liberal Order Relief Measures and the Unemployed Veteran 

Veterans returned from the front only to struggle to find work in an industrial depression 

that lasted in some regions of Canada until 1925.  The depression forced thousands of ex-

Canadian soldiers to emigrate.
15

  Within weeks of the Armistice, Joseph Flavelle laid off over 

250,000 employees at the Imperial Munitions Board during a season when jobs were traditionally 

scarce.
16

  By the summer of 1921, there were over 200,000 unemployed Canadians, many of them 
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penniless veterans.
17

  In 1923, almost 20 percent of veterans were workless, exceeding the 

national average.
18

  The crisis of demobilization and job scarcity spurred the creation of the 

Employment Service of Canada (ESC) which organized employment bureaux across the country. 

For protecting the freedoms of the Western Allies, a Canadian soldier received a meagre 

$1.10 per day, half the rate of an average unskilled day-labourer in 1915.  Although securing a 

higher wage than soldiers in other Allied countries, the wage remained static throughout the war, 

despite rising inflation rates.
19

  Because wages were meagre, the state initiated the Canadian 

Patriotic Fund (CPF) in 1914 to alleviate a soldier’s family’s economic burden.
20

  Although the 

government introduced modest corporate income and personal income taxes during the war, it 

relied on the CPF and not taxation to top-up military wages.  A combination of a voluntary and 

forced charity, the CPF raised its funds through donations, pay cheque deductions and/or 

provincial or municipal levies.  Workers’ contributions, through taxes, generosity and the fear of 

job loss if they failed to contribute to employer payroll deductions, far outweighed the donations 

of the wealthy.  By its end, the CPF had doled out over $50 million in “patriotic giving.”
21

 

In order to receive the CPF, families underwent humiliating house calls.
22

  The stigma 

associated with the CPF, as well as its intrusiveness, deterred over two-thirds of potential 
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recipients from applying.
23

  Aside from a promised $40 million “emergency appropriation,” the 

CPF was not designed to provide for returned soldiers.
24

  The state administered provisions for 

disabled veterans through pensions under the Military Hospital Commission (MHC).  As early as 

1915 authorities were concerned to avoid a “pension orgy” with disabled veterans becoming 

“shiftless mendicants” and a burden on the pension fund.
25

  Thus, the MHC stressed individual 

self-sufficiency over state responsibility.  Pension commissioners denied compensation to 

veterans unless their injuries were certifiably the result of military service.
26

 

Canadian pensions, unlike their British counterparts, were not determined by pre-war 

earnings but were geared to the wages of unskilled labour.  They were shockingly inadequate.  In 

all, Ottawa only provided 7 percent of injured veterans with pensions and 71 percent of those 

received less than 20 percent of the maximum of $900 a year.
27

  By 1920, the government’s 

pension budget was $25 million and there were over 177,035 recipients.  For all soldiers and not 

just the disabled, Ottawa announced a War Service Gratuity in 1918 that promised six months’ 
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pay at a minimum rate of $70 a month for single men and $100 for married men who had spent 

three or more years overseas.
28

  Administrative delays meant the money was often not ready for a 

soldier upon his discharge when he needed it the most.
29

 

In February 1918, the government created the Department of Soldiers’ Civil Re-

establishment (DSCR) to administer veteran pensions and oversee the reintegration of all returned 

soldiers, with an emphasis on retraining and employment programs.  The DSCR, like the CPF, 

demanded “self-sufficiency” and “self-help” and sought to rein in government spending.  

Economizing trumped assistance; over 80 percent of retraining applicants were rejected because 

they were deemed fit to return to previous employment.
30

  The DSCR also worked alongside the 

Department of Immigration to deport indigent British war veterans who were not members of the 

Canadian Expeditionary Force.  As Barbara Roberts has argued, the “choice of who was deported 

was largely a question of class.”
31

  

In November 1925, the DSCR announced that instead of providing relief to all disabled 

veterans it would cut off relief to those it classified as deserving only 20 percent of the maximum 

allowable relief.  After protests from municipalities and veterans over Christmas, the DSCR 

promised relief to all – only to follow through on the cut in late January 1926.
32

  For Morton and 

Wright it was ironic that the DSCR, “a department that preached self-sufficiency evolved into the 

cradle of Canada’s welfare state.”
 33

  Actually, the DSCR was one link in a long genealogy of 

liberal policies – from the 1834 Poor Law to late twentieth-century introductions of “workfare” – 

meant to compel workers to accept poorly-paid labour.  Yet some partisans of liberal 

individualism still lamented that the DSCR constituted a misuse of taxpayers’ dollars.  It had 
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created a “cumbersome, inefficient, and . . . grossly over-manned machine” that provided 

inadequate training and gave industrial jobs to veterans with no industrial experience.
34

 

Beyond the CPF’s gratuities and stingy pensions was a classic liberal back-to-the-land 

initiative – the 1917 Soldier Settlement Bill (SSB), easily the most expensive of all 

demobilization programmes.  Minister of Justice Arthur Meighen declared in 1919 that the 

scheme was the best way to “fortify the country against the waves of unrest and discontent that 

now assail us.”
35

  Lobbied for and supported by major veterans’ organizations, the SSB initially 

provided each successful applicant with a total of 320 acres and a loan of up to $1,500 for stock 

and equipment, repayable at five per cent interest over 20 years.
36

  With most arable land already 

in the hands of farmers and speculators, the remainder was often rocky, brush-covered or miles 

away from the nearest railway.  Still, the government promised to reserve for soldier-settlers 

crown lands within 15 miles of railway lines, including forest reserves, grading leases, school 

lands, Hudson’s Bay Company allotments, Indian reserves and Doukhobor grants.
37

  By March 

1921, Ottawa had placed over 25,000 settlers on such lands.  The government provided $80 

million in loans, an average of just over $4,000 per settler.
38

  While the authorities used these 

numbers to promote the SSB as the crown jewel of Canada’s demobilization plan, within five 

years 80 percent of the settled soldiers were bankrupt owing to poor quality land grants, high 

farming costs and low wheat prices during a prolonged agricultural depression.
39
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Given the inadequacies of the federal government’s veteran relief efforts, politicians were, 

from time to time, forced to make emergency appropriations.  In February 1922, Ottawa passed 

Order-in-Council PC 258 to placate discontent and provide emergency relief in Montreal.  In 

February 1923, Order-in-Council PC 220 promised municipalities that Ottawa would cover one-

third of the cost of the relief of ex-servicemen ineligible for DSCR assistance.  The federal 

government extended the order into the late spring/summer to assist Toronto’s large unemployed 

veteran population.
40

  Taken together, Ottawa spent an unprecedented sum – about $60 million a 

year on veteran relief over the first post-war decade.  As munificent as this may seem, the 

government often granted money only under duress and in response to the assertiveness of 

veterans.  The task of paying off the Canadian debt – it jumped from $220 million in 1914 to $3 

billion in 1920 – took precedence for many federal politicians over relief for veterans.
41

  

Unemployed ex-soldiers were forced to tighten their belts around their under-nourished waists as 

yet another sacrifice so that Ottawa could reduce its debt. 

Municipal and provincial governments and charities were meant to fill the gaps left by 

federal policies.  Municipal leaders often had choice words for federal officials who failed to 

provide adequately for veterans.  After Ottawa attempted to move Toronto’s unemployed 

veterans into northern Ontario, Minister of Labour Gideon Robertson chastised Mayor Thomas 

Church for being too lenient in his relief and discouraging their relocation.  Church responded 

that the “gassed and shell-shocked soldiers” were unable to perform mining and lumbering work 

and that Ottawa needed to do more than offer them unsuitable jobs.
42

  Local charities could 

appear just as callous.  Many required investigations before releasing funds and most excluded 

unemployed veterans from their boards as they required a hefty membership fee.  Veterans’ sense 

of entitlement led them to denounce charity as a solution, yet when given an opportunity veterans 
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did organize their own tag days, solicited on street corners, and accepted handouts over 

entitlements.
43

  For socialists of the period, tag days and charity demands did not go far enough.  

They demanded relief work for veterans and a levy on corporations.  Socialist I.S. Henri criticized 

the several hundred Montreal veterans in the winter of 1921-22 who “believe in junkerism and its 

faithful satellite, Charity,” and who marched in the streets requesting handouts to start their own 

soup kitchen.
44

 

10.2 Respectable Veterans’ Associations and their Reactionary Undercurrents 

To protect their interests, veterans formed clubs as early as 1916.  None of these 

organizations was radical in nature – most called for loyalty to the British Empire and were 

committed to the commemoration of fallen comrades.  Such organizations often championed the 

sick, wounded and needy.  They evolved into primarily “economic organizations” that lobbied on 

behalf of their unemployed members.
45

  Government officials, wary of radicalism amongst 

veterans, set up Soldiers’ Clubs wherein veterans could air their grievances to the “proper 

authorities.”
46

  Despite these efforts, even the most conservative of these organizations insisted 

that unemployment was the result of the “credit system” and “organized financial interests.”
47

 

The largest veterans’ organization, the Great War Veterans’ Association (GWVA), was 

formed in April 1917.  Its membership peaked at 200,000 in 1919.  The GWVA shared many of 

labour’s political platforms: it pressed for state sickness and unemployment insurance, a stronger 

voice for labour in industrial management, profit controls and anti-trust legislation, progressive 

income and corporate taxes, the abolition of all private employment agencies, the nationalization 
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of primary resources, and the state-orchestrated replacement of poor relief with “various forms of 

constructive and revenue-producing employment.”
48

  The GWVA’s first resolutions called for an 

increase in pension rates and an end to the humiliation of veterans by investigators at the Board of 

Pension Commissioners (BPC).  They also denounced the “miserly gratuity paid on discharge.”  

Despite the fact that both Liberal and Conservative Parties sought veteran votes, the GWVA was 

able to increase pension rates only modestly and amend BPC investigative procedures and 

pension rates not at all.  Ottawa rewarded the GWVA’s respectability in 1921, however, when it 

acceded to a moderate request for a fairer division of the wartime military canteen profits, 

$50,000 of which were diverted to the veterans.
49

 

If the GWVA had many platform points that aligned with labour, it was also at pains to 

distance itself from radicalism.  Its spokespersons insisted they were not “a collection of 

disgruntled, dissatisfied, unhappy men” and opposed both Bolshevism and the One Big Union.
50

  

Veterans turned their indignation away from the state’s reconstruction policies towards German, 

Austrian, Ukrainian, and even allied Asian immigrants who “stole” their jobs while they fought in 

the trenches.  By 1916 veterans had “tested their patriotic virility on German businesses and 

clubs” in Calgary, Berlin, and Victoria.
51

  In 1918, after a GWVA convention in Toronto, 

veterans rioted and demolished the White City Café on Yonge Street after rumours circulated that 

Greek waiters had attacked a disabled veteran.  Veterans looted ten more businesses.  Rioters 
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forced restaurant proprietors to salute the flag.  The owners claimed losses of $24,300.  The 

GWVA executive hurriedly passed a resolution denouncing the action of the returned soldiers.
52

 

In Halifax, returned soldiers looted and attempted to burn down City Hall in May 1918.  

When veterans destroyed five Chinese-owned businesses in Halifax in February 1919, the media 

and “patriotic Haligonians . . . did not want to concede the fact that servicemen could be so 

lawless.”  Michael Boudreau argues Haligonians could not comprehend that the veterans’ riots 

and crime underscored dissatisfaction with the “socio-economic status quo” and complicated 

dominant perceptions that crime was the exclusive purview of “a distinct criminal class.”  When 

Lewis Marshall Bevis, a robber, gang leader and ex-servicemen killed a Halifax police officer in 

1924, the media and the courts upheld the officer as a war hero while reducing Bevis to an “evil, 

emotionless, dehumanized criminal” and conveniently ignoring his war service.
53

 

GWVA resolutions called for the appropriation of German and Austrian farms, the 

conscription of prisoners into enemy alien camps and a steeper Chinese head tax.
54

  After helping 

Borden win his Union Government, the GWVA “increasingly turned to its chosen enemy, the 

‘aliens.’”  A GWVA petition demanded “the suppression of enemy alien newspapers,” the 

imposition of “compulsory badges,” and forced labour for foreigners.  The government 

recognized that the racist planks of the GWVA deflected anger away from its inadequate relief 

policies and, caught up in the second Red Scare, limited or banned certain immigrants and 

outlawed foreign-language leftist newspapers.
55

  Sexism was also rampant within veterans’ 
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organizations.  Many declared that women, especially married women, had stolen their jobs.  Ex-

servicemen groups frequently called on businesses and the government to fire their female staff.
56

 

10.3 Disunity and Populism within the Veterans’ Movement 

With the GWVA unable to transform federal relief, veterans of differing political stripes 

created division within the veterans’ movement.  Private George Palmer told his GWVA 

compatriots that neither the foreigner, nor labour, nor the farmer should be blamed for their 

poverty – but a “few greed-sodden drones” and a “rotten, corrupt system that allows men to 

accumulate millions while others starved.”
57

  By 1920, the American Legion held hegemony over 

U.S. veterans’ interests; after 1921, rivals to the British Legion were in decline.  Yet in the same 

years Canadian veterans were, Morton and Wright argue, “sadly unique” in “their disunity.”
 58

  

That returned soldiers were unwilling to salute a single line of command was not “sad” but a sign 

that war experiences and the post-war depression opened up an ideological debate about the 

meaning and legacy of the war that could be mobilized by both the left and the right.  Distress 

was taking a toll on the loyalty and subservience inculcated by military culture.  Fragmentation, 

before the creation of the Canadian Legion in 1925, created the space for veterans to forge new, 

often class-based allegiances.  More radical veterans’ voices started to be heard. 

In February 1919, ex-soldiers gathered in Allen Theatre in Calgary where George Waistell 

presented the “Calgary Resolution” which called for a bonus of $2,000 for each veteran who had 

served at the front, $1,500 for those who had crossed the Atlantic and $1,000 for those who had 

remained in Canada.  The bonus scheme might have alleviated immediate distress but it did not 
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distinguish between the truly in need and those who had secured well-paying jobs, and, as a one-

time deal, it did not force the Canadian government to accept continued responsibility for those 

who had served under its name.  Nonetheless, the bonus scheme proved to be attractive to the 

returned soldiers.
59

  GWVA initially backed the bonus in a watered-down version.  Members 

insisted that a bonus would be the only way Ottawa could avoid the “spectre of Bolshevism” 

amongst veterans.
60

  The Liberal party also initially supported the GWVA bonus scheme.  Citing 

the government’s $130 million levy for a War Service Gratuity, soldier settlement loans and the 

$35-40 million in estimated yearly pension payments, Conservative Prime Minister Borden 

rejected the billion-dollar bonus proposal in August 1919.  His government struck a special 

committee with members from both political parties, the GWVA, and other veterans’ 

organizations, wherein veterans argued for their demands but the majority ruled that bonuses 

would weaken veterans’ “self-confidence and self-reliance.”
61

 

The GWVA’s half-hearted campaign for the bonus angered many veterans – not least of 

whom was J. Harry Flynn, the most outspoken representative at the meetings of the special 

committee.  On 11 September 1919, Flynn, “a smooth faced demagogue” who had moved from 

the U.S. in 1917 to join the Canadian forces and returned a wounded sergeant, led as many as 

20,000 “in the largest parade ever” in Toronto to an arena where Flynn castigated the GWVA and 

called for a tax on all war profiteers.
62

  The protests produced the United Veterans’ League which 

merged in early 1920 with the Grand Army of Canada to form the Grand Army of United 

Veterans (GAUV).  The GAUV called for the $2,000 bonus in the fall of 1920 with Flynn 
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declaring that Prime Minister Meighen, by failing to enact such measures, did “more than 

anybody else to breed discontent and Bolshevism throughout the country.”
63

  

Although Flynn was not connected to the Canadian left, he did share podiums with socialist 

unemployment leaders and his understanding of the plight of unemployed veterans began with a 

critique of the profit system.  Flynn believed it was the “duty of business men and manufacturers” 

to “sacrifice some little portion of their profits which were made possible by our returned men.”
64

  

At one unemployment gathering, the populist Flynn dismissed “overthrowing the government by 

force of arms,” yet proclaimed his appreciation for a Soviet style of government and insisted that 

the working classes should no longer “bow their necks to capitalism.”
65

 

In Toronto, veterans’ organizations and labour representatives interviewed federal and 

provincial politicians in the latter months of 1920.  They won few results.  The government did 

not, as they recommended, open public works and enact unemployment insurance.  No fewer than 

20,000 unemployed persons in Toronto alone were neglected.
66

  On Wednesday 8 December 

1920, Flynn and GAUV members marched on Parliament and City Hall.  Queen’s Park turned 

away Flynn and delegates when they demanded immediate relief.  At city hall, Mayor Church 

promised a large unemployment relief fund.  Dissatisfied, protestors refused to sing the national 

anthem and Flynn insisted that the dead in Flanders fields “were better off than the returned men 

of Toronto.”  The police repelled the protestors from the city hall steps.  Several hundred 
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veterans, not put off by empty promises, invaded a Yonge Street restaurant demanding food.  

Police arrived and the veterans vacated the restaurant only to enter another.
67

 

Following the protest, Mayor Church opened a Soldiers Employment Bureau and promised 

500 veterans work.
68

  The dine-and-dashes prompted a meeting of the Toronto unemployed 

veterans with Prime Minister Meighen where they requested $12 a week for unemployed single 

veterans, and $23 to $30 for married men.  Meighen refused to assist able-bodied veterans.  “The 

physically fit man has got to function in this country,’” insisted the Prime Minister.  Capt. C.G. 

Williams of the GWVA assured him they would remain peaceful but a Toronto MP warned that 

“the returned man was on the side of law and order, but desperate times breed desperate 

measures.”
69

  Under Flynn’s leadership, the GAUV was prepared to move beyond constitutional 

methods and had proved that more militant tactics brought results. 

10.4 The Veterans’ On-to-Ottawa Trek 

By 1922, at the height of the post-war depression, citing the national debt and insisting that 

economic distress was a normal post war condition that affected both veterans and civilians, most 

federal politicians ceased to countenance special treatment for veterans.
70

  Arguing that poverty 

was a provincial and municipal responsibility as laid out in the BNA Act, Ottawa disavowed any 

obligation for those who walked Canada’s streets in ragged military uniforms.
71
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To protest the government’s decision to cut all veterans’ allowances to everyone but 

pensioners, veterans organized an On-To-Ottawa Trek from Toronto that has received little 

historical attention.
72

  Canada’s veterans’ “Coxey’s Army” did not galvanize veterans as 

revolutionary leftists but it did demonstrate an escalation of tactics amongst disgruntled ex-

soldiers.  While still waffling between revolutionary fervor and political respectability, the 

unemployed veteran marchers of 1922 promoted democracy, eschewed military authority and 

xenophobia, and encouraged the participation of women. 

Remembering the legacy of General Coxey, E.C. McDonald, a first battalion war veteran, 

signed up 200 veterans at the Labor Temple in early May 1922 to march on Ottawa to demand 

“work or full maintenance.”
73

  McDonald claimed that existing veterans’ organizations were no 

longer representative of returned men.  “The granaries are teeming with wealth and yet we are 

starving,” argued William Muncey after denouncing the “miserable pittance” offered by the 

DSCR.
74

  An executive dubbed the Committee of Unemployed Veterans of Canada included 

McDonald as general and Frank Riley as second in command.  W.G. Barbour, also on the 

executive, was not only a war veteran but had been a member of Kelley’s second unemployed 

army that marched to Washington in 1914.  A women’s auxiliary offered its assistance during the 

hike.
 
The executive believed they were pushing other veterans’ organizations in a more radical 

direction.
75

 

Optimistic reports had predicted up to 6,000 marchers but only 300-400 left Toronto, 30 of 

whom had already marched from Hamilton.  The marchers included Japanese, Russian, Italian, 

                                                      

72
 Morton and Wright, Winning the Second Battle, 142. 

73
 “Work or Full Maintenance” was the official unemployment slogan of the Communist Workers’ Party 

yet McDonald and the bulk of the marchers would not have identified themselves as members. 
74

 “Fiery Appeal for Recruits to Join March on Ottawa Leads 200 men to sign up,” Globe, 5 May 1922, 13; 

“Plan March on Ottawa,” Toronto Star, 5 May 1922, 15; “Toronto Veterans Plan March to the Capital,” 

Worker, 15 May 1922, 1; “Granaries full, but men Want, Orator Claims,” Globe, 8 May 1922, 13. 
75

“Men who would Lead the March on Ottawa,” Toronto Star, 8 May 1922, 2; “Toronto Veterans Plan 

March to the Capital,” Worker, 15 May 1922, 1; “Hike Recalls Story of quails and Manna,” Toronto Star, 

31 May 1922, 7.  The rest of the executive included R. Pearson, W.R. Mair, W.H. Kirwin, H. Maitland, 

Wm. Moroney, Wm. Suddis, J. Lawrey, E. Z. Allen, and J. C. Neal. 



 

 

 

471  

English and Canadian veterans.
76

  Fundraising initiatives, although hampered by police arrests, 

provided food for the marchers.
77

  The march was carnivalesque, militaristic and pro-British – 

placards announced “Ottawa or Bust” and demanded “British Justice in Ottawa,” a cadet bugle 

band led the military formations, protestors composed a regimental song, and the soldiers adopted 

and christened a stray dog “Ottawa.”  The marchers believed that by stressing their Britishness 

and military record they would earn the respect of by-standers and win the ear of the government.  

The Worker reported that the “men looked haggard . . . their clothes were ragged . . . a sorry 

comment on ‘Fighting for one’s country.’”  The first night McDonald, after requesting men act 

“patriotically,” ejected five agitators.
78

  In Whitby veterans were treated to a local band, food and 

lodging in the town hall.
79

  In Newtonville, the marchers picnicked at a local swimming hole and 

soaked their feet.  The Toronto Star waxed poetic that the clean waters relieved the “disillusioned 

and disappointed unemployed and the highly-strung victim of shell shock.”  For the Star, long 

promoter of its “Fresh Air Fund,” the marchers were experiencing the “pleasures of primitive 

open-air life.”
80

  Half of Kingston reportedly lined the streets as the unemployed veterans 

marched through the downtown.  Kingstonians treated the marchers to pies and cakes, candy, ice 
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cream and beer.
81

  Riley made an appeal for Kingston women to support the marchers.  “I have 

always said that one woman is worth ten men,” he said, “so get behind us and push.”
82

 

The trekkers grew weary of the heavy-handed leadership of “General” McDonald.  After 

McDonald took ill, the marchers decided his “military regime” was “not in keeping” with their 

“democratic spirit.”
83

  As the Worker explained, McDonald’s “brief spell of authority turned his 

head and he began to lord it over ‘his’ men like some bourgeois lieutenant or colonel of war 

days.”  That the Worker did not drive to an “obvious” conclusion that without CPC leadership, 

the movement would be rudderless, suggests the Communists were unprepared or unwilling to 

take control of it.  McDonald’s replacement, Frank Riley, insisted that they should not call 

themselves by one man’s name but instead assume the title of “unemployed veterans.”  Such a 

move “would suit the democratic spirit of the movement.”
84

  While the Worker was pessimistic 

that anything tangible would come from the march, the trekkers “demonstrated their will to live 

other than by merely waiting for a hand-out.”
85

  

On 5 June 1922, the marchers arrived on Parliament Hill and interviewed the cabinet.  

Instead of acceding to their demands for work, Ottawa presented free train transportation back to 

Toronto, demanded the names of the marchers, and half-heartedly promised relief.  Riley 

chastised state officials for being “evasive.”
86

  “The government have made you men martyrs,” 

said Riley.  Broke and despondent the veterans left on foot in the pouring rain before James 
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Murdock, Minister of Labour, tiring of all the negative publicity, convinced them to return and 

accept the government-funded transportation.
87

 

Back in Toronto, Riley addressed a mass demonstration of thousands at Queen’s Park.  The 

marchers had “achieved more toward realization of the aims of returned men than all the other 

veteran organizations since the close of the war.”  He was enthusiastic about a veterans’ march 

that had “Murdock jumping around like an aide-de-camp” and won a promise that Ottawa would 

provide relief in Toronto in 48 hours.  Veteran delegates told Dr. Beland, head of the DSCR, that 

his organization was a “useless extravagance.”
88

  To maintain pressure, veterans crowded the 

DSCR offices only to be forced out by the police.
89

  Spent from their march, many trekkers, 

without shoes or lodging, slept under the bandstand in Queen’s Park.
90

 

Riley invited the press into trekkers’ homes.  Journalists visited Russian veterans who 

feared deportation charges.  The Star found that the DSCR had refused relief to veterans who had 

participated in the march and that their families often lived in damp cellars and leaky attics.  

Many trekkers, the newspaper learned, needed hospital care and suffered from shell shock, gas, 

unhealed war wounds and broken bones.  Others suffered from pneumonia due to poor living 

conditions.  Only 4 of the 34 it investigated had been deemed “fit” by the authorities.
91

 

On 12 June 1922, 250 protesters threatened another march but held back after the DSCR 

promised they would “re-examine” all unfit unemployed veterans and would provide 600 jobs.  

Marchers tore off their service ribbons after Riley pronounced they should not be worn due to the 

“disgrace to which they have been subjected.”  Murdock explained that veterans who refused to 
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submit to an examination would not receive special treatment.
92

  Ontario’s Progressive Premier 

E.C. Drury, dismissed the trekkers as “Eastern Europeans and Bolshevists.”
93

 

The veterans’ On-to-Ottawa trek of 1922 was not a transformative moment, but it did 

indicate that the GWVA did not have a monopoly on veterans’ opinions.  Including and even 

promoting the plight of Japanese and Russian veterans; respecting, albeit in a paternalistic way, 

the politicization of women; and rejecting the “Bismarckism” of “General” McDonald – in all 

these ways, the Committee of Unemployed Veterans of Canada pointed to another way of veteran 

organizing beyond the respectable and the reactionary.  Such diversity persisted.  By the end of 

1926, despite the creation of the Canadian Legion, a group calling themselves the Veterans’ 

Publicity Bureau out of Toronto insisted that “veterans are not amalgamated, and never will be.”  

The Bureau published its Disabled Veterans’ Red Book to accuse the DSCR, the former Ontario 

GWVA, and the Legion of pocketing over $15,000 and wasting over $80,000 of the money raised 

selling poppies for Armistice Day between 1922 and 1924 and promised as relief for disabled 

veterans.  “By this grotesque exhibition of graft and wasted funds, poverty-stricken ex-soldiers 

are shamed and disgraced . . . Tag Day officials . . . to-day masquerade in the robes of loyalty and 

honesty,” charged bureau member Owen Griffith.
94

  Clearly, for many ex-soldiers, the unity of 

veterans was a chimera.  

 

10.5 Veterans versus Labour 

According to Morton and Wright, veterans rejected overtures from Canada’s “labour 

revolutionaries” to align the interests of ex-soldiers and labour.  Veterans, they claim, “were 
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resentful at being categorized as dupes” and remained loyal to the government.
95

  David Bright, in 

a less totalizing argument, has called Calgary veterans’ responses to labour “mixed.”  Veterans 

who were former union men supported labour’s demands, Bright argues, but they refused to back 

more radical calls for the overthrow of capitalism in the spring of 1919.  The local GWVA even 

passed a resolution calling for the deportation or imprisonment of all those who “maintain 

Bolshevist predilections.”  “Work, not revolution,” was the mantra of ex-servicemen, insists 

Bright.
96

  Jonathan Vance takes the position that veterans, supported by an anxious government, 

were mythologized as the vanguard to “purge the nation of undesirables.”  It was 

“inconceivable,” for many veterans, argues Vance, to sympathize with radical labour.  “There are 

no Bolshevki soldiers in Canada,” said the pie-in-the-sky president of the Calgary GWVA in 

1919.  And indeed, authorities marshaled veteran patriotism on numerous occasions throughout 

the inter-war period to act as the “bulwark of the nation.”
97

 

Illustrations of anti-labour and anti-socialist behavior amongst military personnel abound.  

In August 1918, veterans and soldiers attacked the Vancouver Labour Temple and forced Victor 

Midgley, the secretary of the Vancouver Trades and Labour Council (VTLC), to kneel and kiss a 

Union Jack.  Rioters destroyed VTLC documents and beat George Thomas of the 

Longshoreman’s Union in an alleyway.  The riots occurred after labour called for the first ever 

province-wide general strike to protest the murder of Albert Goodwin by a police officer.  

Goodwin was a pacifist and conscientious objector who had organized a strike of the Trail 

miners; among their complaints were the involuntary CPF payroll deductions.
98

  While Morton 

and Wright claim the veterans and soldiers acted on their own initiative, the B.C. Federationist, 

the provincial labour paper, reported that the B.C. Manufacturers’ Association and the Vancouver 

Citizens’ League were instrumental in facilitating the vigilantes’ attack.  At an emergency mass 
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meeting, Board of Trade members praised the soldiers’ “restraint” and one called for the labour 

strikers to be shot “in the front or the back, and I hope in both.”  The crowd passed a resolution 

for Ottawa to “suppress all seditious and anti-war movements or language.”
99

  J.H. McVety, 

president of the VTLC, pointed out the duplicity of a government that clamped down on peaceful 

pre-war unemployment protests yet turned a blind eye to the wanton destruction unleashed by 

riotous veterans.  Like McVety, John Dennis, an eyewitness, was furious that veterans were made 

“tools of by their hereditary foes, to break up the organization . . . to which they rightfully belong 

and will have to depend upon in the future for their very existence.”
100

 

Tensions between veterans and radical labour persisted following the end of the war.  

Veteran attitudes toward labour were frequently coloured by xenophobia and the not-unfounded 

suspicion, well-articulated in the mainstream press, that those who were inspired by the Russian 

revolution were more likely to be immigrant ‘aliens’ than they were likely to be British or 

Canadian subjects.  In Winnipeg in January 1919, socialists shivered in Market Square after being 

denied the use of the local theatres when a posse of veterans attacked and wrecked the socialist 

headquarters and rampaged through a restaurant they claimed was owned by enemy aliens.  

Vigilantes called for the kidnapping of prominent socialists and they hunted down radical Sam 

Blumenburg and destroyed his wife’s dry cleaning business.  Socialist R.B. Russell reported that 

“smartly dressed officers . . . and prominent members of the Board of Trade” urged on the 
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veterans’ riots in Winnipeg and Vancouver.
101

  Mine owners in the Kootenay district called in 

GWVA members in April 1919 to act as anti-radical vigilantes.
102

  As A. Ross McCormack has 

argued, federal officials “were clearly relieved and gratified” by the veterans’ vigilantism and 

even “encouraged” the harassment of radicals.
103

  Veterans, thrown by the crisis of war into a 

social and ideological position that was contested by right and left, had to navigate conflicting 

cultural and political definitions of themselves as upholders of democracy, Whiteness, order and 

respectability – or as potential revolutionary allies.  

At times socialists and labour stressed their differences from veterans and their 

organizations.  In 1924 Communist H.M. Bartholomew attacked the GWVA militants who “wave 

the flag and close their eyes to the grim reality” of unemployment.  When such right-wing 

activists organized amongst the ranks of the unemployed veterans, Bartholomew argued, they 

“compel this army to work – or go to jail” and act as “hirelings of the employers.”
104

  Trade 

unionists objected to veterans’ demands to be placed in industrial jobs without serving the 

customary apprenticeship.
105

  Veterans, as strikebreakers, were also feared within labour 

circles.
106

  However, when Harold Fouggere, a 22-year-old veteran who became a Nova Scotian 

militia member to police the 1922 Cape Breton collieries strike, died in the Halifax Poor House of 
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tuberculosis “as a result of exposure in the fight to conserve the property of BESCO,” the local 

labour paper expressed more pity than anger.
107

  

10.6 Labour and Veterans Align 

Although a minority of veterans turned to vigilante acts against labour, acted as 

strikebreakers or became the hired guns of capital, mainstream veterans’ organizations like the 

GWVA tended to use the threat of their members’ increased radicalism to pressure the 

government for greater relief and actually sought out mainstream labour bodies as important 

allies to support their political and economic agendas.
108

  Contrary to Morton and Wright, 

veterans did not support the Winnipeg General Strike primarily because there were foreigners on 

the strike’s central committee.  Veterans often argued that interests were not in conflict with 

workers.
109

  To win the support of veterans, labour used notions of citizenship and “British 

justice” without resorting to outright racist rhetoric.
110

  The real split in veterans’ attitudes can be 

understood by class backgrounds and political affiliations, with the GWVA rank and file and 

working class generally in support of the strike and their officers against it.
111

 

Ian McKay and Suzanne Morton in their study of the Maritime left in the post-war era 

provide evidence of the solidarity between labour and the left.  They argue that after the 1917 
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conscription crisis, the GWVA, returned soldiers and labour found “common ground” in 

attacking immigration agents and investigating shipyard conditions.  For McKay and Morton, 

government calls for “individual sacrifice in the interests of collective welfare” had initiated a 

“fervent progressivism” that urged capital to be more accountable to collective interests.
112

  The 

GWVA even denounced the East Coast capitalist monopoly, BESCO, after it cut off credit from 

the company stores, bringing hundreds of ex-service men working in the mines to destitution.
113

 

The relationship was not one sided – labour regularly supported the demands of veterans.  

In 1916, the Vancouver Trades and Labor Council (VTLC) critiqued and even boycotted the CPF 

as a charity.  The B.C. Federationist called CPF employee contributions “blackmail.”  Labour and 

farm activists in Alberta joined B.C. labour in calling for Ottawa to raise CPF funds through 

taxation.  By the end of 1917, “calling for an end to the Patriotic Fund had become a 

commonplace of labour rallies across Canada, from lumber workers in The Pas, Manitoba, to 

Toronto dressmakers.”
114

  In July 1918 in Toronto, labour and veterans worked together on the 

campaign of Soldier-Labour candidate, Sgt. William Varley.  He mustered over 4,000 votes 

against the Tory incumbent in the provincial by-election.
115

  Similar coalitions surfaced in St. 

Catharines in 1919 and in Cape Breton in 1920 when Farmer-Labour-Soldier candidates 

contested seats.
116

  The Toronto Labour Council joined forces with the GAUV during a Dominion 

Shipbuilding strike in 1920 to demand it honour the Fair Wage Schedule and accused the DSCR 

of supplying strikebreakers.
117

  After the Armistice, with the encouragement of B.C.’s left, French 

Canadian conscripts of the 259
th
 Battalion of the Canadian-Siberian Expeditionary force mutinied 
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in Victoria in response to Ottawa’s preparations to send troops to Russia to overthrow the 

Bolshevik Revolution.  Such soldier-labour unity struck fear in the authorities – the B.C. 

lieutenant governor and acting Prime Minister Sir Thomas White called on Borden to bring in 

British warships to break the revolt.
118

 

In Calgary, the CTLC joined forces with the GWVA and the Army and Navy Veterans in 

January 1919 to deal with demobilization issues and, by 1921, the Dominion Labor Party even 

included GWVA demands in its electoral platform.
119

  Socialists also encouraged the growing 

militancy of veterans.  During the war, privates’ wives organized Next of Kin Associations 

(NOKA) with branches in Winnipeg, Calgary and Edmonton to criticize the poor pay and 

allowances for soldiers.  Some socialist women and labour bodies backed them.  Calgary founder 

Jean McWilliam, who worked as a cleaning woman and police matron while her husband was at 

the front, was inspired by the socialist boarders who lived with her.
120

 

In Winnipeg in January 1921, veterans’ organizations cooperated with labour and socialists 

to investigate and recommend improvements to the city’s Social Welfare Commission.
121

  

Socialist Edith Hancox demanded to know why the commission insisted that in order to receive 

relief a veteran was forced to sell his automobile purchased with gratuity money.
122

  John Queen, 

Labour MLA and socialist, organized a mass meeting of ex-soldiers and the unemployed to 

protest the failure of the province to enact relief in the spring of 1922, forcing the Manitoba 
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legislature to host an unemployment conference, with attendees from labour, the OBU, the WPC 

and veterans’ organizations.  
123

 

10.7 Socialists, the Revolutionary Veteran and Unemployment Protest 

Leftists were keenly aware of the importance of veterans to their revolutionary movements.  

The fledgling communist Workers’ Party of Canada even told the Comintern that the rationale for 

organizing the unemployed was based in part on the protests of Flynn, the GAUV and enraged 

veterans in the winter of 1920-21.  These movements proved that relief could only be “extorted 

from the bourgeois ‘authorities’ by demonstrations of returned soldiers whose militant spirit and 

bold speech seemed too ‘menacing.’”  While such protests were “easily contained by the police,” 

the WPC argued that a coalition of veterans, trade unionists and unemployment associations 

could overwhelm authorities.
 124

  The Worker explained to its readers in 1925, as the depression 

began to wane across Canada, that the only reason Ottawa had broken with tradition and provided 

the provinces and municipalities with emergency unemployment relief in 1921 was because it 

was “afraid of the war temper of the returned men.  They were afraid of revolution.”
125

  

Veterans considering an alliance with the revolutionary WPC were encouraged to 

understand that the expressed goals of the war, namely democracy and freedom, had yet to be 

won.  Although the WPC did not see defending the “traditions of British rights and justice” as a 

worthy goal, they were rhetorically prepared to state that such traditions had been betrayed.  

Ultimately, the WPC found that the war had only pitted workers against workers while capitalist 

exploiters remained unscathed.
126

  The communist position, as circulated in a 1921 pamphlet, was 

that far from fighting for “justice” or “democracy,” the war “preserve[d] the wealth of a gang of 
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robbers” who, through their greed and the “profit system,” had left returned veterans 

unemployed.
127

  Speaking on Armistice Day 1921, Vancouver Communist Jack Kavanagh told 

the crowd that despite “the ideals which the men who had fought for democracy held, the war was 

a commercial one, and that conditions are now worse than they were before the war period.”
128

  

After J.V. Conroy, secretary of the Toronto District GWVA, refused to occupy the podium 

with anti-patriotic WPC secretary Jack MacDonald, MacDonald argued he did not believe in 

“kings and flags” and advocated instead that workers should band together under one flag, “The 

United Workers of the World:”  

The soldiers should realize that the ‘reds’ were their friends, and not their enemies.  

While not being able to feed the workers the capitalistic countries of the world were 

spending millions on armaments preparing for another war, in which the wage slaves of 

different countries would be asked to kill each other.  Freedom would not come until the 

soldiers and workers forgot boundary lines and nationalities, and joined hands the world 

over.
129

 

 

As the depression wore on, many veterans were less likely to attack those who exposed 

government and capitalist duplicity. 

On 6 January 1921, Edgar Haslam and a posse of unemployed veterans threatened to 

occupy the Hamilton armories.  The threat was real enough to mobilize the local military, civic 

police and the secret service.  The city capitulated and provided emergency relief.  The authorities 

ordered twelve radicals to leave Hamilton under threat of imprisonment.  Four, including 

HaslHam were charged with unlawful assembly and “having tried by means of force to overthrow 

the Government,” but were later acquitted.
130
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When the DSCR cut off relief to Toronto’s married and disabled single veterans in the 

spring of 1921, socialist unemployment organizers mobilized several thousand unemployed 

veterans and civilians.  At a preliminary meeting, a returned soldier jumped on the stage and 

beckoned all to “go out and take what we want.  Don’t be afraid of the police.  The display of 

force is only to frighten us.”
131

  Edmonton’s 1924 May Day parade featured a veteran who 

claimed that he was “one of the suckers who donned khaki,” only to become an invalid.  Released 

and starving in Edmonton, he was voluntarily arrested and locked up as a vagrant.  Free again and 

residing in the Salvation Army shelter, the angry veteran was prepared to overthrow capitalism: 

“I am a red-hot anarchist.  I learned to use the rifle and machine-gun in France and I am ready to 

use them now to fight for the red flag,” he said.
132

  After the unemployed embarked on the On-to-

Edmonton Trek in March 1925, F. Leslie, an undercover Alberta Provincial Police officer, 

reported that returned soldiers were quietly talking of blowing up the parliament buildings.
133

  

To channel this revolutionary fervor in non-reactionary ways, western socialists created the 

only radical veterans’ body in Canada.  Largely ignored by historians, the socialist Canadian 

National Union of Ex-Service Men (CNUX) departed from other Canadian veterans’ 

organizations in its strong class analysis, commitment to anti-racism and its revolutionary 

platform.
134

  Largely based in Vancouver and with numbers and composition unknown, CNUX 

represented the only communist-based veterans’ organization in Canada.  CNUX followed the 
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example of Britain’s National Union of Ex-Service Men (NUX).  Formed in May 1919 in Britain, 

NUX bragged of a membership of 300,000 by mid-1920, by far the largest of all socialist 

veterans’ organizations.  Affiliated to the British Labour Party, NUX was expressly anti-

militarist, called for the “destruction of capitalism,” and upheld the “essential unity of interests 

between ex-service men and the working class.”
135

  By 1920, NUX represented the far left of the 

Labour Party and was an ally of the Communist Party of Great Britain.  NUX protested outside 

labour exchanges, assisted striking workers, spearheaded legal case work to defend individual 

relief recipients, fought evictions, held mass demonstrations of 50,000 or more, attempted to lead 

a national rent strike in 1920, and organized veterans into Red Army units aimed at physically 

overthrowing capitalism.  An ‘internal financial scandal” caused NUX to collapse before the end 

of 1921.  For NUX historian Richard Flanagan, identifying with the working class watered down 

the distinction between unemployed civilians and veterans until it made more sense to organize 

on the issue of unemployment, and not on the basis of military credentials.  Thus, NUX became 

the “harbinger” of Britain’s National Unemployed Workers Movement (NUWM).
136

 

Flanagan suggests that the phenomenon of NUX was an “expression of the complex 

emotional experience of ex-servicemen, a tormented mix of alienation and isolation,” which, on 

one hand, manifested itself in reactionary, fascist, sexist and racist acts, and, on the other, 

gestures of solidarity and revolution.  NUX and other socialist veterans’ organizations were not 

revolutionary, argues Flanagan, but the “organized expression of such contradictions” and many 

of their demonstrations reproduced racist and sexist attitudes.
137

  When NUX folded into NUWM, 

the seesaw between reactionary and revolutionary elements continued to undermine commitments 

to equality and solidarity.  Nonetheless, the “volatile, unstable and threatening” atmosphere such 
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organizations helped create forced the ruling class to make some concessions, develop new relief 

mechanisms, and “establish new forms of control and discipline.”
138

 

As early as August 1920, the One Big Union Bulletin advertised the aims and policies of 

the British NUX.  It urged Canadian soldiers to form an ex-servicemen’s organization that 

acknowledged their status as workers with “general interests . . . identical with those of all our 

fellow workers,” promoted peace and anti-militarism, and insisted that any “reconstruction of our 

industrial system” should not be for the benefit of capitalists but for all people.
139

  In early March 

1921, with the British NUX already in disarray, Vancouver ex-servicemen formed the first 

CNUX chapter.  CNUX’s immediate aims were to look after widows and orphans of deceased 

veterans and disabled veterans, “to fight against the ‘divide and conquer’ tactics of the master 

class,” and to assist in the overthrow of capitalism “with its concomitants of militarism and 

destitution.”  Veterans promised they would refuse to fight future capitalist wars.  CNUX 

represented ex-servicemen of many nationalities, including Axis countries.
140

 

CNUX held regular meetings with addresses from socialists J.S. Woodsworth and William 

Pritchard and Communists A.S. Wells and Jack Kavanagh.  Wells took aim at the “ruling class 

agencies” that attempted to pit unemployed veterans against striking workers while Kavanagh, a 

Boer War veteran, urged veterans to look beyond “race and color prejudice.”  Defending the 

interests of ex-servicemen cut off DSCR relief, CNUX also fought for soldiers arrested on 

vagrancy charges and investigated conditions in Oakalla prison, where many men convicted on 

such charges could be found.  CNUX objected to the government funding the “reactionary” 

GWVA with canteen funds instead of delivering them directly to unemployed ex-soldiers.
141

  By 

the end of March 1921, the B.C. Federationist pronounced CNUX to be the largest ex-service 
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organization in Vancouver.  Over 120 veterans signed up at one Cambie Street demonstration 

alone.  Other CNUX locals popped up in Calgary and Edmonton but the organization does not 

appear to have reached further East.
 142

  In November 1921, CNUX became a member of the 

Communist International Union of Ex-Servicemen.  A letter from Henri Barbusse, general 

secretary of the International in France, praised CNUX members for forming a ‘phalanx of men” 

who would fight across the “vast territory” of Canada against the “capitalist causes of war.”
143

  

That the Vancouver CNUX chapter was outspoken in its denunciation of xenophobia 

within veterans’ circles yet still maintained a large membership is remarkable considering 

Vancouver’s long history of racially motivated Chinatown riots.  CNUX leaders were willing to 

combat what Gillian Creese has argued were forms of racism born from the historical processes 

of “intersection[s] between class practices and ethnic practices” that “occurred in the context of 

ethnic segmentation as part of capital-wage labour relations in the province.” 
144

  CNUX socialists 

invited Vancouver’s Asian workers and veterans into its fold, six years before the Vancouver 

Trades and Labour Council finally admitted Japanese unions into its organization.  In July 1921, 

Vancouver’s CNUX ceased affiliation with the local United Soldiers’ Council based on the 

“Asiatic question.”  CNUX resolved that it was an “organization of ex-service men, irrespective 

of their nationality, creed, race or color.”  Since the “Asiatic races were engaged with Canadians 

in the late war,” CNUX declared, “we can hardly remain . . . affiliated with any organization 

whose members openly advocate direct action against men of Oriental extraction.”  CNUX 

further explained that only the end of capitalism would solve the unemployment problem.  
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Excluding Asian workers from B.C. would not remove competition or end unemployment.  

CNUX recruited Japanese, Chinese and East Indian veterans.
145

 

CNUX locals were active into 1922 before they dissolved.  Although much smaller than its 

British counterpart, CNUX avoided many of the reactionary characteristics of NUX, and provides 

evidence that not all workless ex-soldiers believed that enemy aliens were taking their jobs and 

undermining a White Canada.  Although not potent enough to act as an antidote to reactionary 

tendencies within veteran circles, the efforts of CNUX locals suggest that the alienation, isolation 

and poverty experienced by veterans could be channeled into non-nativist forms of solidarity and 

direct action.  As CNUX member Clark declared, “We’re in the trenches more than we ever were 

in France.  It’s a worse death that faces us now.  This democracy that they promised us is a slow, 

lingering death; nothing else.”
146

  

While CNUX attracted only a minority of veterans, socialist unemployment movements 

became the medium within which unemployed veterans could join civilians to protest against 

poverty.  As socialist-inspired workless veteran protestors in Sudbury were aware in April 1922, 

city officials provided “scanty assistance” to ex-servicemen and none at all to civilians.  All, they 

argued, and not just those who had fought for the country, were entitled to relief not charity.
147

  

In December 1920, Vancouver veterans made up the majority of the newly-formed 

Vancouver Association of the Unemployed (VAU).
 148

  Veterans were also present in the 

formation of the Calgary Central Council of Unemployed (CCCU) in December 1921 with E. 

Holbrooke of the GWVA declaring that veterans and workers had identical interests.
 149

  In fact, 

the Edmonton Central Council of Unemployed (ECCU), February 1922, the Winnipeg Central 
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Council of Unemployed (WCCU), November 1921, the Toronto Unemployed Association of 

Canada (TUAC), July 1921, the quasi-socialist Montreal Ex-service Men’s Unemployment 

Association (MEMUA), December 1920, and the Halifax Unemployed Association (HUA), July 

1921, could all claim that their respective members were, in the majority, veterans.  In its initial 

preamble, the ECCU spelled out the historical rationale for organizing veterans within 

unemployment movements.  When Edmonton was in the depths of the pre-war depression, the 

ECCU argued, the government had stopped its relief funding, yet a year later was spending 

millions to mobilize troops for the war.  The ECCU resolved that if the federal government could 

find money to wage war, it could provide relief at union rates or full maintenance.
150 

When Winnipeg’s unemployed formed the Manitoba Association of Unemployed (MAU) 

in the spring of 1922, they were among the first to call for a national unemployment association.  

By forming a national body, the MAU argued, activists would be better positioned to force the 

federal government to claim responsibility for the unemployed.  Using an argument unavailable 

to pre-1914 unemployment activists, the MAU conjured up the image of the veteran who had 

made “the world safe for democracy” and made “Canada a land fit for heroes to live in” while 

capitalists were “busy hoarding up their wealth at home,” leaving the returned soldier in a state of 

“semi-starvation.”  Here was a rationale for Ottawa to quit hiding behind the BNA Act and 

administer real relief.
151

 

Veterans were front and center at unemployment demonstrations.  In Vancouver, CNUX 

members participated in weekly Sunday unemployment parades throughout early 1921.  One 

South Vancouver CNUX member who defied the municipality’s bylaw on flags came well-

supplied with evidence of his military valour.  In addition to carrying the red flag, he also wore 

medals revealing his status as a holder of the DCM, MM, Mons Star and King’s and Queen’s 
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South African medals.
152

  At unemployment association rallies across Canada, veterans were 

often marshals.
153

  Returned veterans comprised at least half of the 125 marchers who embarked 

on an On-to-Edmonton Trek from Calgary in March 1925 and hijacked a train to protest the 

province’s withdrawal of relief to the single unemployed.  Alfred J. Boulter, chair of the CCCU 

claimed that “if these men were lions in 1914 they could not be expected to be lambs now.”
154

  

The Calgary Herald believed the leaders exaggerated the number of veterans who participated in 

an effort to gain sympathy, yet the militancy of many veterans was palpable.
155

  

Since most relief policies favoured married men over single, the single unemployed, many 

of whom were veterans, were among the most receptive to socialist organizing.  In Vancouver 

and Calgary over the 1921-1922 winter, authorities herded the single unemployed into relief 

camps.  In Vancouver, the VAU and CNUX defended veterans who made up 80 percent of the 

single unemployed “inmates” in the municipal relief camp in Hastings Park.
156

  When decorated 

veteran H. Sullivan and 40 others returned one hour later than the 10 o’clock curfew after 

attending a CNUX meeting, Sullivan was kicked out of camp, barred from the park and 
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threatened with vagrancy charges.  Police evicted three others.  The evictions ignited a camp 

strike.  The B.C. Federationist warned that the unemployed returned soldiers were grasping 

“working class concepts,” resented “being treated as criminals or undesirables” and did not 

countenance being subjected “to military rule.”
157

  In Calgary, CNUX, CCCU and the GWVA 

joined forces in January-February 1922 to protest the conditions of the Victoria Park relief camp, 

where a majority of single unemployed veterans were crowded into unsanitary, vermin-ridden old 

army barracks.
 158

  When on 31 March the city shut down the Victoria Park camp, citing mounting 

costs, CCCU and CNUX veterans took over city council chambers.  Thirty police officers 

attacked the activists and forced them down the steps of city hall.  One veteran exclaimed:  “My 

God!  Is that what we went overseas for?  It would have been better had we been defeated.”
159

 

In municipalities that did not provide housing relief for single unemployed veterans, 

socialist unemployment organizations took the initiative.  In 1921, after Mayor Edward Parnell 

declared that Winnipeg was free of the homeless, socialists conducted a survey of the city and 

found over 75 unemployed, the majority veterans, sleeping in the railway yards and in boxcars.  

Proving that the homeless were bona fide Winnipeg citizens the activists succeeded in finding 

hotel rooms for most of the men on the city’s dime.
160

 

In July 1922, the Halifax Civic Relief Committee halted its practice of providing housing 

and food to 31 single men, the majority of them veterans.  Communist Hugh Pynn and the HUA 

forced the mayor to foot the bill for a meal for twenty of the men at a local restaurant.  Pynn, 

                                                      

157
“Unemployed Seek Added Privileges,” Vancouver Sun, 13 December 1921, 14; “Unemployed, Waxing 

Aesthetic at the Park, Threaten a Mutiny,” Vancouver Sun, 16 December 1921, 2; “Hastings Park 

Situation,” B.C. Federationist, 16 December 1921, 2; One from Hastings park, “The Hastings Park 

Situation,” B.C. Federationist, 23 December 1921, 4. 
158

 CCA, Board of Commissioners, RG 26, box 160, file 1088, 7 January 1922; “Wait Arrival of Ross to 

Discuss Out of Work Pay,” Calgary Herald, 9 January 1922, 9; “$7 a week for Boarding out Returned 

Men,” Calgary Herald, 6 February 1922, 9; “About 100 Men to Be Billeted out by Ruling,” Calgary 

Herald, 7 February 1922, 9; “Billeting Only Affects the Men at Victoria Park,” Calgary Herald, 9 February 

1922, 9. 
159

 G.B, “Calgary Unemployed Occupy City Hall,” OBU Bulletin, 13 April 1922, 3. 
160

 Edith Hancox, “Letter to the editor,” OBU Bulletin, 14 May 1921, 3; “Unemployment Worse than Two 

Weeks Ago,” Manitoba Free Press 12 May 1921, 14. 



 

 

 

491  

HUA, and the Citizen berated the mayor and the relief committee.  They made it known that the 

veterans had no place to turn but the poorhouse or jail.  The city relented and moved the men to 

Camp Hill where they cleaned the grounds and in return received rent money, coal and groceries 

amounting to $5 to $8 a week.  Such precarious relief was a pittance, the Citizen pointed out, 

compared to reports from Britain that Admirals and Generals pocketed stipends from £10,000 to 

£50,000.
161

 

By the late twentieth-century and early twenty-first, it had become customary for the 

Canadian Legion and veterans to lobby for the erection of cenotaphs, memorials, and museums.  

Jonathan Vance’s work on the dominant memory surrounding such memorials insists that from 

business associations to labour unions and women’s groups to veterans’ organizations, one found 

a “virtual unanimity on the meaning of a memorial and the necessity of erecting one.”  Memorials 

became a “test for the living” to demonstrate “their fidelity to the legacy of the fallen.”  While 

Vance discusses minor disputes between competing parties on the size, composition and imagery 

of public war memorials, the counter memory of those who questioned the necessity of 

memorials at all while veterans and widows starved is stricken from the record.
162

 

For a minority of ex-servicemen during the 1920s, memorials were the epitome of 

extravagance and showed disrespect and disregard for the thousands of undernourished and 

impoverished veterans and widows.  As Toronto socialist James Simpson explained, “The 

profiteers we had during the war now sit over their wines and in their luxurious automobiles and 

talk of the monuments they will erect to our gallant dead who fell in France . . . but instead of 

lending the helping hand to those who have returned they are trying to force them back into the 
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conditions they suffered before the war.”
163

  Christina Lorimer, a member of the Vancouver 

Women Workers, denounced military memorials in 1922 and claimed that “the overfilled 

hospitals, cemeteries and the extended bread lines” constituted the true legacy of the war.
164

  The 

veterans and dependents who protested against memorials rarely took their message to unveiling 

ceremonies – but when 25,000 attended the unveiling of the cenotaph on Victoria Square in 

Vancouver on April 1924, socialist-inspired veterans with red banners were attacked.
165

 

R. James believed talk of a War Memorial Museum in Vancouver in late 1920 was “very 

selfish.”  Veterans “do not want war shrines and war memorials, but they do need work,” he 

said.
166

  In July 1921, after Halifax city council debated a public war memorial, “Brother” Joe 

German, an Irishman who had cut his revolutionary teeth in the “open-air oratorical school [of] 

Hyde Park,” urged the city, in lieu of a plaque, to hire unemployed and disabled workers and 

veterans to build accommodations for the deceased soldiers’ widows and orphans.
167

  Calls for a 

war memorial for Halifax persisted.  The Citizen, Halifax’s labour paper, attacked the capitalist 

backers of a memorial and argued that the only monument worthy of so many Canadian deaths 

would be “democracy” for the survivors, which meant wresting the country from the British 

Empire Steel Corporation, the railways and the capitalists.
168

  The city declined to entertain the 

Citizen’s suggestion and opted instead to spend $50,000 of taxpayers’ money for a memorial.
169
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In 1923, Labour members J.S. Woodsworth and William Irvine voted no in the House of 

Commons on a bill proposing a war memorial.  Woodsworth, in speaking against the bill, quoted 

from the wife of an unemployed veteran who suggested that instead of a memorial the 

government spend the money “for the clothing, feeding and sheltering of the men who had the 

great misfortune to return to Canada with their lives.”  Had the “so-called ‘glorious dead’” 

survived, she argued, “they would be in the same category as their living comrades – in the bread 

line and the recipients of old clothes . . . doles, poverty, Hastings Park, etc.”  Why, she wondered, 

could Ottawa “find money for war and for the destruction of life, but nothing to conserve life?”
170

 

Not all veterans approved of the tactics and the socialism of their unemployment 

organizations.  The right-wing Vancouver Economic Council and the United Soldiers’ Council 

tried to break up the South Vancouver Association of Unemployed (SVAU) by taking over the 

executive committee and demanding that veterans receive preferential relief treatment over the 

civilian unemployed.  SVAU members, including veterans who had already left the United 

Soldiers’ Council over its racist rhetoric, thwarted the coup d’état.
171

  In Calgary in 1925 James 

Pettigrew resigned from the CCCU due to the “interference of alien propagandists” who failed to 

recognize how the “British-Canadian social system . . . saved them from the chaos of 

Communism.”  Pettigrew hoped to start a rival organization but was unable to find an audience.
172

 

Similarly, when Toronto’s Jerry O’Brien created a splinter group of veterans after calling out for 

charity not militancy and respectability rather than subversion, few responded to his call.
173

 

10.8 Comrades in the Great Army of the Unemployed: Montreal, 1921 

The activities of Montreal veterans in the early post-war years provide the best illustration 

of the complex interplay of the reactionary, respectable and the revolutionary elements within the 
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veterans’ movement and the ways in which governments responded with a combination of 

capitulation and control.  The city had an estimated 20,000 unemployed people in 1920.  Over 

400 of them, the majority veterans, paraded to city hall on 22 December.  The city offered little 

more than snow-shoveling work to curb dissent, but the march was not in vain.  Frustrated 

veterans, tired of the minimal efforts made by the GWVA to seek non-demeaning relief, created 

the Montreal Ex-Service Men’s Unemployment Association (MEMUA).  MEMUA was hardly a 

radical organization.  The philanthropic W.J. Shaughnessy, railway tycoon, and Sir Mortimer 

Davis, multi-millionaire, tobacco monopolist and union breaker, paid for MEMUA’s office.
174

  

However, Charles Hoby, 31, a war veteran born in South Africa and Patrick J. Reid, both 

members of the Montreal One Big Union (OBU), found their way on to its executive and 

encouraged MEMUA to adopt more radical ideas and actions. 

When the city finally bent to pressure from MEMUA to provide more than just snow-

removal, they turned to F.W. Gaudet, Director of Public Safety and former Lieutenant-Colonel of 

the renowned 22
nd

 Battalion, to orchestrate non-work relief.  Gaudet’s plan was to force all relief 

recipients to report to district police stations to undergo investigations.  The provincial 

employment bureau and the municipal assistance department examined the applicants again to 

determine whether to send them to either a Catholic, Protestant or Jewish charity.  After eight 

days, the authorities forced the recipient to undergo the whole process over again.  MEMUA 

voiced its opposition to this set-up, “since many would not report at police stations, even though 

actually in want.”  The GWVA approved it.  At MEMUA public meetings, officials “had 

difficulty in restraining their men from going to break up things at the City Hall or the 

GWVA.”
175

  But MEMUA members were of two minds.  Some organized their own charity and 
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even a carnival fundraiser, while more radical members, including those who belonged to the 

Canadian Workers’ Federation of Returned Soldiers and Sailors (CWFRS), threatened another 

“demonstration of protest.”
176

  

After appeals to Mayor Martin and a visit to Ottawa resulted in little overhaul of the 

distasteful relief system, on 20 January 1921 over 300 unemployed invaded city hall and were 

evicted, whereupon they raided a restaurant.
177

  A day after the raid, three men were arrested 

including OBU activists Reid and Hoby.  The arrests did nothing to stop further mass eat-ins.  

The following day, the workless veterans raided Walton’s.  Between 150 and 200 men received a 

hot meal of stew, bread and coffee and doughnuts.  The manager put the “crowd in a good 

humour” with his generosity.  The police arrested five more men and searched for weapons 

amongst the activists.  Discovering that the city had discharged 3,000 regular civic employees in 

order to provide snow-shoveling work at the meagre wage of 37 cents an hour, some of the 

workless went out on strike.  It took the city’s entire police reserves to disperse the strikers.
178

 

The militancy of the protests caught the city authorities off guard.  Gaudet encouraged the 

deportation of the arrested but, after all the arrested pleaded guilty to vagrancy, the courts granted 

bail with a suspended sentence.
179

  Police backed off calls to have MEMUA shut down after it 

promised to oust all radicals.  Law and order veterans also cleansed the Khaki Club, a veterans’ 

shelter that housed many of the protestors, of its ‘Red’ elements.  The city further deflated the 
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unrest by opening the Meurling Institute, a homeless shelter and provider of three free meals 

daily.
180

  The GWVA attacked their rival organization, arguing that they were “neither chartered 

nor registered” and called the raiders “loafers . . . who are neither ex-soldiers nor citizens.”
181

  

With MEMUA now firmly in the hands of the “respectable,” OBU activists organized 

independently.  The Star dubbed Reid and Hoby Montreal’s “Mutt and Jeff,” and reported that 

they had a following of 400 to 500 “of the riff-raff and foreign element of the city.”
182

  

Throughout early February, the unemployed daily besieged city hall.  A police cordon was a 

permanent fixture outside the municipal offices.
183

  Basing their demands on those of the 

Winnipeg unemployment movement, OBU activists resolved to demand $12 a week for 

unemployed married men, $2 a week for each child and $7 a week plus room rental for the single 

unemployed.  Bill Long, an ex-service man, described the Great War as “a struggle between two 

great rival groups of capitalists.”  Now it was time for returned soldiers and workers to fight for 

the dictatorship of the workers.
184

  

About 500 protestors joined the march on city hall on 21 February 1921 to appeal the 

rejection of the Winnipeg relief scale.
185

  Their demands refused, the crowd sang the 

“Internationale” to Child’s restaurant, where they demanded and obtained free meals.  The 

waitresses “seemed amused and not frightened.”  Police searched the men and arrested 15 

ringleaders on vagrancy, including OBU activists Reid and George Lloyd.
186

  The OBU Bulletin 
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sarcastically remarked that the returned soldiers had ended up fighting for the “right to be out of 

work.  The right to seek a job when there are none.  The right to see their children and wives want 

for the necessities of life.  It is true that they are free to starve to death if the police do not catch 

them at it, but they are also free from the necessities of life.”  For Hoby, the past two months had 

radicalized over 500 workers who now “cheer the name[s] of Lenin and Trotsky.”  Many, Hoby 

argued, had been forced into a state of desperation in which they believed it was “better to go to 

gaol than starve under the eyes of the Montreal city officials.”
187

 

The courts sentenced Patrick Reid to three months hard labor and the authorities sought his 

deportation.  Labour and unemployment organizations across Canada petitioned against his 

treatment.
 188

  The authorities’ case against Reid was flimsy - Reid was a Canadian subject, not a 

foreign citizen.  Sent before Justice Coderre of the Recorder’s court, Reid’s case was thrown out 

on a technicality – the Recorder’s court had no power to consider criminal charges; Reid’s case 

had to be brought before a magistrate dealing in criminal matters.  Upon his release, Reid 

vanished from the labour scene and there is no evidence that he ever again participated in, or 

organized, unemployment protests.
189

 

*** 
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As James Eayrs revealed, “Never far from the mind of authority was the thought that men 

returning from the Front to a civilian life not much better than that of the trenches would seek to 

remedy their lot by unconstitutional means.”
190

  If “respectable” veterans won relief as an 

entitlement not a charity, they did so only with the threat of so-called “unconstitutional” direct 

actions by socialist-inspired veterans, like Patrick J. Reid, CNUX and the thousands who 

participated in the unemployment movement.  Such actions brought heavy state reprisals.  Some 

municipalities erected relief camps, others enforced vagrancy laws.  When officials considered 

these laws too soft, they sought to deport activist veterans.  Undercover police spied on the 

movement and police often brutally suppressed demonstrators.  The state and business groups 

encouraged a vigilantism that pitted ex-soldiers against ex-soldiers.  State concessions often 

seemed calculated to divide veterans from civilians and from each other.  Public commemorations 

and memorials were a cheaper way than adequate relief to enable the state to claim the veterans’ 

legacy and over time, in a Canada in which the social responsibilities of all three levels of 

government were inchoate and confused, they effectively drained the energy from the radical 

veterans.  Meanwhile, Ottawa tightened its regulations and enhanced its surveillance networks.   

Patrick J. Reid and the actions of Montreal veterans in the winter of 1921 fell outside the 

categories of liberal respectability or xenophobic reaction.  The mainstream GWVA and its 

vigilante excesses express only a very narrow range of veterans’ responses to the piecemeal and 

inadequate government re-construction and relief efforts.  J. Harry Flynn, the GAUV and the 

bonus scheme, and the veterans’ On-to-Ottawa Trek in May 1922 suggest how normally 

respectable veterans had been pushed to the limits of their resolve and patience and were prepared 

to take direct action and challenge authority.  Here was the populist breeding ground for 

revolutionary returned soldiers that kept the authorities tossing in their sleep.  Causing them even 

greater insomnia was the rise of CNUX in the west and veteran-friendly unemployment 
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organizations across Canada.  In such venues, veterans aligned themselves with socialists, 

exposed the capitalist causes of war, denounced racism within their ranks, marched in the streets 

behind Red flags, hijacked trains, stormed city halls and parliament buildings, collectively dined-

and-dashed at restaurants and initiated relief strikes.  As the Halifax Citizen put it, “these men 

went over to fight for their country and democracy and came back to find that the ‘mock’ 

[remained] in Democracy and ‘their’ country [was] owned by someone else.”
191

  For them, the 

freedom to starve was no freedom at all.  
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Conclusion: 

Disruption Organized: Looking Beyond the Empirical 

Come all ye heavily laden with disappointment, discouragement, despair!  Let us 

proclaim to the world “Sie bewegt sich doch!”  – Emma Goldman
1
 

 

In November 1885, William Wainwright, an unemployed “intelligent looking” 26-year old 

British labourer, and a recently discharged 90
th
 Battalion recruit who helped suppress the 

indigenous and Métis North-West Rebellion, slit his throat in a Toronto boarding house as “a 

means of ending his miserable existence.”
2
  In 1898, workless Alexander Fraiser drowned himself 

in a well in Dublin Ontario, leaving behind a wife and several children.
3
  In 1908, unemployed 

teamster and widow William Matthews, 51, “blocked up the chinks around the door and window” 

and turned the gas on, leaving only a “pathetic” note asking for forgiveness.
4
  The following year, 

Arthur Folkes, 34, English labourer, shot himself dead during a blizzard, having become an 

abusive father and husband after a year of sporadic work.
5
  In 1914, Robert McCutcheon, 37, slit 

his wife’s throat and then his own after being laid off for two months from the Canadian Foundry 

Company.
6
  That same year, Gertrude Slipper, 17, discharged from a St. Thomas shoe factory, 

drank carbolic acid “because she had been out of work, and failed to secure clothes that other 

girls in her circle were wearing.”
7
  Unemployed Great War veterans Samuel Leach, 65, 
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Edmonton, Jack Barr, Lethbridge, and George Bigham and James Henry, 25, both of Toronto, all 

committed suicide in the 1920s.
8
  In 1927, unemployed Thomas Llwyd, the 35-year-old son of 

J.P. Llwyd, Dean of Halifax’s All Saints’ Cathedral, asphyxiated himself with gas in a New York 

rooming house after pencilling a note that he “couldn’t go on with life.”
9
 

Between 1875 and 1928, “unemployed” and “suicide” were frequently associated words in 

Canadian newspapers.  The mainstream press presented these deaths as at once sordid, tragic, 

pathetic, cowardly and sad.  Suicides served as evidence that, without employment, workers 

become hopeless.  Yet these stories of despair also intruded uncomfortably into the homes of the 

well-fed, challenging complacency, stirring the charitable and revealing inequity.  On the left, 

suicide was revolution’s antonym, the dystopic and individualized outcome of liberal capitalism.  

As U.S. socialist Eugene V. Debs wrote in a serialized article published in the Voice in 1893, if 

the worker and/or the unemployed tramp try to indict “the present system . . . he is discharged and 

blacklisted and pursued everywhere he goes, until he goes out the back door of suicide.”
10

  Or, as 

the SDPC put it twenty years later, “the fearful spectres of want, insecurity and despair are 

assailing the very vitals of the common people . . . suicidal thoughts haunt the despairing minds 

of fathers and mothers faced with the dread spectacle of home life being destroyed.”
11

  After a 
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raft of reported unemployment-related suicides in 1913, the B.C. Federationist in an article 

“Suicide or Fight?” queried: “In a world dominated by human hyenas and grasping corporations, 

seeking only to enslave men, women and children, is it any wonder there are suicides?”
12

 

The binary of “suicide or fight?” was presented in the introduction of this dissertation as an 

aspect of a longstanding debate within social movement literature and on the left that has 

polarized the responses to unemployment to being either apathy/despair or indignation/revolt.  

Such a dichotomy misses the upshot of what historian David Frank, after providing an account of 

the suicide of a young, exploited Welsh immigrant in New Brunswick in 1920, has called the 

“ultimate individual act of protest.”
 13

  From iconoclast socialist Walter Benjamin to the 

contemporary anarchist anthropologist James C. Scott there has been a tendency among leftists 

that aims to rescue the weapons of the weak from being portrayed as counterproductive or 

counter-revolutionary.
14

  In fact, the extent to which the liberal order has capitulated and provided 

relief is predicated on how well the unemployed have expressed both their anguish and anger.  

Unemployment movements have been at their most powerful when they have mobilized despair 

in collective dine-and-dashes, militant marches and mass voluntary arrests to win shelter in the 

local gaol.  In such moments, one “sad, lonely voice of protest” becomes many and impossible to 

ignore.
15

  Unemployment activists even used the threat of suicide to test the liberal order.  A 

workless veteran challenged the Vancouver city council in March 1921 with the promise to 

commit suicide or “take other drastic measures” if relief was not extended.
16

  Similarly, a 
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destitute London Ontario activist in 1925 swore, in front of police and city officials, that “rather 

than go through another winter like the past one, he would commit suicide.”
17

  

Such misery amongst the poor demonstrates how implausible and remarkable it is that the 

workless protested and organized not once but hundreds of times in cities across Canada prior to 

the Great Depression.
18

  Canadian historians’ myopic picture of the Great Depression as the 

sudden, unexpected eruption of the “unemployment issue” is challenged by taking a telescopic 

view of the multifaceted struggles of the unemployed between 1875 and 1928.  Similarly, the 

persistent involvement of socialists as leaders and philosophers of unemployment movements 

suggests that left historians have too often made short shrift of how the issue of being without 

work was central to the growth of the left and a working-class culture of resistance.  Drawing 

upon the rich empirical detail we have already considered, this chapter deepens some of the 

theoretical discussions initiated in the introduction.  It seeks to understand some of the structures 

and processes of liberal capitalism that made collective disruption possible and the ways in which 

the unemployed and their radical and socialist leadership forged an identity, an ideology and an 

instrumentality based on the power of interdependence and disruption.  They created a unique set 

of direct actions that drew upon the indignation and the despair of those without work.  

Opportunities for Disruption 

In the introduction, we began a reconnaissance of the liberal order by mapping out the 

repertoires of hegemony (exclusion, coercion, consent, compromise and dis-order) encountered 

by the unemployed and poor.  An emphasis was placed on how effective the new techniques of 

liberal governance were in segregating, reforming, and disciplining the unemployed and 

naturalizing the process of work and capitalist accumulation.  In this section, we turn to 

understanding how the collectivized unemployed found ways to challenge the liberal order’s most 
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basic precepts.  If liberal political structures and repertoires can create conditions conducive to 

the mobilization of the unemployed, they much more commonly, through their hegemonic 

techniques, “diminish its extent and diminish its force.”19  However, the liberal order relies upon 

“the social and cooperative relations in which people are enmeshed by virtue of group life.”
20

  

While the unemployed do not have access to the power derived from wealth or legitimated 

violence they can “break with a pattern of cooperation based on norms of self-reliance and self-

denial” by disrupting “institutionally regulated cooperation.”
21

  In doing so they can leverage for 

their own purposes the interdependent power upon which all modern societies depend. 

Those who have taken the Political Opportunity Structure (POS) and the protest cycle 

approaches to social movements argue that the characteristics of the liberal state are essential to 

assessing the “exogenous and stable variables” influencing the possibility of a mobilized 

unemployed.22  Paul Bagguley popularized this theory in his study of unemployment activism in 

Britain by focusing on the “changing ways in which state institutions are open to influence by the 

unemployed, on the one hand, and the form of unemployment relief on the other.”  While the 

POS approach offers important insights, practitioners caution against being overly deterministic 

and presenting liberal capitalist structures as the only factors that give rise to protest.23 

That said, it would be difficult to imagine the rise of unemployment movements if 

unemployment rates remained static.  Thus, the most important structural opportunities for 

                                                      

19
 Francis Fox Piven and Richard A. Cloward, Poor People’s Movements: Why they succeed, how they fail 

(Toronto: Random House of Canada, 1979), 3.  Emphasis in the original. 
20

 Frances Fox Piven, “Can Power from below Change the World?,” American Sociological Review 73:1 

(2008), 5. 
21

 Frances Fox Piven, Challenging Authority: How Ordinary People Change America (New York: Rowman 

& Littlefield Publishers, 2006), 21. 
22

 Manlio Cinalli, “Contention over Unemployment in Britain: Unemployment Politics versus the Politics 

of the Unemployed,” in The Mobilization of the Unemployed in Europe: From Acquiescence to Protest?, 

ed. Didier Chabanet and Jean Faniel (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012), 177.  It is essential to tease 

out “the relationships between political institutional approaches to employment policy and political 

conflicts mobilized by collective actors over unemployment in the public domain.”  Marco Giugni, ed., The 

Contentious Politics of Unemployment in Europe (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), 3. 
23

 Paul Bagguley, From Protest to Acquiescence?  Political Movements of the Unemployed (London: 

Macmillan, 1991), 25, 38. 



 

 

 

505  

unemployment protest are the cyclical economic crises endemic to liberal capitalism.  As Piven 

and Cloward argue, “breakdown is often prerequisite to breakout.”
24

  In Canada, we should add, 

the seasonal nature of work meant that unemployment organizations tended to form in the early 

winter and persisted until the opening of logging and agricultural work in the spring.25  In fact, 

relief was often withheld until city council was confronted with a delegation of the unemployed 

in late fall.  That many municipalities’ held their elections to coincide with the New Year was 

actually a boon to the unemployment movement; this was certainly true in Toronto where January 

elections regularly made unemployment a prominent campaign issue.  By far the largest 

unemployment protests occurred in the spring when relief officials scheduled the end of relief in 

anticipation that work would be widely available.  Having eked out a precarious living over the 

winter, and with any savings exhausted, the unemployed responded with indignation to the time 

gap between the end of relief and the opening of work.  Spring agitation invariably won from a 

week to up to several months of additional relief depending on the severity of unemployment, the 

political stance of city councils, and the extent of the disruption. 

Unemployment movements punctuated the long depression at the end of the nineteenth 

century, and the economic slumps of 1907-1909, 1912-1915 and 1921-1925.  Scholars admit that 

depressions do not automatically create the conditions for unemployment organization, but they 

have made some general observations about protest cycles of the unemployed.26  In predicting the 

birth of a poor people’s movement, the level or rate of unemployment is less important than a 

decrease in labour opportunities.  Although the authorities did not compile accurate 

unemployment statistics during the period of this study, it should come as no surprise that every 
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economic crisis prior to the Great Depression included uprisings of the unemployed and no 

significant unemployment agitation occurred outside of pronounced, well documented, economic 

slumps.  Yet even with a depression, increased unemployment must coalesce with “other 

organizational, political or cognitive factors” in order for a protest culture to emerge.27  Even 

though the Labour Gazette reported widespread suffering in the Maritimes during the 1912-1915 

depression, for instance, no recognizable unemployment movement arose comparable to the 

agitation witnessed in Montreal, Ottawa, Sudbury, Toronto, Winnipeg, Calgary, Edmonton or 

Vancouver.  Depression provides no guarantee of social unrest. 

Finally, in accordance with Alexis de Tocqueville’s theory of rising expectations, when the 

state fails to live up to its promises of protection and pushes through reforms that take away 

benefits, indignation amongst the unemployed creates a favourable environment for organization.  

When depressions hit and consensus and compromises are withdrawn, the ruling hegemony risks 

defections and disruptions.  In addition, places where the welfare apparatus is the most 

progressive and advanced ironically create a conducive setting for the mobilization of the 

unemployed because the workless have developed greater expectations of state responsibility.28   

The early protests in Montreal in 1875 and in Ottawa in 1880 arose in response to the 

political promise of work in the first instance, and, in the second, the failure of the dream that the 

National Policy and tariffs would improve labour conditions.  As depressions lagged on, 

municipalities raised the ire of the unemployed if they did not maintain the same relief rates as in 

previous years.  One of the reasons Vancouver, Toronto and other major municipalities were 

dubbed “meccas of the unemployed” was because agitators built their movements upon the 

precedent of relief.  Tocqueville’s theory is especially à propos during the post-Great War era 

when the federal government assured veterans and their dependents that the state owed them 

economic security for their war-time sacrifices.  When Ottawa reneged on its promise and scaled 
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back re-construction relief in 1922-1923, unemployment leaders capitalized on failed 

expectations, ushering in the most active period of workless unrest before the Great Depression. 

If individualism, qualified social equality and the right to hold property are the 

philosophical trinity of a wide array of liberalisms, in practice, liberal rule has been an 

“arrestingly contradictory, complicated and yet coherent process” that has, owing to its own 

structural weaknesses and the mobilization of the unemployed, been forced to qualify its 

freedoms and expand the social and economic responsibilities of the state.29  The liberal order is a 

site of contestation as it navigates “the economic cost of the exercise of freedom[s].”  The threat 

of unrest caused by gross inequality tempered liberalism’s commitment to the individual, small 

government and unregulated capital.30  Liberalism, suggests Foucault, is interested in the 

“frugality of government” and relies on the “principle of maximum/minimum.”  Liberalism asks: 

what are the limits to government interventions and how can these (limited) interventions best 

assist the “natural” or “true” functioning of capital?31  Liberalism “formulates” the “question of 

the utility of a government in a regime where exchange determines the value of things.”32  

Protestors frequently disrupted the aim of a frugal government and raised the minimum by 

forcing state interventions.  By demanding their concerns be heard, activists even challenged the 

view that they themselves were valueless because they were, temporarily or permanently, unable 
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to exchange their labour for sustenance.  Their disruption, and the liberal order’s capitulations, 

proved their value to society outside of and against the crude valuation of exchange.  

Between 1875 and 1928, the unemployed encountered numerous exclusions, not least of 

which was the rejection of their participation in the workforce.  At first, a Producers’ Liberalism, 

with champions such as Montreal’s mayor William Hingston (1875-1877), Prime Minister John 

A. Macdonald and Toronto politician E.A. Macdonald, appealed to the unemployed as part of an 

inclusive and paternalistic politics that promised that what was in capital’s best interest was also 

in the interests of the unemployed and working class.  When the “we are all in this together” 

rhetoric proved illusory and deeper class fissures appeared by the end of the century, Progressive-

era liberals acknowledged some of the exclusions the unemployed encountered.  They sought to 

limit such inequalities through state interventions that targeted the individual workless – from 

labour bureaux to consolidated semi-public charitable bodies.  Progressive liberals lost sway after 

1918, and agitation and the fear of disorder largely determined the extent to which the 

unemployed were included in the calculations of Authoritarian Liberal governance. 

There were subtle differences and constants in the exclusions of the unemployed over time 

and across regions.  In the Maritimes, Poor Law regulations that denied the right to vote to those 

who became wards of the state remained on the books until activists sought its repeal during the 

Great Depression.  Municipal authorities across Canada regularly denied access to relief to single 

unemployed men, non-residents and recent immigrants.  In Vancouver in 1907, the municipal 

labour bureau was for whites only.  Officials also regularly excluded workless single and married 

women from municipal relief.  Perhaps most importantly, despite their repeated efforts, the 

unemployed were habitually excluded from participating in relief policies.  As early as 1894 in 

Toronto, the unemployed added to their list of demands that the city include them in the 

administration of relief.  Exceptionally, in Edmonton in 1914 and in Vancouver and Winnipeg in 

1921, the authorities granted the unemployed, however fleetingly, a say in relief governance.  The 
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norm, however, was that charity and welfare boards required a membership fee unaffordable for 

those outside the middle class.  Ottawa refused the unemployed admittance to two nation-wide 

unemployment conferences in the 1920s.  Officials frequently denied unemployment activists 

speaking privileges in the legislature and city hall to lobby on behalf of their members.  

The growth of deliberative democracy – from the press to voluntary associations to 

parliamentary government – has been widely praised as a liberal contribution to civil society 

wherein private individuals could understand the “other,” build consensus and act as rational-

critical political agents.  By legitimating rational and literate forms of political behaviour, “other 

forms of participation, more broadly conceived, such as riots, effigy burning, and graffiti, were 

made increasingly suspect and even drained of some of their political content.  They no longer 

counted – or at least not in the same way – as politics.”  There is plenty of evidence within liberal 

media that, unlike the eighteenth-century food riots, protests of the unemployed were deemed  

archaic and outré.  Intellectual historian Jeffrey McNairn considers it “faintly odd” that 

academics critique this narrowing of political participation and “appear almost nostalgic for 

physical violence, riots, and mass illiteracy.”33  Even socialist historian Eric Hobsbawm, by 

pejoratively describing unemployed demonstrators as “primitive rebels,” reified the riot as archaic 

and pre-modern despite its continued use into the twentieth-first century.34 

Yet the unease unemployment activists inspired suggests the liberal order was unable to 

conjure their disappearance or wholly escape their accusations.  It is not “nostalgic” but realistic 

to suggest that non-liberal forms of protest and dissent persisted into the modern era.  There has 

never been universal access to liberal forms of deliberation.  As Frances Fox Piven and Richard 
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A. Cloward have insisted, liberal deliberative tactics are impractical for the marginalized.  Their 

sole locus of power lies in disrupting the very forms of liberal democracy from which they are 

excluded.35  Rational and literate political debate was, like so much of liberal philosophy, 

universal only in its rhetoric.  While there were increases in literacy, it was not a sure ticket to 

participate in liberal democracy (literacy is hardly useful if your pennies are spent on bread, not 

newspapers).  Stature, wealth, whiteness, masculinity, employment and shared political values 

were what enabled one to belong to the public community.  Unemployment protestors countered 

their exclusion from liberal deliberation and welfare governance by creating their own platforms 

through disruption.  In doing so, they actually helped to expose the liberal order’s pretense of 

universality.  When the liberal order attempted to combat such accusations by banning or 

restricting street demonstrations and marches, as in Toronto in 1907-08, Vancouver, 1911, and 

again in Vancouver, 1921 and Halifax, 1922, was it any wonder that the unemployed and their 

socialist organizers so successfully mobilized the unemployed to realize one of liberalism’s 

greatest promises, the right to free speech?  

The previous chapters describe in some detail the coercive measures of the state as they 

pertained to the unemployed.  Even during the Progressive Era, police truncheons, prison bars, 

sedition charges, vagrancy laws and deportation proceedings remained standard liberal order 

responses.  With the banning of radical organizations during the Red Scare, post-war liberals 

declared that intimidation would be a primary weapon.  How can we understand these coercive 

measures in relation to the liberal promise of freedom?  Foucault suggests that liberalism does not 

protect freedom so much as it is the “consumer [and producer] of freedom” by relying on and 

legalizing numerous freedoms (freedom of the market, property rights, discussion, etc.)  In its 
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consumption and production of freedoms, the state must paradoxically assess the costs of these 

freedoms for the security of individuals and introduce a whole array of “limitations, controls, 

forms of coercion, and obligations relying on threats, etcetera.”  To justify these limitations on 

freedoms, liberalism created a culture of danger around “disease and hygiene,” “sexuality,” and 

the “degeneration of the individual, the family, the race and the human species.”  For Foucault, 

“there is no liberalism without a culture of danger,” and in its appetite for economic freedom it 

must respond with a set of “disciplinary techniques.”36  The unemployed were exactly one of the 

dangers to the social order.  Poverty for liberals “was defined in terms of the character 

shortcomings of specific individuals that, while not directly delinquent, deserved no 

encouragement from society.”  The values of the “degenerate” were opposed to the “natural” 

economical functioning of the individual, family and state.37  

The protests of the unemployed attempted to subvert such coercion and erase its 

psychological justifications.  Placards announced the legitimacy of activists and their willingness 

to work – they were, as the famous phrase proclaimed, jobless “through no fault of their own” – 

and declared the unemployed’s symbolic umbrage at the notion that they belonged to an 

underclass bereft of personal value.  If they were participants in a dangerous culture at all, it was 

not by dragging down society in their non-productivity and degeneracy but in exposing both the 

structural conditions that made unemployment a reality under capitalism and the state’s 

misdirected policies.  When the SDPC-led Ottawa Ukrainians demanded their own deportation in 

June-July 1914, they not only shattered the illusion of Canada as a land of opportunity but they 

also subverted evolving policies designed to use deportations as a coercive tool to eject the 

undesirable.  You cannot reject us, the unemployed Ukrainians told the authorities, we reject you.  

From 1875 when police truncheons first rained down on Montreal unemployed protestors, to the 
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“Cossack” corralling of the unemployed in Vancouver in 1912 to the unemployed confrontations 

with private constables in Cape Breton in 1922 and again in 1926, activists used police brutality 

as an effective propaganda tool.  Similarly, when protestors in the 1920s collectively stole food 

and/or demanded their own mass incarceration in local gaols and penitentiaries, they used their 

despair and desperation to attack an Achilles heel of a liberal order that had long questioned the 

prudence and morality of using prisons for the purpose of segregating and reforming the 

unemployed.  The coercive strategies of the liberal order were effective in keeping most of the 

unemployed from publicly expressing their indignation and despair.  Yet for those willing to risk 

provoking the state, a collective bond was forged, and some public sympathy earned, when the 

state itself went beyond the rational and secured its authority through brute force.  Unemployment 

activism revealed that the law was not universal and just, but biased and class-determined. 

With a Producers’ Liberalism unable to contain class conflict by the fin de siècle, elites 

engaged in a series of compromises to neutralize social unrest.  As Piven and Cloward have 

insisted, “the ultimate test of the power of the poor was not in their ability to disrupt particular 

institutions, but in the responses of electoral leaders to such disruptions.”  One should not 

conceive of these “conciliatory reforms” as victories.  They were “shaped as much by elite ideas 

and interests as by movement demands.”  In fact, these “limited reforms” tended to work in 

tandem with other tactics to “repress movement activists.”
38

  Legitimating grievances to fill in the 

“cracks in the edifice of consolidated power” was meant to placate unrest; “quietude, if not 

consent, was prized by elites.”
39

  It was the aim of political leaders to “channel the energies and 

angers of protestors into more legitimate and less disruptive forms of political behavior . . . in 

other words, by coopting them.”  On the other hand, by offering reforms, the liberal order 

nourished “the hopes of the lower classes for change” and thereby subtly subverted the 
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“legitimacy of the institutions” oppressing the poor.”
40

  Compromise and consent can both pacify 

and embolden the unemployed.  Still, activists were right to be wary of what Gramsci called 

“passive revolutions” in which hegemony takes the demands of the unemployed and in creating a 

policy that shores up liberal capitalist rule, drains them of their revolutionary content.
41

 

Moments of compromise during the progressive and authoritarian liberal eras confirm 

Piven and Cloward’s assertions.  When the authorities offered plumb city jobs to unemployed 

leaders, as they did in Toronto in 1909, and in various municipalities throughout the 1920s, most 

refused such overt forms of co-optation.
42

  When some activists proved willing to engage in 

liberal governmentality by surveying and collecting statistics on unemployment as they did in 

Vancouver in 1907, Ottawa in 1908 and in Toronto in 1914-1915, or by creating their own labour 

bureaux as they did in Vancouver in 1914, unemployment radicals could be criticized for a one-

sided capitulation to bourgeois culture.  True, their data collection often justified municipal relief 

exclusions of “outsiders” – but to consider this its only result misses the tactic’s 

counterhegemonic intent.  The governmentality efforts of the unemployed “liberated” them “from 

the type of individualization linked to the state” and allowed them to assert “new forms of 

subjectivity” which did not place blame on supposed biological or personal deficiencies.
43

  

Presenting their own data on unemployment, workless activists exercised the principle of 

subsidiarity and marshaled evidence to expose the systemic causes of unemployment and support 

state interventions.  Such statistics were not exactly a balm to the ruling class.  

Liberal compromises were neither clear victories nor definitive defeats.  The post-war 

creation of the Employment Service of Canada (ESC) provides an excellent example of this 
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ambivalence.  On the one hand, its coming did represent a startling departure from classical 

liberal thinking on the limited state, in that it implied that the state had a legitimate and powerful 

role in the operations of the labour market.  The complexity – indeed contradictoriness – of the 

ESC becomes even more evident when one realizes that its bureaux provided hubs for militants, 

eager to push its contradictions towards a revolutionary outcome.   

Similarly, unemployed demands for public relief contributed to the creation of semi-public 

Associated Charities and Boards of Public Welfare in the Progressive Era.  While partially 

legitimating protestors’ demands for state responsibility for unemployment, officials ultimately 

designed Associated Charities to prevent overlap, economize relief and weed out those who 

abused liberal generosity.  When the authorities capitulated in providing relief work, the erection 

of stone yards and wood lots did not meet the criterion of “productive work.”  Winning relief for 

the single unemployed in the form of work camps in Edmonton 1914, Vancouver 1921-22 and 

Calgary 1921, activists were caught in the paradox of compromise.  Although vocal about the 

militarized regulations and the unsanitary and inadequate provisions of the work camps, when the 

authorities decided to close the camps, invariably in an effort to cut relief costs, they placed 

“inmates” in the undesirable position of undermining their own criticisms by demanding the 

camps remain open.  Still, like the ESC bureaux, the camps were hotbeds for agitation – 

providing a history “Iron Heel” Bennett ignored at the liberal order’s peril when he gave General 

McNaughton the permission to set up the infamous national relief camps of the Great Depression. 

In addition to the repertoires of exclusion, coercion, consent and compromise, a certain 

level of disorder, rather than threatening the liberal order, tended to shore up what Gramsci called 

liberalism’s “permanent revolution.”  “Between consent and force stands corruption/fraud,” or 

what we might call disorder, explained Gramsci.  Employed when “force is too risky,” disorder 

involves the “buying” of an “antagonist’s” ideas and leadership either “covertly” or “openly,” in 

order to “sow disarray and confusion in his ranks.”  By engaging in the process of disorder, the 
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“exercise of hegemony” becomes “permanently difficult and aleatory.”
44

  For Piven and Cloward 

this corruption should not be seen as the “breakdown of social controls” but as “the basic and 

irreconcilable contradictions that characterize capitalist [and liberal] institutions.”  For poor 

people’s movements to be successful they must be able to articulate and expose “those basic and 

irreconcilable contradictions” or corruptions.
45

 

One aspect of disorder in Canada was the ability of the liberal state to harness the good 

intentions of relief providers whose motivations were not expressly about securing the health of 

the market economy.  It would be reductionist to insist that the welfare initiatives by religious 

groups, or by women’s benevolent institutions, sought the reformation of the unemployed and the 

poverty-stricken solely to meet capitalism’s demand for cheap labour.  Many such reformers were 

much more committed to saving souls and encouraging success, happiness, comfort and security.  

But their own adherence to individual reformation limited, even subverted, the attainment of such 

goals.  Socialist-led unemployment protestors were not always adept at exploiting such 

contradictions and at encouraging potential sympathizers to look beyond individual solutions.  

There is little evidence that socialist unemployment movements in pre-Depression Canada sought 

the support of women’s benevolent organizations or appealed to women entering the growing 

field of social work.  During the Progressive Era, Christian Socialism was an important 

component of unemployment movements and the IWW’s occupation of Edmonton churches in 

1914 demanding “What would Jesus do?” was a powerful way of encouraging Christians to see 

the contradiction of insisting on a Protestant work ethic in the face of systemic unemployment.  

Yet even this was parlayed as more accusation than invitation.  The strong atheist undercurrent 

amongst many leftists in the early twentieth century, the growing corporatization of the church, 

and the odious emigration practices of the “Starvation” Army made it increasingly difficult for 

unemployment organizers to identify and draw out potential religious allies, save for the members 
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of the explicit Labour Churches and such exceptional individuals as Rev. G.R. Eby and Rev. A.E. 

Smith.  The arrival of an avowedly secularist Communist Party of Canada (CPC) in the post-war 

years severely limited the opportunities to build a coalition or counter-hegemony that placed the 

health and spiritual wellbeing of individuals and society above that of the market. 

Unemployment movements fared marginally better in exposing the ways a multivalent 

state, a mixed social economy and frugality-generated suffering all constituted gross evasions of 

public responsibility.  Private labour bureaux, religious organization’s immigration schemes, 

semi-private welfare boards, newspaper “fresh-air” funds, charitable tin-canning, back-to-the-

land initiatives and private soup kitchens were all skewered by unemployment activists.  

Unemployment protestors never faltered in their insistence that relief ought to be a public 

responsibility and that, rather than rely on the inconsistent magnanimity of the private sector and 

civil society, the state ought to hold capital and those morally responsible for inequality and 

unemployment accountable through taxation; such was the impetus behind the 1920s demand for 

non-contributory insurance.  

Yet clearly, the multivalent state and mixed social economy had its desired effect and 

served to distract and confuse unemployment activists.  The liberal order was able to pose as a 

neutral arbitrator, while still having financial and regulatory control over private moralizing 

missions to redeem the poor.  Ultimately, the Habermasian distinctions between public and 

private, state and civil society, muddy more than they clarify the “processes that are common to 

government and non-government social powers.”  They make it impossible for the scholar “to 

differentiate between the various stages of the social services process.”
46

  For those who actually 

relied on relief, deciphering where to go and to whom to appeal for aid – be it a local religious 

order, magistrate, county gaoler, municipal councilor, public works superintendent, house of 
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industry, immigration agent, labour union or benevolent society – was a necessary, often 

nightmarish challenge.
47

  Relief in Montreal in 1921 is illustrative of how much of an 

unemployed person’s energy was sapped by navigating a mixed social economy.  In order to 

qualify for relief, Montrealers had to register at their local police station and report their family, 

religion, last employer, age, and reasons for unemployment; applicants repeated the process again 

at the ESC office.  If no work was offered, the person headed to the Municipal Assistance 

Department in city hall.  If single, and no city relief work was available, a Protestant claimant was 

sent to the Meurling Refuge; if Catholic, to the St. Vincent de Paul Society; and if Jewish, to the 

Federation of Jewish Philanthropies.  The city sent married claimants’ forms back to the police 

station and provided the person with a job, food and/or lodging for eight days.  Activists found 

themselves helping the unemployed fill out forms and meet with the appropriate officials.
48

  

The fundamental disorder confronting the unemployed was the confusion surrounding 

which level of governance was constitutionally responsible to provide welfare.  Despite the fact 

that the BNA act stipulated that poor relief lay within the jurisdiction of the provinces, they 

steadfastly refused full responsibility and offloaded most of the costs associated with relief onto 

the private sector, religious organizations and the municipalities.  Although social historians have 

generally lauded the introduction of federal, nationalized welfare initiatives as a sign of progress, 

localized relief was a precondition of pre-unemployment-insurance anti-poverty protests.  Such 

close proximity to welfare administrators between 1875 and 1928 was actually a boon to activists 

who had considerable success in shaming well-known and visible community members into 

providing relief.  As Paul Bagguley suggests, that local state relief institutions were largely 
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autonomous in defining benefits meant “they were ‘open’ to pressure from the local electorate 

and local social movements.”
49

  While the “ideological rhetoric” of unemployment movements is 

“‘anti-capitalist,’ their principal strategy has been to influence the state institutions with which 

they have most contact.”
50

  Thus, throughout the period of this study the unemployment 

movements most often targeted “regional focal points” such as employment agencies, municipal 

relief offices, city hall, houses of industry, churches, or restaurants.
51

  Attacking decentralized 

relief practices in a decentralized manner, workless protestors often effectively held not just 

municipal officials, but also their neighbours and their local community, accountable for 

inequality and poverty.  In doing so, they implicitly promoted a socialist society that did not 

necessitate a strong centralized state. 

Sporadic actions directed at provincial and federal authorities occurred prior to the Great 

War, but it was not until the bureaucratization and direct interventions of Ottawa during 

demobilization that socialist-led unemployment movements made higher authorities a significant 

site of contestation.
52

  Yet it was not just that Ottawa gave precedence to federal relief 

intervention in the early post-war years.  Under the national leadership and organization of the 

CPC, unemployment movements began in the 1920s a campaign that continued to exploit the 

possibilities of increasing relief at the local level while convincing municipal and provincial 

leaders that the only permanent way of avoiding unrest was national unemployment insurance.  

By the height of the Great Depression, this strategy created an awkward and antagonistic 

common front between localized relief providers and their recipients that was instrumental in 

sparking what was arguably the largest compromise or passive revolution in twentieth-century 
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Canada – the creation of a federal welfare state.  Still, by 1928, such a capitulation was by no 

means obvious and activists continued to struggle to undo the confusion around who was 

responsible for the relief of the unemployed. 

The structures and processes of the Canadian liberal order helped both to precipitate the 

sporadic mobilizations of the unemployed and to limit their efficacy.  It is little wonder that many 

unemployed, stigmatized and excluded, were driven to despair.  The seasonality of labour and the 

cyclical economic crises endemic to capitalism not only gave liberals a sense of an ahistorical 

futility (“the poor will always be with us”), but also accelerated social unrest.  There is little 

doubt that the hegemonic repertoires of exclusion, coercion, consent, compromise and disorder 

were extremely effective in making many unemployment movements minor and feeble affairs.  

Yet the liberal order was never water-tight.  When exclusion and coercion culminated in mass 

resistance, the state was often moved to compromise.  Disorder did sow confusion amongst the 

unemployed and made targeting one’s oppressors and identifying one’s allies a difficult task – but 

it also created numerous local sites for activism. 

Opportunities for Organization 

Leftist theorists and activists during the revolutionary days of the European Springtime of 

the Peoples in 1848 set the stage for subsequent socialists when it came to assessing the 

reactionary and revolutionary potential of the unemployed and ascribing to them an identity, 

ideology, instrumentality and repertoires of action that would afford them the opportunity to 

challenge their oppression.  Canadian leftists involved in unemployment movements lent greater 

coherence to such abstract discussions, and, through dedicated organizing, moved the 

unemployed from a loose amalgam of Les Misérables (1875-1896) to an Organized Mob (1896-

1918) to finally an Unemployed Army (1919-1928).  In doing so, they wrestled with their own 

pessimism and despair, overcame the characterization of the workless as a lumpenproletariat and 

stressed the societal, not personal, causes of unemployment.  Operating on the principle of 
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subsidiarity, unemployment activists developed demands based on the real needs of the 

unemployed while still pushing for fundamental changes to the social order.  Finally, 

unemployment organizers encouraged a range of tactics contingent on temporal and geographical 

location and that served to win reforms, foment revolution and build community. 

The ‘reactionary’ lumpen reappears in Canadian and international socialist discourse 

between 1875-1928 in portrayals of the tramp, the scab and the beggar; similarly, the immigrant 

‘other’ and the housewife were habitually conflated with lumpen stereotypes.  The Socialist Party 

of Canada (SPC) “impossiblists” tended to disparage the revolutionary potential of labour, let 

alone that of the unemployed.  Even the Wobblies lumped hoboes and the unemployed together 

as the parasitical foils of the rich.
53

  W.R. Shier in the Lance claimed that the unemployed 

“hammer wages down,” furnish scabs and capitalist soldiers, undermine the strength of the labour 

unions, are the wellspring for criminals and prostitutes, and a source of “squalor and disease and 

worthlessness all over this fair continent.”  Shier called for pity not denunciation, but did not 

deign to mention the unemployed as revolutionary allies.
54

  Labour unions often expressed 

anxiety about the unemployed as strikebreakers.  Municipal labour councils, unions and the 

Trades and Labour Congress of Canada (TLCC) were habitually hesitant to throw their resources 

and support behind the unknown, uncontrollable quantity of unemployed agitators.  Even the 

Communists expresseddisappointment at the failure of the unemployed to show up in significant 

numbers to demonstrations and preferred that the unemployed organize within existing 

Communist Party cells, ostensibly so that it might “exercise a certain guardianship” over them.
55

  

When 500 unemployed answered the call to fight the “red” hordes as special constables to protect 

BESCO Cape Breton coalmines in 1922, they were castigated by the Communist press as 

reactionary lumpens.  It was the fear of the lumpen, and not simply because of Communist 
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“boring from within” strategy, that led CPC leader Jack MacDonald to issue a nine-point bulletin 

in 1924 demanding that all unemployment organizations find their leadership from labour 

officialdom. 

Presumably, many of the unemployed who picked up a socialist paper were already 

sympathetic to the leftist cause and responded to such fears with renewed resolve to act in 

solidarity.  Conversely, socialist propagandists must have viewed lumpen rhetoric as a kind of 

backhanded goading to the working class to buck the trend of apathy and reaction.  At the very 

least, such disparaging remarks should be understood in relation to the frustration, burnout and 

despair experienced by organizers who had dedicated their lives to social change but found few 

concrete results in their efforts, certainly when their achievements were compared with their 

dream of revolution.  All the more remarkable, then, that when organizers did give up, others 

were there to take their place and that between 1875-1928 the general trend, especially after 1919, 

was towards greater and greater appreciation of the revolutionary potential of the unemployed.  

An inflated, and some might say foolish, optimism about the revolutionary potential of the 

unemployed prevailed amongst socialist leaders and strongly counteracted lumpen stereotypes.  

Like Engels, Marx, Blanc and Bakunin before them, many socialist activists encouraged the 

unemployed to see their idleness as enforced not voluntary and steered away from judging their 

personal attributes.  And, rather than pity the unemployed as the waste product of capital, they 

believed the workless had the power to mobilize, agitate and expose the inequalities and 

oppressions inherent in a liberal capitalist society no less than their working comrades.  

Yet to organize, leaders first had to inculcate an identity that was by no means obvious or 

easily accessible.  “Unemployment is a transitory status which most people want to quit as soon 

as possible,” explains social psychologist Klandermans.56  Placing the unemployed in “a separate 

class in themselves” distorts “what is a transitory social position.”  Unless attributed to a mass 
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layoff by a single employer, the unemployed are “not only socially heterogeneous but also deeply 

atomized and destructured . . . whose only common denominator is often the sole fact of having 

lost a job.”57  Since the 1857 protests of unemployed ship builders in Quebec City and the 1876 

Sydney Mine strike to the activities of unemployed miners in Nanaimo (1907), Edmonton (1922) 

and Cape Breton (1920s) there is a “clear connection between strikes and fear of unemployment.”  

Although disguised by the “commonly stated motives” of “resisting wage cuts or fighting for 

shorter workdays or union recognition,” labour historians need to be more sensitive to the ways 

the issues of job security factored into labour disputes and determined their level of militancy.58   

That said, most of the unemployment protestors in this study came not from a single 

employer but from many segments of the working class.  Most social movement theorists are 

inclined to agree that even if a protest movement drawing on the experience of unemployment is 

capable of “foster[ing] a sense of cohesion” and “enduring social bond[s],” the unemployed as a 

collective are far less unified than workers within a workplace.59  However, other social bonds 

helped the unemployed overcome a lack of social cohesion.  Unemployed women benefited from 

the unity and organizational backing of first wave socialist feminists by virtue of their gender, not 

their work status.  Unemployed immigrants frequently coalesced according to their country of 

origin and shared grievances around their treatment as Finns, Ukrainians or Russians.  The unity 

of British harvesters resulting from their common objections to the dodgy recruitment methods 

used to lure them to Canada was key to the building of a counter-hegemonic community. 

One of the ways organizers attempted to overcome the looseness of social bonds amongst 

the unemployed between 1875-1928 was to stress the unemployed’s position within the working 

class.  As the statistical evidence confirms and many of the contemporary debates elide, there is 

little to demarcate workers from the unemployed.  Mancio Cinalli suggests in his study of 
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Britain’s unemployment movements that a “first phase” of unemployment politics running from 

the mid-nineteenth century until World War Two fostered an understanding that unemployment 

was a societal illness that could infect any worker.  Only recurrent futile unemployment protests 

created a distinction between those exploited by capital versus those abandoned by capital.60  This 

“first phase” of worker/workless solidarity played out in Canada much as it did in Britain.  But it 

was not just the lack of success of unemployment movements that slowly undermined this 

association, but the bureaucratization of the labour unions, rivalry between competing socialist 

groups, the conflicts between the unemployed and labour-elected city officials and the well-

documented divide within the labour movement itself between liberal protectionists and leftists. 

In contrast to Cinalli, some scholars have suggested that the trade union movement was 

self-interested in unemployment because it was principally concerned with mobilizing scarce 

skills and resources to control the labour market and mitigate the erosion of standards caused by 

desperate unemployed workers taking jobs at less than a “living wage.”61  Some recent scholars of 

unemployment movements have seemingly conceded that the chasm between unions and the 

workless is irreparable and are pessimistic about trade unions and employed workers ever acting 

as allies of unemployment protest.62  It was Frances Fox Piven and Richard Cloward in their 
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seminal and provocative Poor People’s Movements who first challenged the role of highly 

bureaucratized labour unions and labour leadership in the protests of the poor.  Piven and 

Cloward contend that the left’s strategies of building hierarchical bureaucracy and “formal mass 

membership organizations” uncritically parallel the organizational structures of liberal capitalism 

and undermine poor people’s power of disruption.63  

I question whether Piven and Cloward’s observation of the dangers of labour bureaucracy 

to unemployment movements is relevant to the pre-Depression Canadian experience of 

unemployment protest.  While the TLCC, some labour unions and municipal labour councils may 

have encouraged a hierarchical bureaucracy they were never really the “third parties” that 

provided the leadership to unemployment movements.  Beyond offering up their labour temples, 

writing letters of petition backing the demands of the unemployed and, on occasion, voting in 

municipal relief measures on city council, labour unions’ most telling gestures of support came in 

publicizing and providing tacit approval of the tactics of the unemployed, not in providing 

resources.  Labour as a whole was more concerned observer than militant participant.  

If the Canadian unemployed owed their successes to any “third party,” they were obligated 

to the socialists operating within or outside of the trade unions and parliamentary politics.64  In 

fact, instead of positing the requirement for a “third party” for the organization of the unemployed 

at all, it might be more useful to consider the ways in which socialist-led unemployment 

movements have accessed resources through a wide array of socially-progressive networks and 

“mutual ties,” consisting of labour unions and councils, socialist parties, religious and academic 

institutions, ethnic organizations, political parties and newspapers, even if these ties have not 
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always been wholly sympathetic to the interests of the unemployed.65  Piven and Cloward have 

made a similar argument by distinguishing between the aim to “mobilize” versus “organize.”
66

  It 

was exactly because unemployment movements appeared as acephalous and spontaneous that 

they proved to be so effective in undermining the liberal order. 

Until the arrival of the CPC, bureaucratic centralism was hardly the administrative 

principle of socialist parties or their unemployment organizations.  While some of the pre-

twentieth century leaders of the unemployed belonged to the Knights of Labor, municipal labour 

councils and other labour organizations, their involvement with Les Misérables was largely 

independent of their affiliate bodies.  During the “Organized Mob” phase, members of the SPC, 

IWW, and SDPC comprised the bulk of the unemployed’s leadership.  These groups, as many 

scholars have noted, were less “well disciplined organizations” than they were radical 

pedagogical associations designed to forge a socialist community.67  Their unemployment 

associations were even more ad hoc; only Toronto, Edmonton and Calgary’s unemployed 

between 1907-1915 developed organizations replete with an elected executive.  Even these lasted 

little more than a few months, and aimed at education and organization more than institution-

building.  The Canadian evidence supports Piven and Cloward’s claim that “organizational-

building episodes by lower stratum people . . . never resulted in fully formed organizations” and 

what did exist tended to be “puny and short-lived.”
68

 

The Communists certainly brought greater organizational structure to the movements of the 

unemployed in the 1920s.  As Table 7, Unemployment Organizations, 1920-1928 suggests, 

organizations with an elected leadership popped up in cities across Canada, many of which lasted, 

albeit with month-long hiatuses, for several years or more, longer than any pre-war organizational 
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attempts.  An unprecedented national organization survived, at least on paper, for over a year, as 

did several provincial bodies (although they were largely active only within their provincial 

capitals).  The CPC executive did issue several missives during the decade as well as providing 

logistical and propaganda support to local organizations.  In doing so it slowly shifted the strategy 

of the unemployed from one centred on securing municipal aid to one focused on overwhelming 

municipalities to the point that they would join forces with unemployment radicals in an appeal 

for permanent provincial and federal relief, in essence in a campaign for the monopolization of 

relief.  However, despite the CPC’s commitment to bureaucratic centralism, the major initiatives, 

from daily advocacy for the unemployed to large demonstrations, were determined at the local 

level, much to the chagrin of some CPC leaders.  Even the regional variation in the names of 

unemployment organizations, from associations, unions, conferences, councils to committees, 

suggests that the unemployment movement remained largely decentralized.  During the “boring 

from within” period, activists frequently refused to co-operate with mainstream labour, despite 

CPC dictates.  When the CPC and Comintern predicted the end of the post-war depression in 

1924 and called for the easing up of unemployment organization, it was Alberta activists who 

convinced the CPC executive that a regional economic crisis warranted the continued 

mobilization of the unemployed leading to the unprecedented hijacking of a train in March 1925 

and three winters of aggressive confrontations.  

Although Piven and Cloward are “unduly dismissive of long-term organizing and overstate 

the power of spontaneity,” they do not throw the baby out with the bathwater as some of their 

fiercest critics suggest.69  In place of bureaucratic organization, Piven and Cloward called for 

“alternative forms of organization through which working-class people can act together in 

defiance of their rulers in ways that are more congruent with the structure of working-class life 
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and with the process of working-class struggle, and less susceptible to penetration by dominant 

elites.”70  They suggest organizers should be judged on the basis of “escalat[ing] the disruptive 

effects of the movement while disruption was still possible.”71  Antonio Gramsci was equally 

critical of the left’s trend towards “bureaucratic centralism” and understood “democratic 

centralism” as ensuring that there is “a matching of thrusts from below with orders from above,” 

a “continual adaptation of the organization to the real movement” and the realization of the unity 

of both theory and practice 72 For Gramsci, in his concept of the “organic intellectual,” leadership 

arises not from a “third party” but from the proletariat itself.  The organic intellectual derives 

knowledge from “active participation in practical life, as constructor, organizer, ‘permanent 

persuader’ and not just a simple orator;” “the ‘expression’ of the ‘leader’ is his[/her] ‘action.’”73 

A “prestige” predicated on hierarchical relationships, wealth and power drives leaders within 

liberal capitalist societies, whereas the organic intellectual’s “prestige” derives from taking into 

account “the deepest aspirations and feelings of those human masses.”74  The unemployed are not 

“trained gorillas” and it is they who ultimately rule their “new [Machiavellian] prince.”75 

Throughout the history of pre-Depression era unemployment activism in Canada, the 

organizers were most commonly skilled tradespeople and/or socialist politicians and intellectuals.  

Many were drawn from those “awkward classes.”  Their ongoing ideological and action-based 

commitment to the unemployed, the working class and an equitable social order was the basis of 

their organic leadership.  Liberal unemployment leaders from E.A. Macdonald in 1890s Toronto 

to Rev. Neil Herman in Halifax-Dartmouth in the 1920s hoped to gain some prestige and power 
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for themselves or their pet projects by positioning themselves as the leaders of the unemployed.  

Few were abundantly rewarded.  Conversely, there was little to gain for most leftist leaders of the 

unemployed beyond inspiring a socialist consciousness.  Yet left leaders for the workless needed 

to reconcile two seemingly antagonistic strategies.  The first antagonism concerned harmonizing 

the tactical need to escalate disruption with the risk it posed to the unemployed’s bid for 

respectability and inclusion.  The second tightrope act for left unemployment organizers was 

balancing their desire to inspire a revolution with achieving immediate goals.  

By taking a long view of Canada’s earliest unemployment movements one can discern a 

general trend of unemployment mobilizers moving away from asserting the respectability of the 

unemployed and counselling moderation towards the all-out promotion of disruption.  During the 

era of a Producers’ Liberalism, it makes sense that an artisanal labour leader like Alfred Jury 

promoted moderation.  Belief that the state would afford the unemployed ample relief if the 

workless proved their deservedness continued to have a “fragmentary real existence.”76  Yet by 

the 1907-09 depression, participation in unemployment protest had become a widely-regarded 

indication that one was de facto undeserving.  With more and more diaspora socialists 

participating in workless demonstrations, there was a growing sense from organizers that 

respectability was not even obtainable for the non-Anglo-Canadian.  Yet socialists were still 

inclined to engage in liberal debates centered on the deserving/undeserving dichotomy.  In the 

Authoritarian era, the CPC, OBU and other activist leaders left the appeals of deservedness to 

mainstream veterans’ bodies and refused such binaries – all were deserving of relief. 

But what of this revolution nonsense?  When people are hungry, they want food, when 

unemployed, they demand work – a new world order is not their most pressing consideration.  

The most inclusive and equitable resolution to leadership issues on the left has been the 

‘subsidiarity’ principle “that decisions should be made at the level closest to those most directly 
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affected by them.”77  As Piven and Cloward insist, successful organizers should be aware of the 

“social location of the people they seek to mobilize.”
78

  Social movement theorist Paul Bagguley 

agrees that unemployment movements fare best when organized in a ‘dialogical” manner in 

which goals are more qualitative than quantitative, actions are decentralized and collective, and 

representation is “of the unemployed” not “for the unemployed.”
79  Basing direct actions on 

social and economic problems explicitly identified by the unemployed is essential to the success 

and longevity of their organizations.  Instrumentality, or the belief that protest can help the 

unemployed change their situation, even momentarily, is an important motivational tool for anti-

poverty activists.80  Even if the reforms sought tend to secure liberal capitalist relations and 

mitigate economic and social crises, such small victories suggest to the disheartened that another 

world where their voices and interests are respected and accounted for is possible now and not in 

some distant future.  Unemployment protests made a tangible difference in the lives of the 

unemployed.  Without agitation, the single unemployed and immigrants would have had little 

access to relief in the pre-Depression era.  Municipal relief and provincial and federal emergency 

aid was often initiated and extended thanks to unemployment agitation.  City governments 

regularly spent thousands of dollars beyond their budgets to quell dissent.  Mobilizations of the 

unemployed punctuated the “golden age” of the Canadian liberal order because they worked. 

Despite the revolutionary bent of socialist activists, even the “impossiblist” SPC and the 

intransigent CPC were well aware of creating platforms that addressed the bread-and-butter issues 

of the unemployed.  During the Producers’ Liberalism and early Progressive periods, agitators 

began the longstanding reformist demands for (productive) work, not charity, the opening of 
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public works, the single tax, ending false advertising to immigrants, the shortening of the hours of 

labour, the extension of the franchise, loan and debt forgiveness, and the opening of public labour 

bureaux.  During the 1907-1909 depression, SPC activists extended this list to include the 

banning of private labour bureaux, the construction of working-class homes, public lavatories, 

playgrounds and pools, relief wages in accordance with fair wage legislation, public not private 

charities, no discrimination in the allocation of relief work, the end of the “work test,” the use of 

public buildings for meetings of the unemployed, the right to free speech, housing for the single 

unemployed, and higher quality rations and accommodations for the homeless and destitute.  In 

the 1912-1915 economic downturn many of the previous reform proposals were given new life, 

with free speech, the overturning of vagrancy laws, the standardization of minimum wage laws, 

and the end of relief discrimination based on ethnicity, marital status, gender and radical ideology 

all receiving deeper attention.  Municipal ownership of essential services was another prominent 

resolution.  This depression also saw the beginning of a more concerted move towards the 

demand that provincial and federal governments assume responsibility over relief, including, 

following the passing of the British National Insurance Act (1911), some of the first calls by the 

workless for unemployment insurance.  Diaspora socialists presented their own distinct demands, 

such as better funding for cultural activities and, especially in Montreal and Ottawa, state-funded 

or -assisted transportation back to Europe if need be.  Finally, the advent of war gave rise to anti-

military resolutions amongst the unemployed. 

With the arrival of the Communist Party, unemployment activists codified, simplified and 

coordinated their reformist demands in municipalities across Canada.  By the summer of 1922, 

unemployment organizations across the country were united in calling for “public works at full 

union rates, unemployment maintenance based on the Labour Gazette’s figures for an average 

living wage, wage top-ups for the underemployed, the end of interest payments on war bonds 

over $500.00 until the authorities provided work at union wages or full maintenance and 
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immediate trade with Russia.”81  This platform remained relatively unchanged for the remainder 

of the decade.  While “productive work or full maintenance” was the standard rallying cry, in 

practice 1920s unemployment activists focused on trying to achieve the maximum amount of 

relief possible from all three levels of government.82  The qualifier of “productive” was the means 

by which activists opposed breaking stone, chopping wood and coercive work tests.  Some 

unemployment activists, especially in Winnipeg, began taking on casework and individual 

advocacy, appealing to relief authorities to supply provisions to individuals in dire need.  

Activists decried police brutality, the imprisonment of the unemployed and the surveillance 

practices of the ESC.  Unlike some of their predecessors in the Les Misérables and Organized 

Mob periods, activists avoided calls for immigration restriction.  Instead, they attacked 

immigration officials, while promising to represent and defend the interests of all unemployed 

within Canadian borders.  After 1918, unemployment movements more consistently demanded 

relief for single women.  They also pressed Ottawa to provide relief to veterans, although socialist 

organizers refused to request preferential treatment for ex-soldiers.  Throughout, radicals 

juxtaposed a moral economy based on human needs to a liberal political economy founded on 

profit. 

Socialist unemployment leaders believed that securing the unemployed’s basic 

requirements would expose the liberal order’s failure to protect the most vulnerable.  The 

workless would see that through organization, disruption and their own self-empowerment they 

were, in the words of the IWW, “building a new world in the shell of the old.”  Activists 

encouraged the unemployed to engage in what Bagguley has called “substantive rationality” 

where, instead of attempting to work within the logic of liberal capitalist laws and institutions, 
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they framed their demands around how they believed “the law ought to be.”  In other words, 

socialist ideology and the process of thinking and acting otherwise and engaging in prefigurative 

politics have been essential to the success and longevity of unemployment movements.
83

  Thus 

unemployment activists have stressed what socialist and anarchist thinkers from Rosa 

Luxemburg, André Gorz, Lorenzo Kom’boa Ervine to Sanford F. Schram have called 

“transformative reforms,” “non-reformist reforms,” “radical incrementalism,” or “survival 

pending revolution.”84  By “pushing for substantial change while learning to take what the 

powerful will concede,” and engaging in a politics of contingency, activists can stay true to the 

needs of the unemployed while concomitantly building a community through the struggle that is 

“necessary to bring this rotten system down.”85  

Unemployment protesters engaged in two major non-reformist reforms before 1929.86  

From 1894 on, unemployment movements have, on the basis of the democratic subsidiarity 

principle, repeatedly demanded that organizations of the unemployed be charged with the 

distribution of relief.  Although on a handful of occasions the authorities granted the workless 

some representation on welfare boards, they never won the right to full self-management.  For the 

liberal order to make such a capitulation would have undermined the authority of the liberal state 

and its narrow understanding of democratic governance.  In addition, had the unemployed 

achieved such a reform, they would have greatly expanded meagre welfare provisions and called 

upon capital to assume responsibilities for dislocations in the labour market.  Those who 
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participated in unemployment movements were under no great illusion that self-management of 

relief was achievable – only that it appeared just and the way things ought to be. 

The other non-reformist reform was far more strategic.  Activists in the 1920s developed a 

broad coalition of unemployment organizations, labour and progressive social groups around the 

demand for federal non-contributory unemployment insurance.  As a welfare measure extracted 

directly from the profits of capital, non-contributory insurance was a direct affront to the free 

market and the sanctity of private property.  Had activists won non-contributory insurance it 

would have been a major step towards a socialist order and economic equality.  Although based 

on a substantive rationality, non-contributory insurance was also a pragmatic bartering chip.  If a 

significant number of Canadians favoured non-contributory insurance (and by the height of the 

Great Depression the CPC was able to muster over 100,000 signatures in its support) then, 

activists reasoned, the federal government would have no choice but to develop a national policy 

of unemployment insurance.  In 1940, their strategy finally bore fruit. 

In their efforts to engage the unemployed both with bread-and-butter issues and with larger 

non-reformist reforms, unemployment organizations in Canada drew upon and developed a 

stunning array of repertoires.  While some of these strategies, from organization, strategic 

demands, relief strikes, ESC sit-ins, and national petitions, etc., were new developments designed 

to meet the exigencies of modern capitalism and the liberal state, others – from mass dine-and-

dashes to urban riots – put a new spin on the older repertoires of the moral economy.  As Frances 

Fox Piven has suggested, “Only slowly, through the experience of defeat and repression on the 

one hand, and the contingencies of imagination, invention, and the welling up of anger and 

defiance on the other, do new repertoires emerge that respond to new institutional conditions.”
87

  

Social Movement Participation theory identifies a plethora of strategies available to 

protestors from “signing petitions, to sit-ins, consumer boycotts, rallies, marches, demonstrations, 
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vigils, violence, self-mutilation, donating money and many more.”88  Matt Perry has usefully 

suggested three different types of activities historically engaged in by the unemployed based on 

their level of transgression.  The most militant of activities include riots, occupations and eviction 

protests which tend to pose a direct challenge to authorities and property.  The “intermediary 

repertoire of activity” includes the relief strike, demonstration and hunger march.  This level of 

protest includes the withdrawal of labour for those engaged in relief work, “physical and 

symbolic contestation of public space,” and frequently entails “formalized process[es] of claim-

making often through petitioning and delegations.”  Finally, “non-transgressive repertoires of 

activity” include “public meetings, petitioning/letter writing, representation of individuals and 

cooperative or self-help activity.”  Perry warns that where a protest might fit in the spectrum is 

“contingent upon circumstance” and calls out to be placed in the context of “complex sequences” 

of social movement activity.89   

In the era of Les Misérables the riot, or the expectation of riot, was more important to 

unemployment protest than in the generations that followed.
90

  The pilfering of beer, baker and 

butcher sleighs during the 1875 Montreal demonstrations, the same city’s riots in the 1890s, 

Toronto’s anarchism-tinged occupations of 1894 and 1896 – all suggested the spontaneous and 

acephalous nature of fin de siècle protests.  These riots and occupations relied less on socialist 

organization than on the harnessing of an older moral economy.  Black flags played to liberals’ 

inflated fears following the Haymarket riot and several high profile anarchist assassinations in 

North America and Europe.  Because of the organization required, intermediary repertoires of 

direct action were not as noticeable during the Les Misérables period and largely consisted of 

single demonstrations with ad hoc delegations conferring with the authorities.  The unemployed 
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protests in Ottawa between 1877-1880 under the leadership of the Workingmen’s Liberal 

Conservative Association (WLCA) with the exception of minor, mostly civil demonstrations, 

were primarily “non-transgressive” and were contingent upon appeals to the mutuality of interests 

between labour and capital and the paternalistic promise of the National Policy. 

During the period of the Organized Mob there was a noticeable growth in the intermediate 

and non-transgressive repertoires of action in lieu of the spontaneous riot.
91

  That said, the dine-

and-dashes at the Toronto House of Industry in 1909, at restaurants in Edmonton in 1914 and the 

rioting of the Austrian unemployed in Vancouver in 1915 are indicative of how despair continued 

to provoke threats to property and direct action remained part of the arsenal of tactics.  The 

occupation of churches in Edmonton in 1914 challenged church authority and the hypocrisy of its 

complicity with capitalism.  As far as non-transgressive repertoires go, cooperation was as 

important as disruption as the unemployed explored a number of mutual aid initiatives.  The 

efforts of socialist feminists in organizing mutual aid societies in Toronto and Vancouver during 

the 1912-1915 depression in order to reduce women’s dependency upon capitalists, the state and 

a male provider stand out as an important development in the tactics of the unemployed.  The 

SDPC labour bureau in Vancouver in 1914 is also characteristic of this era’s novel attempts to 

free the unemployed from the power of the state.  

It was at the intermediate level of action that the Organized Mob made significant 

headway.  Beginning with the SPC Nanaimo relief workers strike in 1908 to the IWW Edmonton 

relief camp strike in 1914, the unemployed withdrew their labour from the very relief work 

initiatives they had lobbied to implement.  In doing so, they moved beyond the simplistic demand 

for work and insisted the state respect their dignity by providing meaningful labour, a decent 

quality of life, no discrimination, and some control over the means of production.  But that was 

not all.  Between 1907 and 1915, with greater organization came “physical and symbolic 
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contestation[s] of public space.”  The SPC free speech fights in Toronto in 1908, and by socialists 

and the IWW in Vancouver in 1912, were all about the right of radicals to organize the 

unemployed who, unlike workers, had only the streets in which to gather and discuss their 

collective needs.  Unlike during the Les Misérables period where protests were often unattached 

to concrete proposals, specific delegations, petitions and “claim-making” gave protests by the 

Organized Mob more coherence.  Although as many as 5,000 unemployed gathered in Toronto 

and Montreal at the fin de siècle, protests with crowds of 1,000 or more occurred in Vancouver, 

Edmonton, Winnipeg, Toronto and Montreal and were frequently repeated weekly for over a 

month or more during the 1912-1915 depression.  When 15,000 SDPC-organized unemployed 

marched in a two-mile procession in April 1915, they amounted to roughly 10 percent of the 

entire Winnipeg population – possibly achieving the highest level of unemployment protest 

participation in any city in Canadian history, including during the Great Depression.
92

 

With the Unemployed Army (1919-1928) all three repertoires of action were on display, 

although in this era, the intermediate and non-transgressive repertoires of activity also saw the 

greatest advancement.  Food based riots occurred in Montreal (1921), Edmonton (1922), Cape 

Breton (1922, 1926), Vancouver (1923), Winnipeg (1924), and Calgary (1926, 1927).  

Occupations of city halls and ESC offices occurred in most major Canadian cities, and, in 

Hamilton in 1921, the unemployed even threatened to occupy the armories.  The hijacking of a 

train from Calgary to Edmonton in March 1925 was an unparalleled challenge to property rights.  

At the intermediate level, relief strikes on public works projects and at wood lots and stone yards 

occurred in Montreal (1921), Vancouver (1921, 1922), Hamilton (1921), Calgary (1921), 

Edmonton (1922, 1925) and Winnipeg (1924).  Three well-orchestrated and planned “hunger 

marches” took place over the 1920s, presaging the On-to-Ottawa Trek of 1935, including the 

veterans’ Toronto-to-Ottawa trek in May 1922, the British unemployed harvesters’ march from 
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Toronto to Ottawa in May 1924 and the Calgary-to-Edmonton trek in March 1925.  Free speech 

battles arose after the municipalities banned unemployment gatherings in Vancouver 1921 and in 

Halifax in 1922.  Dozens of demonstrations accompanied by petitions and delegations to all three 

levels of government occurred between 1919-1928 involving thousands of the unemployed. 

Yet we should not ignore the important strides made by the socialists of the 1920s in the 

non-transgressive repertoires of activity, especially those that served to create a culture and a 

community for the unemployed.  In Vancouver in the winters of 1921 and 1922, regular Sunday 

outdoor meetings and parades drew crowds of 5,000; other communities across Canada followed 

their example.  Haligonians unemployed in 1921 distributed their own charity and in 1922 

developed a survey to expose the prevailing opinions and potential enemies and allies of the 

unemployed in the surrounding area.  In Halifax in 1922 and Toronto in 1924 unemployment 

activists actually joined forces with labour and assisted striking miners and striking postal 

workers respectively.  Many activists, following the CPC’s strategy of “boring from within,” 

aligned unemployment struggles with labour councils in the 1920s.  On the cultural front, in 

Toronto in late 1924 the unemployed were able to muster together a short-lived Unemployment 

Review newspaper.  Diaspora activists in Edmonton and Calgary in 1924-1925 held regular 

Sunday mass meetings which included music and skits that dramatized some of the degrading 

experiences the unemployed encountered in relief lines and at the ESC offices.  Women and 

children were regularly encouraged to participate in social gatherings of the workless.  Overall, 

socialist activists in the post-war years deserve credit for an unprecedented, even somewhat 

improbable, effort to build an unemployment community and culture. 

*** 
If unemployment organization gave the workless hope, that was paradoxically because of 

the ability of socialist leaders to open up spaces for the unemployed to articulate their indignation 

and despair.  That depressions have traditionally been dismissed as periods in which labour 

unions were prostrate and ineffectual has blinded historians of labour and the left to the ways in 
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which socialists have collectivized the weapons of the weak and demonstrated the society-

changing potential of organized disruption.  Socialists helped to build and sustain a culture of the 

oppressed.  Remarkably, despite the powerful hegemonic repertoires available to the liberal order, 

the unemployed in Canada were able to exploit the structural weaknesses of capital and find ways 

to expose the inequalities and illiberal practices underlying the liberal promise of a free citizenry.  

Over time and with socialist guidance, the workless moved from an incoherent Les Misérables 

through impermanent collectives replete with elected leadership and platforms of 

reformist/revolutionary demands to well-orchestrated organizations with considerable longevity 

and militancy.  While this achievement was always vulnerable and contingent, and far from 

complete by 1928, without it the efficacy and power of workless activism during the Great 

Depression would have been inconceivable and the dream of an equitable socialist order 

hopelessly utopian.  Working-class anguish and revolutionary indignation, rife from 1875 to 

1928, were resources of hope – both for the unemployed and for the leftists who saw in their 

struggles the premonitions of a fairer world.
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Epilogue: 

A “Blue Print” and “Chain Reaction:” The Long Genealogy of Radical 

and Socialist Unemployment Movements in Canada  

The unemployed movement is at the same time the blue-print of a collective organization, 

and a chain reaction of which it is the product and which it itself contributes to 

producing: from isolation, depression, shame, personal resentment, revenge on scape-

goats, to collective mobilization; from resignation, passivity, individualization and 

silence to gaining the right to speak; from depression to revolt, from the individual 

unemployed person to the collectivity of the unemployed, from misery to anger. That’s 

how the slogan of the marchers ends up in reality: “Who sows misery, reaps anger.”
1
 

– Pierre Bourdieu, Frederic Lebaron and Gerard Maugue, Le Monde, 1998 

 

Mobilizing the workless should become “one of the central agit-prop tasks of the party,” 

declared the Comintern to the CPC Central Committee on Christmas Eve 1928, as “increasing 

rationalization of industry makes of unemployment a permanent problem in Canada, as in all 

other countries.”
2
  CPC activists were slow to respond.  In Edmonton, acute, localized 

unemployment led to a march of 800 workless to the Alberta parliament on 5 July 1929.
3
  By 

August, the Worker was advertising for local unemployment chapters nationwide.
4
  With the 

October 1929 stock market crash, the Comintern’s clarion call seemed prophetic.  In November, 

the CPC organized the Toronto Unemployed Workers’ Association (TUWA) to demand work or 

full maintenance, no discrimination in the allocation of city work, representation of unemployed 

on all relief and work committees, the abolition of the work test, and cash payments for relief.  

TUWA believed the state should tax “industry and the owning class” to pay for all welfare costs.  

Numerous undercover police were present at the organizational meeting to “see that the loot of 

the Ontario ruling class should not be jeopardized by an organization of unemployed workers 
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demanding the right to live.”
5
  By December 1929, Winnipeg’s jobless were mobilizing under the 

CPC demand of $25 for weekly maintenance of each unemployed man plus $2 for each child.  

Their delegations to city council declared they were representing the National Association of the 

Unemployed.
6
  That same month, with an estimated 10,000 unemployed in Vancouver, CPC-

organized crowds 1,000-strong promised to win relief for all the unemployed regardless of race or 

gender.  As James Litterick, chair of the Vancouver unemployed, insisted, “There’s only one way 

the workers will get any relief from the miserable condition this winter, and that is by fighting as 

one solid mass against the nearest foe that is in reach of the workers, the city council.”
7
 

For most historical scholarship on unemployment movements in Canada, 1929 marks the 

beginning of a decade-long strong struggle by the workless, labour, Communists, CCFers and 

other leftists to win dignity for those without work and compel the federal government to 

inaugurate unemployment insurance.  Despite a rich historiography of Great Depression 

unemployment struggles, ranging from institutional to local, a synthesis of the range and scope of 

1930s unemployment movements across Canada has yet to be written.
8
  In the existing renditions, 
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it was the unprecedented extent of unemployment (as much as 30 percent, or 800,000 workers in 

1933) and the initial draconian state response, far more than any new-found salience in 

revolutionary thought amongst the average Canadian, that contributed to the wave of relief camp 

strikes (1932-35), the On-to-Ottawa Trek (1935) or the Vancouver Post Office sit-down (1938).  

In this retelling, with the advent of unemployment insurance (UI) in 1940 (Canada had the 

dubious distinction of being the last major Western country to implement workless insurance) the 

colourful chapter of leftist organizing of the unemployed reaches its supposed denouement.  
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But the mobilization of the workless during the Great Depression was neither the first nor 

the last chapter in the history of unemployment movements in Canada.  In assessing the legacy of 

unemployed organizing during the 1930s, John Manley suggests that “it is inconceivable that the 

lessons absorbed in battling for a more dignified poverty failed to be filed away for use in other 

fights.”
9
  It is the contention of “Working-Class Anguish and Revolutionary Indignation: The 

Making of Radical and Socialist Unemployment Movements in Canada, 1875-1928” that the fight 

for “a more dignified poverty” during the Great Depression is unimaginable without thousands of 

unemployed Canadians who took to the streets and were inspired and led by leftist activists prior 

to Black Tuesday.  A new, revisionist reconnaissance of unemployment activism during the Great 

Depression, taking into account the long genealogy of such struggles, would do much to dispel 

the dominant myth that 1929-1939 workless mobilizations were unique, or that only structural 

conditions, not revolutionary leadership, can account for the militancy of the unemployed.  For 

historians of the left such a project makes the commitment of socialists to fighting unemployment 

less a decade-long and more a continuation of a decades-long tradition.  It encourages a deeper 

understanding of how mobilizing the workless, as much as workers, women, racialized, queer and 

other marginalized peoples, has been and continues to be integral to any challenge to liberal 

capitalism. 

In fact, a preliminary reconnaissance of Great Depression unemployment struggles 

suggests that despite the sporadic and contingent mobilizations of the unemployed between 1875- 

1928, many of the dominant failings identified with the Canadian liberal order as well as the 

strategies and organizational skills developed by pre-1929 workless activists were picked up and 

advanced by Great Depression unemployment activists.  Exposing the coercive hegemonic 

repertoires of an Authoritarian Liberalism gained new significance as the state deported 

thousands of the workless, banned demonstrations and enforced the law with police brutality, 
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outlawed the CPC and arrested its leaders, and charged the military with erecting relief camps 

across the country.  While the CPC executive and its Comintern advisors maintained the necessity 

of national organization, local grassroots associations based on immediate needs and targeting 

municipal institutions continued to be central to the efficacy and success of unemployment 

movements.  That said, greater coordination and organization, including at the national level, did 

not lessen the power of disruption, pace Frances Fox Piven and Richard A. Cloward, but 

enhanced and refined previous strategies and tactics from the transgressive (riots, occupations, 

and the new introduction of eviction protests) to the intermediate (hunger marches, relief camp 

strikes and free speech battles) to the non-transgressive (newspapers, petitions, community 

gatherings and a culture of resistance).
10

  By rediscovering and extending such strategies, activists 

capitalized on the unprecedented extent of unemployment, roused public opinion against the 

authoritarian nature of the liberal order, rallied for compromises and reforms, and, all the while, 

attempted to inspire and empower the most impoverished to believe that with their protests they 

would win their own dignity and prefiguratively create the conditions for a socialist society.   

The Unemployed Army at its Apex, 1929-1935 

The first half of the 1930s, under the leadership of “Iron Heel” R.B. Bennett, Canada’s first 

millionaire prime minister in an age of unparalleled inequality, properly belongs to the period of 

Authoritarian Liberalism (1919-1935).  True, Bennett’s 1930 lofty electoral promise, “Give me 

power and I will abolish all unemployment in three months,” led to a one-year $20 million federal 

relief act, almost twenty times the relief amount proffered by Ottawa in the years immediately 

following the Armistice.  But beneath this consensual measure lay the enforcement of the work 

ethic – the government earmarked no less than $16 million of the relief package for relief work 

only.  By 1932, as the provinces and many municipalities teetered towards bankruptcy and could 
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not afford substantial public relief works, Bennett had no choice but to revisit his job-creation 

program – while direct relief was more cost effective, he loathed the “dole.” 

To stave off what many officials believed was a revolutionary threat, Bennett turned to 

General Andrew McNaughton, Chief of the General Staff at the Department of National Defense, 

(DND) and gave the nod to set up national relief camps to house and employ unemployed single 

men.  By July 1933, the relief camps served as the Dominion’s front line in supplying relief to 

single indigents.  The DND set up the camps in rural areas and employed men on road and 

railroad construction, forestry and park maintenance.  It paid the men a paltry 20 cents a day and 

numerous rules restricted their basic freedoms.  Poor wages and complaints of living conditions 

led to strikes and agitation by the CPC under the banner of the Relief Camp Workers’ Union 

(RCWU).  Provincial and municipal authorities, once supportive of the Dominion scheme, 

became its enemies after Ottawa stopped funding transient relief; those who refused to enter the 

camps became the burden of local governments.  By the relief camp strike in April 1935 and the 

On-to-Ottawa trek two months later, few Canadians voiced support for the nation’s “gulags.”  

Relief camps were not the only federal authoritarian tool.  The Department of Immigration 

deported 17,229 public charges between 1929 and 1935, the “vast majority” of whom were 

merely unemployed or targeted as threats to the dominion.
11

  In 1931, Ottawa amended Section 

98 of the Criminal Code to include the CPC as an unlawful organization.  The RCMP used 

Section 98 to incarcerate eight CPC leaders, in August 1931, including Tim Buck and Tom 

McEwen.
12

  The RCMP, under Bennett’s orders, were also responsible for the tragic and despotic 

attack on the On-to-Ottawa trekkers in July 1935 which led to the death of one protestor and an 
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RCMP constable and thwarted the plans for a massive congregation of the unemployed in 

Ottawa. 

Authoritarian liberalism was not the exclusive purview of the federal government.  In 

Newfoundland, when a financial beleaguered colonial government withdrew its relief measures 

the unemployed responded with riots that led to the overthrow of responsible government.  

Britain’s draconian response was further relief cuts, the violent suppression of protestors and a 

government by fiat or commission (1934-1949).
13

  In Canada, even before the outlawing of the 

CPC, provincial and local police were infiltrating unemployment movements with spies.  Those 

unemployed indignant enough to protest encountered demonstration restrictions.  Police-

instigated riots and violence was de rigueur, bringing infamy to the likes of Vancouver’s Chief 

Constable W. J. Bingham and Toronto’s Chief Constable Dennis Draper.  Authoritarianism was 

also on display at the level of local relief administration.  The application of Taylorized business 

techniques removed any pretense of inclusion or sympathy, refining as it did the age-old 

distinction between the deserving and the undeserving.  Taylorization “facilitated a way of 

thinking about the poor in terms of categories rather than people,” suggests Todd McCallum.  

“Increasingly, decisions were made in a fashion wholly abstracted from the lives of those most 

affected by them: mass need gave way to mass administration.” 
14

  

To counter an authoritarian liberal order the CPC was even more earnest than before in 

establishing the unemployed as a “Revolutionary Army,” replete with a national organization.  

That said, an emphasis on localized struggle remained a dominant theme and as McCallum 

writes, it would be foolish to see the Comintern or the Canadian CPC leaders as the controllers of 

the unemployed movement.  Instead, “front and center during these moments of power were 
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unemployed men, most of them propertyless, many of them receiving the barest of aid from 

private charities.”
15

  In early 1930, the CPC initiated the National Unemployed Workers’ 

Association (NUWA) as an affiliate of the Workers’ Unity League (WUL), the new CPC union 

organization that reflected the Third Period policy of no longer effecting change within the 

moderate labour unions.  NUWA, organizing as many as 20,000 Canadians in 1931, was a 

crowning achievement for the CPC especially given the disastrous halving of its membership 

following the Trotskyist expulsions and the alienating of foreign language groups within the 

party.  More than ever, the CPC was a party primarily of and for the unemployed. 

By early 1932, the CPC and the Comintern wished to make the unemployment struggle a 

site where diverse leftists could coalesce.  That spring, the National Unemployed Worker’s 

Conference in Ottawa dissolved the NUWA and created in its stead the National Committee of 

Unemployed Councils (NCUC), unaffiliated with the WUL.
16  

A pan-Canadian history of NCUC 

and its local unemployment councils (UCs) would do much to flesh out how unemployment 

organizing in the 1930s was not confined to the single male unemployed, the relief camps and the 

On-to-Ottawa trek.  The mandate of the UCs, to “organize based on your immediate needs,” and 

the novel approach of democratically organizing the unemployed by neighbourhoods and with the 

specific inclusion of women and children, made family and community wants the most pressing 

considerations and created the conditions for new strategies of resistance from school strikes to 

protests against evictions, collection agencies and utility cut-offs.
17

 

While not underappreciating the local, John Manley is correct in noting that “the CPC’s 

uniqueness lay in its attempt to build a national movement with concrete political aims.”  In doing 
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so it contributed “to a general strengthening of the working-class movement” by building 

solidarity based on class and “breaking down the barriers of ethnicity, race and skill that operated 

against the emergence of militant class consciousness.”
18

  National coordination increased, not 

limited, the dissensus politics of the unemployed.  Canadian-wide initiatives like the call for 

“Work or Wages,” the end to the relief camps and the demand for non-contributory insurance, 

which garnered 94,000 signatures in the spring of 1932, gave activists a sense that they belonged 

to a larger, national movement.
19

  The remarkably insightful Unemployed Worker (1931-1934) 

connected activists across the country to localized struggles, promoted cultural and social events 

and provided a much-needed counterweight to liberal pundits on unemployment in the 

mainstream press.  The Canadian Labour Defence League (CLDL), a Communist-led legal 

organization, provided legal supports unavailable to unemployment protestors prior to Black 

Tuesday.  In contrast to Lara Campbell’s argument that Great War veterans were primarily 

engaged in winning greater relief by appealing to notions of respectability and loyalty to the 

British Empire, the CPC continued on from its explicitly anti-imperial and revolutionary 

mobilizations of a militant minority of veterans in the 1920s with the creation of the Workers’ 

Ex-Servicemen’s League (WESL) which organized a national On-to-Ottawa trek in 1932 wherein 

“jungle-buzzards” rode the rails to arrive on Parliament Hill 8,000 strong.
20

 

Manley contends that the unemployed joined CPC organizations “not in most cases 

because they themselves were communists in an ideological sense, but because it appeared to be 

the most effective leadership available.”
21

  Such effectiveness was born from the establishment of 

socialist leadership amongst the unemployed long before the Great Depression.  Few of the 
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workless actually took out party memberships.  Yet the fact that socialists were the champions of 

unemployment organizations in every depression since the 1890s suggests that we should re-

evaluate whether it was only their “effective leadership” that attracted the unemployed.  The 

motivations and political persuasions of the workless may be elusive but we should be wary of 

dismissing the value of socialist ideology and values in provoking indignation and channeling 

despair in ways that fostered strong and militant countercultural communities. 

Anti-poverty Activism and the Welfare State 

If pre-1929 unemployment movements were largely uncharted territory for the historian, 

post-1940 is virtually terra nullius, giving the false impression that the rise of Keynesian 

liberalism (1936-1975) effectively dissolved the unemployed as a political entity.  Not so.  In 

“Anti-poverty Activism in an Age of Affluence: Vancouver, 1949-1962,” I unearthed a rich 

history of radical organizing of the unemployed in British Columbia.
22

  Preliminary archival and 

newspaper evidence suggests that the most radical wings of labour were active across Canada in 

organizing the workless during the 1949-50 recession, the 1957-1962 depression and the late 

1960s-early 1970s economic downturn.  Less controversial and more widely acknowledged has 

been the resurgence of anti-poverty activism attendant with the rise of neoliberalism (1975-

present) and the dismantling of the welfare state.  These post-Depression social movements have 

derived their leadership, strategies and ideology predominately from socialists, many of whom 

are well aware that they are situated within a long continuum of unemployment struggle. 

Although it would not be until 1940 in the midst of another Great War that a Liberal 

government inaugurated national unemployment insurance, signs of a shift in the edifice of 

Authoritarian Liberalism were clear in the 1935 federal election.  Even “Starvation” Bennett, in 

his bid for re-election, renounced his emphatic promise that he would never “grant unemployment 
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insurance” and proposed his own New Deal.
23

  Bennett’s New Deal was born more of political 

survival than a genuine plan to alleviate poverty; discredited by the relief camps and five years of 

foot dragging on the issue of UI and adequate provisions to the provinces, Mackenzie King’s 

Liberals swept Bennett’s government from power.
24

  Still, it took another five years of agitation 

by the unemployed before King finally upheld his election promise and inaugurated UI. 

As critical realist Jonathan Joseph asserts: ‘Welfare systems do not fall from the sky in a 

nice neutral sort of way.  They are a concrete embodiment of the regulatory needs of the capitalist 

system and the effects of its actual struggles.”
25

  In the 1940s Mackenzie King’s Liberals, wishing 

to avoid the decades of unrest that followed 1919 and to stem the growing support of the CCF, 

inaugurated federal unemployment insurance, family allowances, post-war reconstruction 

planning and a new regime of industrial legality.
26

  His government’s reactionary Keynesianism 

was a form of social regulation that minimized market-place interference and upheld the liberal 

individualist work ethic, but it was a far cry from the policies of Authoritarian Liberalism.  King’s 

consensual/compromise measures made it difficult for unemployment activists to gain public 

sympathy.  As Craig Heron has noted, the liberal compromise did, to some degree, neutralize the 

possibilities of resistance.  By the 1950s the working class’ “traditional tools of direct action and 

solidarity were severely restricted or taken away.”
27

  While a majority of Canadians frolicked in 
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Canadian Welfare State, 1914-1941 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1983), 126. 
24

 Struthers, No Fault of Their Own, 138. 
25

 Jonathan Joseph, Hegemony: A Realist Analysis (London: Taylor and Francis, 2002), 157. 
26
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the fields of postwar consumption and economic prosperity, unemployed activists struggled to 

amplify the voices of the poor.  Activists were further curtailed by their inability to move beyond 

issues of male unemployment to a more gendered analysis of poverty.  In the age of affluence, 

labour and social democrats “envisioned social change coming gradually, through breakthroughs 

in collective bargaining and through progressive legislation passed by social democratic 

governments.”
28

  This new activism was not that of “militant, mass-based tactics” but a more 

“democratic” movement dedicated to the well-being of union members, welfare research, and 

involvement in charitable agencies.
29

 

Yet socialist-led direct action persisted in the post-war years despite labour and the left’s 

conservative turn.  Under the aegis of the Homeless Veterans’ League, Henri Gagnon and the 

Labour Progressive Party (LPP) gained significant media attention after taking over several 

abandoned buildings, including two old gambling joints in Montreal, to house families of 

returned veterans in 1946-47.
30

  A year earlier, Vancouver CCFers, Communists and war veterans 

also resisted evictions, occupied the old Hotel Vancouver and forced the federal government to 

turn the hotel into social housing and build new low-income housing units.
 31

  A cold winter, 

combined with a recession in 1949-50, provoked unemployed activists to organize their brethren.  

When the federal finance minister, Douglas Abbott, allowed rents to increase as much as 25 

percent by abolishing rent controls, Communists brought delegations of unemployed to Ottawa, 

                                                                                                                                                              

wholly destroy: the power of disruption.  See Craig Heron, The Canadian Labour Movement: A Short 

History, 2
nd

 edition (Toronto: James Lorimer & Company Ltd., 1996), 82. 
28

 Heron, Canadian Labour Movement, 90.  For a similar take see Alvin Finkel, “Trade Unions and the 

Welfare State in Canada, 1945-90” in ed. Cy Gonick et al., Labour Gains, Labour Pains: Fifty Years of PC 

1003  (Halifax: Fernwood Publishing, 1995), 65.  
29

 As Shirley Tillotson reveals, activism “that is willing to claim unpopular loyalties contributes more to 

social justice politics” – yet the very nature of labour’s charity movement moved it away from “unpopular 

loyalties.” and the inclusion of marginalized voices.  Shirley Tillotson, “‘When our membership awakens’: 

Welfare Work and Canadian Union Activism, 1950-1965.”  Labour/Le Travail, 40 (Fall 1997), 140, 169. 
30

 Magdalena Fahrni, Household Politics: Montreal Families and Postwar Reconstruction (Toronto: 

University of Toronto Press, 2005) 130-134.  
31

 Jill Wade, “‘A Palace for the Public’: Housing Reform and the 1946 Occupation of the Old Hotel 

Vancouver,” BC Studies, 69-70 (1986), 288-310; Jill Wade, Houses for All: The Struggle for Social 

Housing in Vancouver, 1919-1950 (Vancouver: UBC Press, 1994); Jill Wade, “Home or homelessness?  

Marginal Housing in Vancouver, 1886-1950,” Urban History Review 25:2 (March 1997), 19-29.  



 

 

 

551  

provincial legislatures and city councils across Canada to protest the “St. Low Rent” 

government.
32

  In Vancouver’s poor east-end neighbourhoods, Fred Collins started the East End 

Tenants Defence Committee and the Unemployed Action Committee to “fight to hold the line on 

rents,” and employed direct action and demonstrations to force government capitulation.
33

  Even 

more impressive and undocumented are the “red-tinged” unemployment associations that propped 

up between 1957-1962 in Vancouver, Winnipeg, Windsor, Greater Niagara Falls, Hamilton, 

Toronto, Sudbury, Peterborough and Winnipeg.  McCarthy-tainted labour and political leaders 

attempted to direct workless activism towards a more social democratic agenda, yet radicals still 

found ways to occupy welfare offices and disrupt municipal, provincial and federal governments. 

A handful of secondary sources shed a fleeting light on the ways those within the New Left 

and the 1960s countercultural movements exercised their leadership and applied their ideological 

backgrounds to poor people’s struggles.
34

  No doubt the result of a growing sensitivity to the 

ways race and gender oppression intersect with the class struggle, New Left poor people’s 

organizing began the shift away from the white, male conception of the “unemployed movement” 

to the more inclusive “anti-poverty movement” which better exemplified struggles around 

housing, food, social and political exclusion and precarious labour.  In a provocative look at anti-

poverty movements in the post-war United States, Alyosha Goldstein in Poverty in Common: The 

Politics of Community Action During the American Century suggests that the Cold War 

environment led to unprecedented discussions within the liberal order around inequality and 

community participation in an effort to prove its superiority to Soviet communism.  Anti-poverty 
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activists, in turn, exposed the limits of liberal inclusion and fairness by drawing on anti-colonial 

and feminist politics.
35

  Will Goldstein’s arguments find their corollary north of the 49
th
 parallel? 

The arrival date of neoliberalism to Canada is subject to debate but the shift away from 

Keynesian liberalism was first felt by the poor with UI cuts in 1975 and with the economic 

instability of the 1980s wherein all levels of government began to be persuaded by right-wing 

think tanks to undercut and even destroy the institutions, politics and practices of the 1940s.  By 

the 1990s, neoliberalism was ascendant.
36

  As Michel Foucault observed as early as 1979, what 

gave neoliberalism its novelty was not only its rejection of Keynes but also the championing of 

the full naturalization of the market wherein the state comes “under the supervision of the market 

rather than a market supervised by the state.”
37

  Neoliberalism is laissez-faire on steroids.  With 

state aid seen as an unnatural impediment to the market, by the 1990s neoliberal governments felt 

justified in cutting welfare rates, instituting workfare legislation and spending millions on semi-

private welfare surveillance to curb supposed fraud.  The perversity thesis became a gospel 

truth.
38
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While little is known about Canadian unemployment struggles during the early 1980s 

depression, in April 1989, 30 anti-poverty activists from Windsor, Ottawa and Sudbury walked 

400 kilometres to Queen’s Park to demand Liberal Premier David Peterson increase welfare 

rates.
39

  The march, which was inspired by the 1935 On-to-Ottawa trek, led to the creation of the 

Ontario Coalition Against Poverty (OCAP) in February 1990.  A year away from its 25
th
 

anniversary OCAP may well be the longest continuously running socialist-inspired anti-poverty 

organization in the northern hemisphere.  One of OCAP’s founders, John Clarke, has explicitly 

noted how neoliberalism has changed the nature of the struggle:  “Where the fight in the 30s lay 

in seeking to establish some kind of basic social provision, in the 90s we contest the destruction 

of a 'safety net' that was created in the post war era.”
40

  Since 1990, OCAP has engaged in 

casework, winning relief and exacting concessions for individuals through self-empowerment and 

collective struggle.  OCAP has participated in and led numerous demonstrations, occupied 

welfare offices, collectively stolen food from grocery stores, squatted in abandoned buildings and 

shut down Bay Street and Highway 401.  It has exploited loopholes within Ontario Works, 

winning welfare recipients special dietary supplements and emergency relief.  Female leadership 

has been encouraged in the organization, as have campaigns to assist single mothers.  OCAP has 

aligned itself with indigenous peoples against colonization and worked with immigrant 

communities to stop deportations.  It has argued “no one is illegal” and insisted that everyone has 

a right to social services.  OCAP’s work has taken on new importance since the 2008 global 
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financial meltdown.  Throughout its history the organization has remained anti-capitalist and a 

majority of its leaders are committed to socialist/anarchist politics.  OCAP is exemplary but not 

alone.  Anti-poverty organizations by and for the poor have been an important part of the fight 

against neoliberalism in such cities as Victoria, Vancouver, Winnipeg, Montreal, Sudbury, 

Kingston, Peterborough and Halifax since the 1990s – a significant study linking their collective 

actions awaits a sympathetic scholar. 

*** 

“Working-class Anguish and Revolutionary Indignation: The Making of Radical and 

Socialist Unemployment Movements, 1875-1928,” records the spark and the first eruptions of a 

“chain reaction” of workless protest that begins with Les Misérables of the fin de siècle and 

extends to the Canadian resistors of the Financial Crisis of 2008 wherein neoliberal austerity 

measures, skyrocketing unemployment, bank bailouts and home foreclosures have provoked 

explosive world-wide upheavals.  Out of all proportion to their numbers or their political power, a 

minority of the unemployed have, in the “expectation” and the realization of their ability to 

disrupt and mobilize, denied liberals the “end of history,” and provoked fear, reprisals and 

concessions from the elite.  In the hands of an evolving socialist leadership committed to the 

principle of subsidiarity and equality, unemployment activists have created a “blueprint” of 

“collective organization” for future struggles that lays out the anguish and indignation of the 

unemployed within the contours of a supportive culture of resistance.  Spanning three centuries of 

the Canadian state, the exceptional and “contentious” mobilizations of the unemployed deserve 

our attention.  By appreciating their remarkable history, those committed to a different social 

order might become better allies in ways that do not blunt the poor’s power of disruption.  After 

all, it is in enabling the marginalized’s “right to speak” that we begin to live and create a 

revolutionary present.
41
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